
  

 

 

 

 
Ainm /Name: Lydia Murphy 

Bliain / Year group: EDF689 

Uimhir mhic léinn / Student number: 167214945 

Ábhar / Subject: Dissertation Thesis 

Léachtóir / Teagascóir:  

Lecturer Tutor: Dr Leah OôToole 

Sprioclá: Due date: 09/11/2021 

Teideal an tionscadail /Assignment title: Leaning into Love and Compassionate Care in my Early 

Years Practice. 

Líon na bhfocal /Word Count: 21570 

 Líon leathanach / Number of pages: 157 

Aon ábhar eile sa tionscadal / Any other material in the assignment: Dearbhaím gur mise amháin / mise 

mar bhall grúpa (cuir ciorcal timpeall na rogha a bhaineann leis an tionscadal thuas) a rinne an saothar 

seo. Aithním go soiléir aon chabhair a fuair mé ó aon duine eile, baill fhoirne nó gaol clainne san 

áireamh. Mo chuid scríbhneoireachta féin atá sa tionscadal seo ach amháin nuair a úsáidtear ábhar ar bith 

as foinsí eile. Tugtar aitheantas do na foinsí seo sna fo-nótaí nó sna tagairtí. Dearbhaím go bhfuil 

treoirlínte an choláiste do thionscadail léite agam agus go dtuigim iad. Tá cóip den tionscadal coinnithe 

agam dom féin.  

I confirm that I alone produced this project. I clearly acknowledge any help I received from any other 

person, staff members or relatives included. This project is my own composition except for material of 

any kind taken from other sources. These sources are acknowledged in the footnotes or references. I 

confirm that I have read and understand the Department assignment guidelines. I have also 

retained copy of the assignment for myself.  

Síniú / Signature: Lydia Murphy  

Dáta / Date: 09/11/2021 

 

  



  Lydia Murphy l 16721945 

v 

  

OLLSCOIL NA HÉIREANN MÁ NUAD  
  

THE NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF IRELAND   

MAYNOOTH  

  

Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood Education   

M.Ed (Research in Practice)  

(2019 ï 2020)  

  

Title: Lean ing  into Love and Compassionate 
Care in my Early Years Practice   

  
 

 

Name: Lydia Murphy  
  

 

 

 

A Research Dissertation submitted to the Froebel Department of Primary and Early 

Childhood Education, Maynooth University, in fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of Master of Education (Research in Practice)  
 

  

Date: 09/11/2021 

 

 

 

 

 

Supervised by: 
  

Dr Leah OôToole  



  

 

 

 

 

 

Declaration 

 

 

I certify that this research, submitted for the degree of Master of Education, 

Maynooth University, is entirely my own work, has not been taken from the work of 

others and has not been submitted in any other university.  The work of others, to an 

extent, has been cited and acknowledged within the text of my work. 

 

 

 

Lydia Murphy  

 

Date 

09/11/202 

 



  

Abstract 

óWhat does education need now?ô 

My research suggests the violence children are subject to is at an all-time high. The 

need for children to experience Love and Compassionate Care within our early years 

education system is needed now more than ever. Our policies favour terminology such 

as ówhole systems approachô and óeconomicusô. The standardisation of childrenôs 

learning is facing a worldwide crisis of outcome-driven goals. Emphasising literacy and 

numeracy with the effect of pushing down óschoolifcationô on our young children. The 

purpose of this study was to examine myself both professionally and personally by 

exploring my óLiving Contradictionsô with the intention of improving my own practice. 

Relational and holistic care are central to my values. I aspired to intensify my 

knowledge and professional practice by means of practical environmental interventions 

and observing the impact of the adult/child and child/child relationships. This research 

challenges the somewhat deficit-based lenses of trauma-informed practices. Rather 

viewing the research through a relationship-based lens seeking to buffer the effect of 

trauma on a personôs life outcomes. My self-study project employed qualitative 

research using Korthagenôs action research cycle and this was extended by using 

Brookfieldôs lenses to allow the participants, theoretical richness and meaningful voices 

to be understood. Data was collected through reflective journaling, anecdotal evidence, 

reflecting mapping and experiential questionnaires. My results established innovative 

guiding principles for our preschool ecosystem.  Our relational-based holistic pedagogy 

encompasses the self, the physical and affective environment which extends to the 

transformative effects of myself, my colleagues, and the children. The overarching 

themes emerging from my research were the óGood Enough Educatorô, óHolistic 
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Curriculumô and óThe Ripple Effect. The conclusion explains the benefits of radical 

love as a revolution. Bringing forth multiple fields to seek the same goal. Defining what 

how predominant values are in decision making and how we need to pull them apart 

and interrogate them. Allowing innovate teaching and practice to emerge It explores 

what came from my dissatisfaction of the literature. Radical love promoting human 

kindness and compassionate care. The research end with recommendations for future 

practice including links to policy.  

