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Report of two pilot studies that explored approaches and methods to involve
babies, toddlers, and young children in participation in decision-making.

The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (DCEDIY) and Hub na
nOg established an Early Years Working Group (EYWG) during 2021 to develop guidance for
consulting with children and babies aged birth to 5 years. The EYWG was comprised of
stakeholders from the policy, academic, creative, and early learning, and care sectors with
expertisein the area. The remit of the EYWG was to consider existing research and resources
on the participation of children and babies aged birth to 5 yearsin participationin decision-
making and identify gaps in addition to piloting methodologies that enable the participation
of youngchildren in decision-making.

In late 2022, the DCEDIY and Hub na nOg contracted a report writer to:

e Attend EYWG and sub-committee meetings and keep a written record of discussionsand
decisions.

e Reportonsix good practice case studies.

e Reportonone or two pilot studies to explore methodologiesthat can be used in early
learningand care services.

e Develop a practitioner’s toolkit as a practical resource and reflective tool for staff and
volunteers working with childrenin early learningand care services with activities and
methods that can be adapted for different services.

The EYWG agreed that two pilots would be conducted in early learningand care (ELC)
services. The EYWG proposed that one of the pilots would explore the use of a multiple
methods approach toinvolving children in participation in decision-makingbased on the
mosaicapproach (Clarkand Moss, 2011) and the Reggio Emilia approach which positions
early learningand care educators as interpreters of the ‘hundred languages of children’
(Malaguzzi, 1996; Edwards et al., 2013). In partnership with a member of the working group,
Hub na nOg identified Kilcloon Early Years Pre-school as a suitable service for a pilot of this
kind.

The Co-ordinator of Limerick-Clare Local Creative Youth Partnership (LCYP) was a member of
the EYWG and suggested pilotingan initiative, already at planningstage, on involving babies,
toddlers, and youngchildren in decision-makingon the development and delivery of a dance
curriculum with a dance facilitator. This suggestion was welcomed by the EYWG as the
second pilotand an opportunity to explore an experimental methodology focussed on an
individual, autonomous child approach and an external facilitator. The EYWG noted that this
approachisin keeping with guidance from Aistear on “using observation to tell the story of
the involvement of an individual child ora group of children in a particular activity, task or



play scenario” (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 2009, p.87.) Hub na
nOg collaborated with Limerick-Clare LCYP to identify the aim of this pilot study.

Hub na nOg provided guidance and support to both Kilcloon Early Years Pre-school and
Limerick-Clare LCYP to ensure that the pilots were grounded in the National Framework for
Children and YoungPeople’s Participation in Decision-making [National Participation
Framework] (Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth, 2021), that
the children would have meaningful involvementin participationin decision making, and
thatthe pilot methods could be used and applied in other decision-making contextsin early
learningand care services.

Pilot 1. The use of multiple methods to involve children in participation in
decision-making on a fair and safe approach to enabling risky and adventurous

play.

Introduction

Kilcloon Early Years Preschool is in County Meath. There were twenty-two children in the
pre-school roomin which the pilot study was conducted (fifteen boys and seven girls). The
children were aged 2 yearsand 8 monthsto 3 yearsand 6 months.

The educators in Kilcloon Early Years Preschool prioritise the voice of the child in their daily
practice. They follow a play based emergent curriculum and ensure that learning
experiences are based on the children's interests, voice, strengths and needs through a play-
based approach. Their curriculum board is on the wall of the preschool room. They describe
theirapproach assimilarto the High Scope philosophy, in that observing, listeningto the
children and daily reflection guide them to support children's learningand development.

How the pilotcame about

Some children were playingin a risky and adventurous way in the cosy corner inside the
preschool. One of the educators explained to the children that the cosy cornerisan area
where children cometo rest and look through books and that thereis not enough space
inside to play this way. This conversation led to one of the boys asking: “Can we play roughly
when we are outside (words of the child)?” The preschool staff decided to act on the little
boy’s wishes and pilot the use of multiple methodologies to get the views of childrenon a
fairand safe approach to enablingrisky and adventurous play.