Key Words: Self-study, Action Research, Critical Reflection, Love, Compassion, 

Relationships, Transformational Education, Schoolification. Good Enough. 
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Introduction  

1. Introduction:  

The emphasis of my self-study action research project was to critically reflect on my 

practice with the aim of growth, improvement, development and perhaps to generate 

new knowledge within my area of research. Having gone through the process of self-

study action research I can certainly speak with certainty surrounding ómessinessô of 

action research. My learning indeed was not linear, at times it was the like untangling 

the ball of yarn filled with ideas, emotions, questions, and propositions and as I 

progress professionally and personally, I am confident it will be just as messy. Yet, if I 

have become a better educator, it was in partnership of positive, loving, and caring 

relationships.   

1.1 The Focus of my Study:  

The focus of my study was born out of my knowledge of the power of relationships. óIn 

short- Somebodyôs got to be crazy about that kidô (Bronfenbrenner,2006 p. 262). I 

wanted to deepen my relationships with the children in my classroom and generate new 

terminology as a guiding principle within our setting. I have chosen self-study action 

research with the focus being on myself as an educator in transformation of new insight, 

learning and to generate better practices for the children and families I love and care 

about in my classroom. I understand I do not only go to work to teach but to learn 

within powerful relationships. There can be a shame/taboo attached to expressing 

feelings of love. Love from the holistic stance allows a child to grow to their fullest 

potential. I have witnessed many moments of loving and caring connections call them 

what they are which is óLoving and Compassionate Relationshipsô, the dance of 

reciprocity (Potter, 2020). Whilst I am aware the learning was coming from within the 

child, when I focus on the term óRelationshipsô the advocate comes out in me.  
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Mental health is at crisis point in this country and worldwide. Absolutely, we need to 

campaign for better supports with multidisciplinary teams that are listening to each 

other. My concern is the way it can be delivered to society. The Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACESôs) is a quantitative study to which it does not measure the richness 

or humanness of relationships in society. It is confirming to have language to put on 

óWhy I am the way I am?ô or óWhat happened to me?ô. Are we at risk of potentially 

having people being stuck óRoots/Rooted?ô The ACEôs study that is used across 

training fields is narrowminded and deficit-thinking. Buber (2002) believes it is there to 

drive policy and money into underfunded and under-privileged sectors.  

In terms of policy, my study advocates for individualised learning and care model. Our 

idealist Aistear: National Curriculum Framework (2009), Síolta: Our National Quality 

Framework (2006), also our cross governmental strategy óFirst 5ô does not mention the 

educators needs or well-being. Yet, we are working in partnership co-constructing 

learning with the child. Rather, these policies can be dominated by policies from the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OCED) standardisation and 

narrowing of childrenôs curriculum. Education within policy is generally spoken about 

in the future tense from a transformative stance. Rather we should focus on education 

for today not always tomorrow.  

1.2 My Values  

What started my passion? 

My quest for a loving and compassionate pedagogy was born out of dissatisfaction, 

frustration, and a need to unearth the Adverse Childhood Experiences ACEôs movement 

(Felitti et al., 1998; Harris Burke, 2018). The driving force for brain development most 

political campaigns is derived from rather deficit lenses. Perryôs model below is of two 
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three-year-old brains. One receiving normal engagement of relationships and the other 

brain having experienced neglectful relationships. 

 

Figure 1 Child Trauma Academy (Perry, 1997) 

  Together the ACES movement and Perryôs have quantifiable results. Policy has been 

derived and is driven by what can be measured, for example, the zero to three 

campaigns, critical window, birth to three. 

Unfortunately, quantifiable research does not land well with the government for our 

early years sector. They tend to deviate from suggested preventative models as under 

threeôs being hugely disregarded in terms of funding within our sector. For example, the 

National Childcare Scheme (NCS)/Early Childhood Education and Care (ECCE) 

scheme gives a capitation grant to services employing degree level graduates only at the 

preschool cycle. Leaving the least qualified staff working in the tender years of birth to 

three. 
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Figure 2 Values 

The above boxes highlight a small-scale list of my budding values. Korthagen (2014) 

believes we are happiest when we are living closest to our values. My values are ever 

evolving. Nonetheless, these have been predominant within this research project. Our 

values come back to what is important to us, some hereditary and some we have 

developed from our lived experiences.  