Reportingon the pilot
The report of the pilotis based on interviews with the preschool educators, observations
and notes of the educators, observations noted by the report writer during a site visit to the



preschool and photographs of some of the methods used to involve children in decision-
making.Pilot methods

In this pilot, the educators used a multiple methods approach to consult childrenon how
risky and adventurous play could become an option for those children who want this form of
play. They wanted to hear all children’s views because some children enjoyed this form of
play and others did not.

The educators used a range of interconnected methods to give children a voice on risky and
adventurous play and ensure that their views were acted on. The variety of methods allowed
children to have a voice in decision-making based on individual preferences and is outlined
below:

Group conference (discussions with all children in the room)
Documentation in pictures (photos taken by children and educators)
Facial and body awareness emoji game

Children’s drawings

One to onediscussion
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Observations of educators

Throughout the pilot, the educators used these methods with children on a regular basis to
check back with the children and make sure that they were happy with their own decisions
about risky and adventurous play.

1. Group conference abouttheidea of the pilot

e At the start of the pilot, the educators held a discussion with the children about the
request for risky and adventurous play.

e Thediscussionincluded the views of those who like risky and adventurous play and
those who do not like this form of play.

e Some children do not like risky and adventurous play and some children do not like
noise. These children had their views heard and acted on through the availability of quiet
areas bothin theirindoorroom (cosy corner) and in the garden (fairy garden). In these
areas, the children agreed that there would be no risky and adventurous play.

e The children suggested that there should be rules and made up their own initial rules for
the risky and adventurous play.

e The children agreed that risky and adventurous play should only happen on the grass
area of the outdoor space.

2. Documentation in pictures

e The childrenand educatorstook photosofreal time risky and adventurous play activity.

e New photos were taken on a regular basis, as children’s games and how they like interact
changed all the time.



Facial and body awareness emoji game
Allthe photos were printed.
The children were given smiley, blank and sad face stickers and @ @ @
invited to stick whatever emoji they wanted on each photo.
The children divided the photos into happy, sad, and unsure bundles.
Some photos had a variety of emojis on them and the children made a bundle of photos
that didn’t fitin the happy, sad, and unsure bundles.
The photos with emojis were stuck onto a big photo board.
The children looked at the photos and accompanying emojis, and the educator’s
facilitated discussion by asking questions such as:

o What’s happeninginthe photos?

o What doyou seein thechildren’sfacesin the photos?

o What are children doing with their bodiesin the photos?

o What doyou thinkchildren are feelingin the photos?
These questions generated discussions about how children can playin a safe and
inclusive way.
The educator wrote the exact views of each child beside the emojis they stuck on each
photo onthe board.
The educators allowed this to be a daily evolving process that enabled children to take
photos off the board at any time and change their emoji if they had changed their minds
about a particular form of play.
Children were invited to take new photos on a regular basis to ensure that they were
always able to express their views about risky and adventurous play.
Copies of the photos were leftin a box that was available to children all the time so they
could continuously give their views about the kind of play they like and don’t like
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Using children’s drawings to make the rules for risky and adventurous play

From the beginning, the children had suggested that there should be rules for risky and
adventurous play.

They made up their own rules for risky and adventurous play and changed themon a
regular basis, based on the views they expressed on the photo board.

They did drawings of the rules they agreed, and the educators wrote the children’s exact
words on each drawing.

The drawings with the rules for risky and adventurous play were stuck on the walls.




5. Oneto oneinformal conversation

e Some childrendidn’t liketo talk in the big group when they were playingthe emoji
game, although all children shared their views by using emojis on the photos.

e The educators found moments throughout the day to discuss the photos and emojis with
those children and give them the opportunity to have their views heard. Individual
children often said things like, ‘I liked it when we played roughly today’ (words of a child)
or, ‘l neverlike playingrough’ (words of a child).

e Other children often joined in these informal conversations and took part in problem
solving.

6. Observations of educators

e The educators observed the children duringoutdoor play time.

o At different times duringthe day and at the end of the day, the educatorsreflected on
and kept notes and observations on what was working well and what needed problem
solving.

e The educators positively reinforced the rules and gave consistent feedback to children to
supportand encourage their social and emotional development, problem solvingand
conflict resolution skills.

e Such discussions often led to children suggesting some change in the rules.

e The children needed the opportunity to change the rules regularly because they couldn’t
envisage what works and does not work unlessit is live, happeningand concrete.