Connected Relationships will always be at the heart of my work. I strived to connect 

daily with the children and families within my classroom. I believe educational 

relationships can be the agents of change both in the immediate space of the classroom 

and they have the potential to change a personôs life trajectory. As young child 

struggling to speak in school my teachers had a huge impact on my connected 

relationships. I believe the educational relationships I had in school developed my 

passion to go on to be an educator for young children.  

I always had a vision I wanted to change the world regardless of how many people told 

me it was aspirational and could not be done. I was one of the óDream Childrenô the 

Americans identified because I was brought to America at one and a half. I grew up in a 

multicultural society.  My best friends were Mexican American, Indian American and I 

was Irish American. I was unaware of the racism that existed within the world, yet I 

was hypersensitive to anyone knowing I was Irish. Also, on moving to Ireland I also 

disregarded my American heritage. Unconsciously, I want children and families to have 

the freedom and sense of belonging regardless of their ethnicity, race, gender, or age.  I 

had no awareness of my white privilege. With age, knowledge and understanding I 

would only come to know why there was so much hate. The implications of social 

justice I now recognise the importance and significance. 
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1.3 Synopsis of Chapters: 

1.3.1 Chapter 1  

Chapter one reveals the aims and focus of the self-study research project utilising the 

power of loving and compassionate relational practice within my early years classroom. 

The self-study reveals my professional and personal values, rather than surmising their 

origins.  

Critical evaluation was evident Brookfieldôs Lenses- self-reflection, scholarly literature, 

studentsô feedback, colleaguesô experiences. This research study can change potential 

views within education from a psychological perspective of trauma or through an 

educational lens of curricula.  

1.3.2 Chapter 2 

Chapter 2 educates the reader with the theoretical literature underpinning love and 

compassionate care curriculum. Explaining the many different definitions of love and 

compassion. I have chosen to frame my research with relational pedagogy of 

Attachment Theory/Bio-ecological lens, Bowlby-Bronfenbrenner also interlinking 

educational theory within the text. To locate my research with the educational context, 

the study of ecology can give the researcher closer proximity to the research site of the 

classroom environment and the people within it, including influences relationality 

context to policy (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2005; Hayes, OôToole, & Halpenny,2017; 

DeFehr, Infante, and Valladares, 2021) 

Next, I drilled down into pedagogy to explore the purpose of a holistic curriculum for 

the whole child. Intertwining a critical lens to the archaic argument of the brain and the 

body within holistic care. Relational attachment perspective within the holistic 



  Lydia Murphy l 16721945 

6 

curriculum allowed me to explore the emergent provocations of myself and of all the 

participants.  

Following this, two innovative reflective relational tools were explored to process the 

interactions between the educators and the children. The educators were familiar with 

the first tool The Circle of Security: Classroom Guide for Educators (COS) (Powell, 

Cooper, Hoffman, & Marvin, 2020) and the literature introduces relational mapping 

named Cognitive Analytical Therapy (C.A.T.) (Potter, 2020).  Finally, the literature 

introduces the influences of professional identity within the early years sector, 

highlighting the discourses underpinning professional identity.  

1.3.3 Chapter 3  

Chapter 3 defines social paradigms and gives rigorous rationale for choosing my 

methodological research. My research is based on the study of ecologies centring itself 

in attachment theory for this reason I choose to use a qualitative lens allowing for the 

richness and meaningful idiosyncrasies of human beings.  

The chosen action research cycle was Korthagen model of Action Research and to 

encompass and theorise the voices of the participants Korthagenôs model is extended 

using Brookfieldôs Lenses (Brookfield, 2018). To critically reflect on my practice the 

action research allowed me to stop and reflect on the data before continuing to the next 

cycle.  

My values are emphasised clearly before exploring the data sample including my 

journey and the participants journeys. Next the data tools are named with clear 

justification explored. Ethical considerations were paramount within this research with 

a significance on issues of power and hegemony.  
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1.3.4 Chapter 4 

Chapter four encompasses how my passion for educational relationships began. The 

details of three action research cycles and two interventions held with the classroom 

environment as well as anecdotal information recorded as part of my relational 

interactions with the children. 

óThe Nurture Nookô and óGross Motor Areaô were developed as holistic relational 

spaces for the children to explore as peer to peer or with an educator. The Circle of 

Security and Cognitive Analytical Therapy was explored in detail between the two 

interventions with the educators as a means of critical reflection in the feelings of 

1óshark musicô.  

1.3.5 Chapter 5  

Chapter five is in pursuit to make sense of my data collected using a reflective practice 

as a main tool. Making links with the current literature previously drawn within chapter 

two. This chapter highlights overarching guiding principles from the data collected 

within the three relational interventions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 IŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 
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Literature Review 

2. 1 Introduction  

The section presents a critical perspective of the topic love and compassionate care in 

the early years education. It is supported with relevant underpinning theory of 

relationships in education. The focus of the literature review from relationships and 

evolves to a holistic view of early years practice. Viewing early years practice from the 

perspective of nurture and care whilst placing the child within their world expects 

psychological theory to have a significant place within the educational literature 

(Sidorkin, 2021). Biesta (2011) advises to increase rigour educational research 

theoretical sources should be obtained from multiple disciplines. Historically 

Psychology, Philosophy, Sociology, and History were the cornerstones of education 

beginning with child studies such as Piaget (Biesta, 2011). Both educational and 

psychological relationships theory together form a unity of interconnectedness 

establishing a holistic environment for children to learn and grow (THRIECE, 2019).   

2.2.1 Relational Pedagogy  

Bowlby to Bronfenbrenner is where relational pedagogy is established. Relational 

Education emphasise the importance of relationships in education (OôToole & Hayes, 

2020). Recently educators have been leaning towards relational pedagogy through a 

psychological lens with theories such as Bowlby, Ainsworth, and Bronfenbrenner 

(OôToole & Hayes, 2020). Relational pedagogy is how we are in /teach relationships 

within education meaning NCCA, 2009; OôToole & Hayes, 2020).  When me becomes 

we (Stern, 1977). 
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2.2.2 Bowlby to Bronfenbrenner  

Attachment Theory was the first scientific approach to examine the relationships dyad 

between the parent and the child (Bowlby, 1969). Bowlby believed the most significant 

relationships in a childôs life is the proximity they had with their maternal figure he 

later adapted his theory to express it did not have to be the maternal caregiver, but a 

child needed a significant caregiver in their life to succeed (Bowlby, 1969). He noted if 

the dyad separated for a significant period in the first five years of life the child would 

have higher chances of adverse outcomes growing into adulthood. OôToole and Hayes 

(2020) believe you must take into the consideration the time it was written, today this 

thinking would be refuted. Bowlbyôs mother was detached from Bowlby as a young 

child this could have influenced his original thinking (Bowlby, 1969) 

Relationships consist of a partnership they can be seen as a form of a dance or 

proximity behaviours (Harlow; 1968; Stern,1977; Ryle, 1998; Travarthen, 2004). 

Following Bowlbyôs discovery of Attachment Theory, this led him to unpack this 

proposed thinking even further (1973). He then proposed how relationships were 

responded to made huge significance to a personôs brain, meaning if a child is 

responded to in an appropriate consistent manner this drives the childôs sense of self (I 

am worthy or lovable). Bowlby (1973) named this concept the childôs Internal Working 

Model (IWM). However, when childôs cues are not consistently met, they may find it 

much more difficult to predict future outcomes both internally and externally in 

relational behaviour (Bowlby, 1973; Page, 2018; Powell et al., 2014; Siegal, 2020).  

Following Bowlbyôs solo work, he then united with Ainsworth (1967) to explore in 

finer detail the intricate way in attachment occurred between the mother-child dyad. 

However, Ainsworthôs results were not culture sensitive meaning there was huge 
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generalisations within her findings. Her analysis also lacked context as Ainsworthôs 

studies took place in laboratories (Ainsworth, 1967). Yet Ainsworthôs findings 

developed a series of attachment styles (secure, insecure, avoidant, and disorganised) 

but more importantly she acknowledged childôs need for a óSecure Baseô from which to 

explore (Ainsworth, 1967). 

Years later Bowlbyôs son extended on Bowlbyôs theory with a focus on educational 

relationships. He found children could in fact develop more than one significant healthy 

relationships that being mainly found in a childôs educational relationships (Bowlby, 

1997). He believed if the educational care was high quality with a significant, consistent 

educator that the maternal figured trusted a child could in develop to their full potential 

(Bowlby, 1997). Today we recognised this as the key worker system (NCCA, 2009; 

Barnardos, 2014; CECDE, 2006). Hayes (2013) supports the need for the term nurture 

within education as she believes it is a deeper level of care and relationality. 

Attachment theory has become the foundation of educational policy within early years 

education in Ireland and worldwide (NCCA, 2009; First 5, 2019; Better Outcomes, 

Brighter Futures; 2014). 