Observations from the pilot

The observations from this pilot demonstrate a highly effective and good practice approach
to involvingyoung children in participation in decision-making. The pilot honoured the
concept of evolving capacities, which is introduced in Article 5 of the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child (The United Nations, 1989) and refers to processes of maturing and
learningas children gradually acquire knowledge, competencies and understanding,
including understanding their rights and how they can be realised. The multiple methods
approach used by the pilot educators enabled the children to use theiragency and evolving
capacitiesin a variety of different ways, including group discussion, one-on-one informal
conversation, drawing, selecting photos, playing the emoji game, sharing their feelings, and
making their own rules. The methods also complied with guidance from General Comment
No. 7 of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child on implementing child rights in early
childhood, which advises State Parties to take account of individual variationsin the
capacities of children of the same age and of their ways of reacting to situations (UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005, p.8.). The range of consultation methods and
the fact that the process of decision-making was regularly repeated ensured that children
could safely share their different individual experiences and views and change their minds at
any time. Thisapproach is consistent with General Comment No. 7, which recommends



“adoptinga child-centred attitude, listening to young children and respecting their dignity
and theirindividual points of view” (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005, p7.)

The variety of methods used in the pilot ensured that the children could participate in
decision-makingin accordance with theirindividual stage of development, personality,
interests, and preferred style of communication. Using a range of methodsis in keeping with
good practice from the National Participation Framework (DCEDIY, 2021), which notes the
importance of ensuringthat children have a choice about ways to express themselves. The
Framework also advises against placingadult interpretations on children’s views during the
process of seeking their opinions (DCEDIY, 2021). The pilot demonstrated several methods
that were faithful to this guidance, such as educators writing children’s own words about
their views and feelings beside the photos and educators writingthe rules and changingthe
rulesin children’s own words.

The pilotis an excellent example of educators collaborating with children as equal rights
holders and givingthem a voice in decisions about a practice that is often challenging (risky
and adventurous play), in a safe and inclusive way. This approach is consistent with the
Aistear Guidelines (NCCA, 2009), which identify a range of interaction strategies and
methods that adults can use to enhance children’s learningand development. These
interactionsinclude adults building fair and respectful relationships with children and
encouragingthem to take an active rolein decisions about theirlearning based on their age
and stage of development.

This projectis alive and constantly evolving through repeated cycles of implementing the
Lundy model of participation (Lundy, 2007; DCEDIY, 2021, p.15) by giving children space,
voice, audience, and influence on decisions regarding risky and adventurous play, as outlined
below.

Space:

e The children were heard in a safe and familiar space (the preschool).

e Educators listened to their views though a variety of consultation methods throughout
each day.

e Educators made surethat all children were heard by having a variety of ways for them to
communicate, including one-on-one informal conversations.

Voice:

e Educators provided support forchildren to be heard.

e Children could raise their views on risky and adventurous play at any time they liked and
could change their minds about how they liked to play.

e Educators provided a range of methods for children to give their views and share their
feelings.



Audience:

e The practice of the educators was to tell and show children how they were readyand
willingto always listen to them.

e The children were an ‘audience’ with a key role in decision-making about risky and
adventurous playin addition to the educators being the ‘audience’ who ensured that
decisions taken were in the best interests of all the children.

Influence:

e The children knew that they made the rules about risky and adventurous playin their
own words and could change therules at any time. The observations of the educators
noted that the children needed the opportunity to change therules regularly because
they couldn’t envisage what works and does not work unless it was live, happeningand
concrete.

e The children gave feedback to each other on theirviews and feelings during the process
of documenting risky and adventurous playin photographs, playingthe emoji game and
making therules.

e Educators showed children the impact of their decisions by enablingthem to make their
own rules, writing the rules in children’s own words and regularly offering them the
opportunity to revisit the rules.

e Children explainedto each otherthe reasons they were taking certain decisions through
the process of group conferencing, the emoji game, making the rules and changingthe
rules. Educators also explained the reasons for some decisions that were taken.

Pilot 2. How babies, toddlers and young children had voice in decision-making
in the design and delivery of a dance curriculum.

Introduction

The aim of this pilot was to explore how babies, toddlers, and youngchildren can have a
voice in decision-makingin the design and delivery of the curriculum for a 6-week dance
curriculum in two ELC services in Limerick city (Childworld and Nursery Times). In
Childworld, there were fourteen babies and toddlersin the room (aged 6 months— 24
months) and eight educators. In Nursery Times, there were seven babies and toddlersin the
room (aged 12 months to 14 months) and four educators.

The dance curriculum was delivered by a professional dance artist and facilitator, who was
contracted to undertake the pilot by Limerick-Clare Local Creative Youth Partnership.
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Reportingon the pilot

Thisreportillustrates how preverbal and early verbal children have the capacity to have a
voice in decision-makingand influence the content and delivery of a dance curriculum. It is
based onindividualand focus group interviews conducted by the report writer with the
dance facilitator, educators and the Co-ordinator of Limerick Clare LCYP, notes recorded by
the dance facilitator and observations noted by the report writer duringsite visits. Babies,
toddlers, and youngchildren are collectively referred to as ‘children’ throughout this report.

How the dance facilitator created the conditionsfor babies, toddlers,and young
children to have a voice in decision-making

In both ELC services, the dance facilitator led each dance session. The educatorstook partin
the dancingand movements with the children throughout each session when possible. Both
settings had toys and play equipment around the room which gave the children the
opportunity to use theiragency and choose to do other activities duringthe dance sessions.

The dance facilitator planned the first dance session in each setting by seeking feedback
from educators on the music and songs that the children like. She also used her own
experience of facilitating dance with older children. After the first session, the dance
facilitator planned the content of each subsequent session through:

a. planningand preparation before each dance session.

b. usingarange of methodsto listen to, observe and act on the voice of children during

each dance session.
c. discussions with educators and recording observations after each dance session.

a. Planningand preparation before each dance session

The dance facilitator developed the curriculum, movement patterns and music for each

weekly dance session, based on her own observations of how the children participated in

decision-makingand what they enjoyed from the previous dance session; the notes she

completed after each dance session usingthe National Participation Framework Everyday

Spaces Checklist (DCEDIY, 2021); and the feedback from educators on their observations and

translation of the children’s views. With the use of the above material:

e She added movements into the next session that she observed the children enjoying
duringthe previous week.

e She selected musicthat the children had enjoyed or had been listeningto throughout
the previous week.

e Shechangedthe order of the curriculum for each session so the children could
experience movements and music that they liked at the start of the session.

e She planned familiar musicfor every session like ‘the wheels on the bus’ because she
observed that familiar music relaxed the children and was a great icebreaker at the start
of a session.
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She also introduced new songs and accompanying movements to get feedback from the
children on music and movements they had not done before.

Using a range of methods to listen to, observe and act on the voice of babies, toddlers,
and youngchildren during each dance session

The dancefacilitator created a safe space and a welcoming environment and chatted
with the children at the start of the session.

She started each dance session by inviting the children into a circle.

She then played a range of songs and did movements to accompany the musicand
words of the songs. She also sang alongaloud to all the songs.

Most of the educators were up on the floor following the facilitator’s dance moves and
singingaloud from time to time. Some were sitting with individual babies oryoung
children who needed additional support to engage in the dance or movements.

The facilitator and the educators frequently invited children to take partinthe dancing,
but children could engage in other activities if they chose to do so.

She regularly asked children what songs they would like.

She called out a songoptions and asked which one they wanted.

She named each child individually throughout the sessions to encourage their
involvement.

She observed movements being made by individual children and copied the movements
saying things like ‘let’s all do what Paul is doing’.

She observed children’s body language and reactions and adapted the music,
movements, and flow of the session accordingly.

She observed the position of every child in the space and how they were moving, evenin
subtle ways, such as standingand observing.

She noticed that it took a few rounds of music and movements for some babies,
toddlers, and young children to be comfortable.

She observed the relationship between the educators and the children and identified
that if the educators were doingthe movement, the children tended to joinin.

She observed that when the educators encouraged and praised the children, they were
more likely to participate.