Whilst Attachment Theory is criticised for the under acknowledgment of cultural 

context meaning cultural capital was not identified (Vicedo, 2017). Bronfenbrenner and 

Morris viewed the child within the relationships of his/her home and community, unlike 

Bowlby and Ainsworth he emphasised the importance of environment (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979). Bronfenbrennerôs most current Bio-ecological model of human development was 

selected as an extension of attachment theoretical framework running throughout this 

self-study thesis (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). It is 

significant to note the differing version of Bronfenbrennerôs theory as his theory has 

evolved from the óEco-logical Theoryô to the óBio-ecological Theoryô emphasising the 
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role of relationships and even after his death in 2005 his work was still deemed a work-

in-progress (Tudge, Mokrova, Hatfield, & Karnik 2009; OôToole, 2016; Hayes, 

OôToole & Halpenny, 2017). 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) began with his foundational material the óEcological System 

Theoryô. The child was placed at the centre of evolving systems compiled of the 

Microsystem, Mesosystem, Exosystem, Macrosystem. Later, he added an additional 

layer named the Chronosystem for the inclusion of time within his work 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Yet, Bronfenbrennerôs (1979) ecological systems only ever 

briefly alluded to the importance of relationships in a child life. Moreover, a child is 

never without significant others in the context of their lives (Hayes et al., 2017). 

Attachment theory began in the microsystem of a childôs life (Bowlby, 1969; 

Ainsworth, 1967).  

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) still placed the child at the centre and added a 

relational context to their theory, shifting from the Eco-logical Theory to the Bio-

ecological Theory. Tudge et al. (2009) made a comparison of his new theory to Russian 

dolls. However, when opened each doll is a separate identity and can stand alone. 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) saw this model in a more cohesive frame, each 

system not only nested but extensively interconnected by relationships, also embedded 

in oneôs culture supported by 2linkages from one nest to another. Bronfenbrenner has 

been critiqued for his abandonment of culture within the microsystem. Yet this could be 

a misinterpretation of the systems theory as culture is embedded into all cycles (Hayes, 

OôToole & Halpenny, 2017).  

 
2 Linkages: experiences and structures that tie systems together and encourage similar learning 
processes from one setting to another.  
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Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) corrected the emphasised the importance of 

relationships in the form of a proximal process dyad meaning the energy between the 

child, the people in a childôs life, and the environment noting the importance of objects 

and symbols. They expanded their theory of relationships when developing the Process 

Person Context Time (PPCT) model viewing participants as active agents within the 

nested systems reducing the overpowering or stagnation of development with the 

environment (Hayes et al., 2017).  The environments are not seen to stifle the child as 

they are given agency within them (Hayes et al., 2017)  

Proximal processes are simply interactions with the environment or the individuals 

within it (Hayes et al., 2017). These interactions can be closely related to the theories of 

Attachment, however, Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) developed psychological 

model by seeking to discover authentic relationships in real physical contexts in 

genuine environments. Bronfenbrenner argued ómuch of developmental psychology is 

the science of the strange behaviour of children in strange situations with strange adults 

for the briefest period of timeô (1977, p 513).  Yet, never quoted Ainsworth in his 

observation. So far, this chapter has critiqued relationships theory. Now moving to the 

centrality of love in education.  

2.3 Love and Compassionate Care in Education: 

Introducing love in education can be quite controversial. However, researchers and 

theorist have started to emphasise the use of the word love in educational setting and 

some school environments (Page, 2018: Page, 2017; Triesman, 2021). How do we 

define love when it is such an abstract concept? Love has many different meanings to 

different people. It could mean holding someone or something in high regard, there are 
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romantic connotations to the word love, something pleasurable (Grimmer, 2021). Yet 

love can mean security, accepting of imperfections (adult or child) or forgiveness.  

Chapman and Campbell (2016) categorised childrenôs love in the same light as adults, 

when they are giving and receiving love. They stress if we can connect with a child to 

their preferred love language we are then attuning to the childôs expression. They define 

these ólove languagesô as:  

Physical touch- rough and tumble play, bear hugs, a child will touch your face or 

shoulder when talking. 

Quality time- requests story time to snuggle up to you, invites you to play all the time.  

Words of affirmation- they express óthey love youô óyouôre so sweetô. 

Acts of service- they help children get dressed or put on shoes, help with dinner 

trolleys, clean up.  

Receiving gifts- children going to the garden and bringing you back a rock, wanting to 

draw you pictures (Chapman & Campbell, 2016). Children and adults will have a 

mixture of ólove languagesô depending on the situational context. Yet, on closer 

inspections a love trait that is dominant for a particular child may appear (Grimmer, 

2021).  

Now transitioning to the word óCareô and its definition Noddings (1994) believes to 

care for someone you must be able to care for them to the appropriate level of their 

needs otherwise it is just sympathy.  To care is a verb or an act of service (Noddings, 

1994). The word care embraces the word compassion which originates from the 

óCompatiô which means óto suffer withô. Gilbert (2014) stresses that is not always the 
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best mindset when beginning to care for someone. He states it not just suffering with 

but the ability to relieve it. 