She observed how the children reacted to her and to the educators.

She communicated with the educators so they could show her what was working with
the children.

One week, several children were getting over a tummy bug, so she changed the session,
slowed everythingdown and did a lot of movements sitting down.

Discussions with educators after each dance session
The facilitator asked the educators what worked bestin the session.
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e She asked for their observations of the children and translations of what they observed,
including what parts of the session the children enjoyed and didn’t enjoy.

e She asked educators which songs and music the children enjoyed.

e Educators made suggestions such as that facilitator should include movements that all
children can take partin —not always on the babies ortoddlers’ feet.

e The facilitator worked with educators to explore movements or music that were working
well or that might work better in respondingto the children’s reactions.

e Educators asked the facilitator for suggested music or songs they could play between
sessions duringthe week.

e She asked the educators what to add or change for the next session.

How the babies, toddlers and young children participated in decision-makingand

influenced the dance curriculum

As noted above, the dance facilitator ensured that the views of the children influenced the

curriculum using methods that included observations of the children, interactions with the

children, and communication with educators. The children also influenced the content and
delivery of each session through the variety of ways they engaged with the facilitator, the
educators, the music, and the movement at different stages of each session and from
session to session. For example, most children chose to be close to an educator or the dance
facilitator at certain times but chose to dance on theirown at other times. Only a small
number of children chose to spend an entire session with an educator or spend an entire
session dancingor moving on theirown. Some children chose not to take part for all or part
of each session. The children had their views heard and acted on by beingenabled to choose
how to take part or not take partin the dance sessions at different stages throughout each
session and from one session to the next. Children’schoices included:

e Goinginto thecircle and participating in the movements by stamping, hopping, jumping,
moving their arms, swaying, bending, stretching, lyingon the floor, sitting, clapping,
twirlingand other movements.

e Joiningin thecircle for parts of the session or parts of individual songs.

e Askingthe facilitator for songs that they like (verbal children).

e Respondingto questions by the facilitator about which songs they like, (verbal children).

e Tellingthe facilitator when they didn’t want to do certain things. For example, if she said:
‘Will I do x?’ — they often said ‘No’ (verbal children).

e Indicating movements, dances, or music they liked by smiling, bouncingaround or
getting excited.

e Watching the facilitator.

e Followingthe facilitatoraround the room.

e Lookingtoengage and connect with the facilitator.

e Sijtting with educators, who were moving to the music.

e Dancinginthe arms of educators, who were moving to the music.
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e Holdingeducators’ hands, who were followingthe facilitator’s movement.
e Leaving thecircle.

e Doinganotheractivity.

e Sitting alone, watching the dancing, and smiling.

e Sitting on mats playing with toys.

e Walkingor runningaround.

The educators noted some additional opportunities for the children’s views to be acted on:

e The educatorsincorporated the songs and dance movements that children liked into the
daily routine in each of the two early years settings.

e Parentsstarted playing more musicat home focussing on the songs that the children
liked from the dance sessions.

Observations from the pilot

The observations from this pilot suggest that involving babies, toddlers, and young children
underthe age of three in decision-makingin the design and delivery of a curriculum needs
to take account of their developmental stage and capacity to exercise agency. The approach
adopted in the pilot demonstrates an understanding of Article 5 of the UN Convention on
the Rights of the Child (The United Nations, 1989), which introduces the concept of evolving
capacities to refer to processes of maturingand learningas children gradually develop
knowledge, competencies and understanding, including understanding their rights and how
they can be realised. The pilot also took account of General Comment No. 7 of the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child on implementing child rights in early childhood, which
notes that parents (and others) have the responsibility to continually adjust the levels of
support and guidance they offer to a child (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005,
p.8.). This General Comment goes on to state that these adjustments should take account of
a child’sinterests and wishes as well as the child’s capacities for autonomous decision -
making, and this guidance was implemented in the pilot. The pilotis also consistent with
guidance from Aistear (NCCA, 2009) which notes that adults should respect all children as
individuals with rights, build on children’s abilities, interests, experiences, cultures, and
backgrounds and take account of additional needs or supports children may require to
participate as fully as possible.

The observations of the educators, dance facilitator and report writer indicate that the
children had some capacity to influence the way the dance artist planned the design and
delivery of the curriculum. Some children whose capacities had evolved to the point where
they could say what they wanted used verbal communication to influence decision-making.
However, the most powerful way that even the babies and youngest children displayed their
capacity to have a voice in decision-making was how they influenced the real time (here and
now) content and style of delivery of the dance sessions. From moment to moment in each
session, children were able to communicate how they felt, who they wanted to relate to or

14



engage with, what music or movement they liked or did not like, what they wanted to do in
the room, where they wanted to go inthe room and whether to engage in the dancingor
notto engage. Thisapproachisin keeping with guidance from the National Participation
Framework Everyday Spaces Checklist (DCEDIY, 2021) on creating spaces where children feel
safe to express theirviews and have them acted on.

Children also demonstrated their agency through the decisions they made about engaging
with adults duringthe sessions. Most children wanted to engage with adults throughout
each dance session and participated more when educators danced with them or
encouraged them, which is consistent with their stage of development. Siolta Standard 5
(Department of Education and Skills, 2017) notes that the early years of a child’s lifeare a
time of unique dependency and highlight the importance of children having secure
relationships with adults.

As the pilot evolved, the dance artist involved these very young children in the design and

delivery of the dance curriculum through the following approaches:

e thedirectvoice (verbal and non-verbal) of children in real time on the content and style
of delivery of the curriculum.

e children’sreal time decisions on how to engage with adults duringthe delivery of the
curriculum.

e thedirectvoice (verbal and non-verbal) of children in planningthe curriculum.

e adulttranslation of children’s voice through observation of their actions and reactions by
educators and the dance artist.

This pilot ensured that the children had opportunities to share their views through the range
of approaches outlined above. As with the first pilot, the children in this pilot took partin
repeated cycles of space, voice, audience, and influence in keeping with the Lundy model of
participation (Lundy, 2007; DCEDIY, 2021, p.15), as outlined below.

Space:

e The children were heard in a safe and familiar space (the preschool) and their familiar
and trusted educators took part in every dance session with them.

e The dance facilitator and educators listened to and always observed their views during
each dance sessions.

e The dance facilitator made sure that all children were heard by having a variety of ways
for them to communicate and the freedom to choose to participate or not. Educators
shared their observations with the dance facilitator about how effectively children were
beingheard.
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Voice:

e The dance facilitator provided support for children to communicate and be heard by
encouragingthemto share theirviews. The educators interacted with and connected
with each child to ensure that they were supported to share their views.

e The dance facilitator regularly asked for the children’s views about songs and
movements. Children could also show the dance facilitator (in words, gestures, or
actions) which dances and music they liked and did not like.

e The dance facilitator and educators provided a range of methods for children to give
their views, share their feelings and choose if, how and when to take partin the dance
sessions.

Audience:

e The practice of the dance facilitator and educators was to tell and show the children
through their words and body language how they were ready and willing to always listen
to them.

e The children were an ‘audience’ with a key role in decision-making about the dance
curriculum throughout each dance session and from week to week. The dance facilitator
and educators were also an ‘audience’ who ensured that children’s views were listened
to and acted on.

Influence:

e The children were given the opportunity to give their views at any time. The
observations of the dance facilitator and educators on the aspects of each session that
the children enjoyed and didn’t enjoy were also acted on.

e The dance facilitator gave feedbackto children in a variety of ways, including observing
movements made by individual childrenand telling the children she was going to copy
thar child’s movements.

e Theimpactof theirviews on decision-making was shared with the children through the
continuous changes and adaptations made by the dace facilitator.

e The dance facilitator explained to the children in words and actions that musicand
movements they chose were beingincluded in each session.

Conclusion

These pilot studiesillustrate that babies, toddlers and young children have the capacity to
participate in decision-making. The pilots used different methods and approaches, but both
demonstrated an understanding of the importance of ‘participation with purpose’, which is
the vision of the National Participation Framework (DCEDIY, 2021). Participation with
purpose means that decision-makers must ‘ensure that the purpose of involving children in
decision-makingis to give them a voice on day-to-day activities and practice, or on the
development of projects, programmes, services, or policies’ (DCEDIY, p.6). The educatorsin
these pilots ensured that children’s views were listened to, taken seriously, and given due
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weight with the intention that their views would influence an outcome or initiate change,
which is ‘at the heart of participation with purpose’ (DCEDIY, p.6). Several other common
themes and findings emerge from the pilots which are outlined below.