Powell et al. (2014) offer a different lens to caring for someone. They seek an 

opportunity to óbeing withô the person in their difficult emotions. Not immediately 

jumping to problem-solving/ solution focused approach just sitting with the 

person/child in their difficult emotions. They believe often people have the solutions 

within themselves. However, a period of holding space is the beginning stages caring/ 

compassionate approach (Powell et al, 2014; Rogers, 1974; Winnicott 1964). Care and 

compassion are once again difficult to define as there are many layers and levels within 

the contextual context of the situation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Yet, altruism love 

underpins the act of care (Gilbert, 2014).  

2.4 Where does love and care lie in Policy?  

Gooch and Powell (2012) acknowledge the dichotomy of processes for raising quality 

and care. They state care is often diluted in favour of educational goals. There are many 

tensions between care, love, and education in terms of measuring the process of 

outcomes versus opportunities of curriculum goals (Gardener, 1993; Hayes & Filipovic, 

2018).  It could be argued our priorities for children in early years should be less 

focused on societal needs, political agendas, or educational outcomes and more about 

learning to be in relationships (Browne-Lee, 2020). Childrenôs key and individual 

learning will emerge simultaneously whilst being loved and care for. Increasingly from 

an international perspective the discourse of love has been widely debated (Page, 2011; 

Semann, 2019; Gerhart, 2004; hooks, 2000). Grimmer (2021) argues love is already 

widely underpinning educatorsô practices however, the language and policy now needs 
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to catch up (Rouse & Hadley, 2019).  The word care is repeatedly used within 

educational policy documents (NCCA, 2009; CDCDE, 2006).  

Historically, it is important to note love has only recently been added to Irelandôs 

educational research (NCCA;2009). In comparison to England which has removed the 

term loving from all their policy documents (Grimmer, 2021; Page, 2018), Irish policy 

obtains a sense of openness and forward thinking to the term love in early education 

(NCCA, 2009).  Our National Curriculum Framework: Aistear does mention love 

within the principles of relationships as a guide for early years educators (NCCA, 

2009). However, the term love does not run throughout the framework in terms of the 

holistic curriculum. Irish policy is saturated with the benefits of well -being and care of  

the whole child (NCCA, 2009; CECDE, 2006; First 5, 2019; BOBF, 2014). Page (2017) 

believes love and care are an extension of the other. Both educationalist and 

psychologists agree the need to be loved and cared for is viewed as a basic human right, 

we survive and grow in connection with others (OôKane, 2021; OôToole & Hayes 2020; 

Coyne, 2020; Porges, 2017; Maslow, 2013; Carter, 2012; Szalavitz & Perry, 2011; 

Gerhart, 2004: Noddings, 1994; UNCRC, 1989; Vygotsky, 1978; (Harlow & Hansen, 

1963).  

Learning in education is known to be supported within psychological safety (NCCA, 

2009). However, defining love and care within education is complex. Historically, the 

literature states the propound need for parents and guardians to love and care for their 

children (Winnicott, 1964; Stern, 1977; Bowlby,1988; Travarthen, 2004) Some would 

argue educators should not have to deal with childrenôs psychological needs as it is 

beyond their training capability. However, it is difficult for a child to have significant 

learning without a significant relationship (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006; OôToole 

& Hayes, 2020). Hence, as previously mentioned the arrival of the key worker system 
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in early education (CECDE, 2006; NCCA, 2009). A key worker system allows a child 

and their family to have a significant educational relationship with one educator in the 

setting providing continuity of care for both the child and family. The educator is with 

the child in loco parentis in the settings care (Bowlby, 2007; NCCA, 2009: Barnados, 

2014). The educator is a childôs and familyôs safe hands and secure base (Powell et al., 

2014; NCCA, 2009). Early Years Educators accepting children and families exactly as 

they are, not trying to mould them into what it familiar to them or the dominant culture 

(Brooker,2005).  

Grimmer (2021) expresses she interviewed many early years educators and found lots 

of love within practice. There are reservations surrounding the word love within 

pedagogy from a child protection perspective, nuclear family being uncomfortable with 

someone else loving their child. To address these concerns Page (2016) coined the term 

óprofessionalô in front of the word love to distinguishes it from a motherôs love (Page 

2017, 2018). hooks (2000) stresses defining appropriate love is difficult as many people 

can unintentionally wound a child and think it was because they loved them, also 

known as tough love. The word love in education can evoke a whole realm of feelings 

(hooks, 2000; Page, 2018).  Not to overlook the challenges of a loving pedagogy, 

reflective practice is suggested as a tool to have meaningful conversation with educators 

and revise when necessary (Grimmer, 2021).  

Early years educators (EYE) can be fearful of using the word love as it can connotate to 

sexual desires (Aslanian, 2018). However, when we explicitly link love to Rogerian 

theory of Unconditional Positive Regard the term love fits neatly within education 

(OôToole, 2015).  Noddings (1994) uses a feminist frame to apply ethical consideration 

within educational institutions. She stresses the importance of caring for someone being 

cared for. Noddings (1994) states the violence in children has reached unprecedented 
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levels. An under researched area of education is the number of preschool children 

expelled from educational centres set up to cater for educational disadvantage is higher 

than high school expulsions (Giordano, Interra, Stillo, Mims, & Block-Lerner, 2020) 

Now more than ever there is so much to be gained by placing emphasis and modelling 

love and compassion for each other (Kaur, 2013). Love and compassion are not only 

extended to human connection but also encompassing animals and the environment. 

Brown (2012) believes we are living in an environment where love and care are scarce. 

People are afraid to be vulnerable as it could be read as a sign of weakness.    

óTo live our lives based on the principles of a love ethic (showing care, respect, 

knowledge, integrity, and the will to cooperate) we have to be courageous.ò (hooks 

2000, p. 90) 

Loving, caring, and nurturing relationships are the foundation to the work in early years 

(CECDE, 2006; NCCA, 2009; Epstein, 2014; First five, 2019). The United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) upholds the childrenôs rights to be 

respected from our youngest in society, allowing them to make decisions in matters that 

affect them (Lundy, 2007). Whitebread et al. (2003) stresses learning does not only 

encompass what children are taught but also what they experience. Biesta (2016) 

extends this piece with his effective pedagogy acknowledging childrenôs funds of 

knowledge recognising the childrenôs value and belief systems. Freire (1987) 

acknowledges educators do not just come to school they also come to learn. 

2.5 Holistic Approach:  

The holistic approach to education takes into consideration the whole child, 

incorporating body, mind and spirt unfolding within the childôs lived experiences 

(Miller, 1991,1997, 2006; Miller, 2006, 2007, 2010; NCCA, 2009). Freire (1987) 
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believed education should in fact come from the childrenôs daily lives. The educators 

are observing the children and co-constructing the curriculum in tandem with the 

children funds of knowledge (Hedges, 2007; Greene,1995).  

Palmer (2017) poses the statement within educators are continually being asked to pull 

things apart and inspect them. He synthesis what could happen when we align theory 

together such as the body and mind. Alsop (2008) states the borderlands of the body 

and mind split have been debated by philosophers and psychologist since archaic times. 

THRIECE (2019) researched holistic care, relational pedagogy, and inclusive practice 

in early childhood education using participatory action research across three European 

countries Ireland, Poland, and Portugal.  The need for test standardisation and 

behaviourist approaches were progressing to an all-time high (Nowak-Lojewska, 

OôToole, Regan & Fereira, 2019; OôToole, Regan & Nowak-Lojewska, 2019; 

PIZA,2022). THRIECE feared for the future of childrenôs education in the mists of 

narrowing the curricula. 

ñBecause it offers an antidote to materialism, fear, and separation, the holistic 

perspective is important not only for the renewal of education, but also for our very 

own survivalò (Nielsen, 2001, p. 4) 

As the argument of the body and mind split continues trauma specialist are seeking to 

remove the divide between the body and the mind (Maté, 2003; Burke-Harris, 2018; 

Van der Kolk, 2014). Mate stresses the importance our attachment in early life affects 

the mind and body into adulthood. Felitti et al. (1998) began the Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACEôs) research exploring the links between mental health difficulties 

and physical heath from childhood stressors. These events can be incidental or happen 
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over a prolonged period. Burke-Harris (2018) reignited awareness of the ACEôs scale 

measuring a personôs traumatic events to life term goals. 

Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Kaiser Permanente (1995-1997) 

questioned a cohort of middle class, white participants because they believed the results 

could affect the wider population meaning upper and lower socioeconomic status and 

beyond. They believed if they applied a cohort of working-class families it would lead 

to a result of othering meaning that trauma would not be deemed a social issue and 

more of a class crisis.  

óIt is true that poverty and deprivation donôt automatically lead to poor attachment-far 

from it, in fact. But we must never underestimate the impact of difficult circumstances 

on the physical and mental health of parents and the direct impact this can have on 

their capacity to be responsive to their childrenô. (OôConnor, 2013 p. 9).  

Bruerôs (2010) stresses neuroscience is one of the misleading driving forces of policy 

for childrenôs developmental outcomes. He believes words like critical window, 

sensitive period, brain connections, attachment, zero-to-three are driving force of this 

campaign. He is not questioning that early intervention is not important. However, 

Bruerôs (2010) interpretation portrays a more optimistic piece for the rest of a person 

life. Rather if we analyse neuroscience from a relationships perspective the 

opportunities are more hopeful.  