The firsttheme is the importance of the ‘here and now’ in the ways that babies, toddlers,
and youngchildren participate in decision-making. Both pilots highlighted that young
children made decisions based on how they feel, what they thinkand what they want to do
in real time on live and concrete happenings. From moment to moment and day to day, the
children’s decisions and choices could and did change and the pilot educators builta
constantly evolvingapproach to including the children in participation in decision-making.
The Lundy model of participation (Lundy, 2007; DCEDIY, 2021, p.15) and the National
Participation Framework Everyday Spaces Checklist (DCEDIY, 2021) offered a pathway to the
pilot educators by enablingthem to continuously involve children in decision-making
through repeated cycles of space, voice, audience, and influence.

The second theme is choice. Childrenin these pilots were enabled to choose to take partor
not to take partin decision-makingorin the activity. The dance pilot notes that children
often left the dance circle, played elsewhere in the room, or joined in and out of the dancing
at times. The risky and adventurous play pilot notes that children sometimes did not joinin
the group discussions and that children could and sometimes did express the wish not to be
around risky and adventurous play. The opportunity to choose not to participate in decision-
making is cited by Lundy et. al. (2024) as critical to a true understanding of child rights.
Lundy et al. (2024) further notes that silence, lack of engagement or lack of interest should
not be understood as lack of capacity. Both pilots demonstrate respect by educators for
silencein addition to children using their voices, actions, or gestures to indicate a wish not
to participate in decision-makingorin an activity.

The third theme is the use of observation to translate the views, choices and decisions of
babies, toddlers, and youngchildren. In the risky and adventurous play pilot, the educators
observed the children duringoutdoor play time and kept notes. They did not use
observation as a standalone method, but as part of a multiple methods approach that
enabled children to participate in decision-making. This approach to observation exemplifies
an effective use of the mosaicapproach (Clarkand Moss, 2011) which promotes a creative
multi-layered framework for listening to young children's perspectives comprising
observations and learning stories, photography, and child conferences. The pilot educators
used their observational skills to translate the views of children by fore fronting the
children’s rules and respecting their right to make and change decisions about a safe and
inclusive way to play. In the dance curriculum pilot, observation was one of the most
important methods used by the dance facilitator, and educators in enabling the babies,
toddlers, and youngchildren to participate in decision-making as many of them were pre or
early verbal. The dance facilitator and the educators used observation throughout each
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dance session, held discussions after each session and recorded observational notes after
each session. The dance facilitator used these observations in two ways: firstly, to seek
children’s views on, and reactions to the music and movement during each session so she
could translate and act on their views by making immediate changes duringthat session;
and secondlyto make notes on the children’s views after each session usingthe Everyday
Spaces Checklist (DCEDIY, 2021) to enable her translate their views to influence the design of
the next dance session. This approach fits with guidance from Aistear, which highlights the
central role of observation in accessing the ‘voice’ of children and promoting children’s
agency in curriculum development (NCCA, 2007).

The final theme is about adult-child relationships as they affect children’s agency and right to
participate in decision-making. In the dance curriculum pilot, children demonstrated their
agency through the decisions they made about engaging with and being with adults during
the dance sessions. Most children chose to engage with adults and participated more when
educators danced with them or encouraged them, which is consistent with their stage of
development. The need for secure, adult relationships in early years is repeatedly noted in
the literature (NCCA, 2009; Department of Education and Skills, 2017). In the pilot, this need
influenced the babies, toddlers and young children’s choices and decisions. Intherisky and
adventurous play pilot, educators collaborated with children as equal rights holders, but
ensured that children’s other rights such as safety and best interests were upheld. The
approach touches on atheme raised by Lundy et al (2024) which notes the importance of
viewing participation (in decision-making) as an interdependent process between ELC
educators and children that requires mutual respect.
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