Carterôs (2014) definition of love from a neurological perspective is social 

communication, feelings of empathy and compassion and a sense of reciprocal trust. 

Coyne (2020) explains when we are in the presence of people, we trust we can be 

soothed from feeling of anxiety. Carter (2014) and Porges (2013) argue human beings 

cannot function, thrive, or reproduce let alone survive in social isolation. Our bodies 
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even pre-birth are individually wired for connection meaning love, compassion, 

empathy, nurture (Mate, 2003; Van der Kolk, 2014; Siegal, 2020). It only takes one 

person to love you to change the neurological pathways of the brain (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2005). Oxytocin helps to shape the neo cortex of the brain (Carter, 2014). The 

term love is regularly used when speaking about a mother child dyad to support the 

theories of brain development and co-regulation/self-regulation. In early childhood care 

and education, we are in partnership with the child co-constructing meaningful 

relationships (Gerhardt,2004). Oxytocin the love hormone is responsible for all social 

interactions and social bonds. Carter (2014) states it is the key to healthy relationships. 

She also notes babiesô nervous system in the beginning stages of life seem to be 

particularly sensitive to the love hormone to stimulate growth, cognition, and the 

emotional nervous system. Put modestly, the human species cannot survive without 

love (Lee et al., 2009; Meyer-Lindenberg et al. 2011; Epstien et al, 2012; 

Feldman,2012; MacDonald & Feifel, 2013). 

Our childrenôs brains are firing all the time building connection from each interaction 

and experience they have. Siegal (2020) states neurons that fire together wire together 

meaning the experiences our children have are wiring their brain feeding into their 

internal working model (IWM). Siegal (2020) argues every child is born with an innate 

attachment system, this function of the attachment system seeks to stay near the people 

that care love and protect us is to stay in proximity to human that ease our distress. Our 

attachment systems seek to keep us alive we need attachment for survival (Vrtiļka 

&Vuilleumer, 2012). However, both positively or negatively all the biological systems 

within the human body are interconnected with each other meaning adaptations of one 

system has a knock on effect to the other systems in the body (Child Developing 

Centre, 2020). When early years educators are trained in relational practices they can 
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act as a barrier to negative outcomes for both the child and families within their care 

(OôToole & Hayes, 2020).  

On the continuum of neuroscience linking the body and the mind, Van der Kolk (2014) 

believes in play with a child, the feeling of safety is felt throughout their whole body 

rather than just communicating to their mind. Children are concrete learners they 

experience and explore feelings to connect with the mind (NCCA, 2009). Merleau-

Ponty (1962) stresses our bodies are not only being sensed by the world but within the 

world. As humans we are multi-sensory beings. Hultman and Lenz Taguchi, (2010) 

utili ses the term óbecomes withô in play. They bring together the importance of objects 

and symbols within the environment in a theory of Relational Materialism 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010). Relational 

Materialism emphasise the importance of the environment as the third teacher (Gandini, 

2011). Questioning is the child playing with the sand or is the sand playing with the 

child? Moving to merge literature of the body to the environment it is believe we have 

not only five senses but seven, including proception and vestibular senses (American 

Academy of Paediatrics, 2013). To develop important muscle formation within the 

body needed to sit appropriate levels of risk are needed when a child is in play. 

Children learn their boundaries of adventurous play by being allowed to take 

appropriate levels of risk feeding into their positive mental health (NCCA, 2009; 

UNCRC, 1989). 

Adventurous play has been directly connected with a greater sense of self, more 

resilience, higher self-esteem increasing well-being (Kolehmainen, Francis, Ramsey, 

Owen, McKee, Ketelaar, & Rosenbaum, 2011). Restricting risky play within early years 

can hinder development (Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, & Sleet, 2012) 

javascript:;
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2.6 Childrenôs and Educatorôs Connections  

Powell et al. (2014) devised this attachment-based parenting programme óCircle of 

Securityô COS to help support our interactions from an Infant Mental Health 

Perspective. Meaning babies from 0-5.  There slogan is óAlways be Bigger, Stronger, 

Wiser and Kind. Whenever possible follow my childôs need, whenever necessary Take 

Chargeô (Hoffman, 2017).   

 

Figure 3 Circle of Security (Cooper, Hoffman & Powell, 2016) 

More recently they have added an additional piece for educators to support interactions. 

Hoffman et al. (2017) stresses the COS for a parent looks different dependent on how 

many children they have as educators we are experiencing this at any one time.  It is 
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extremely difficult to be all things to all children. Their slogan for educators is Always 

to be Strong, Kind, and Committed. Whenever possible follow my childôs need. 

Whenever necessary take charge.  

 

Figure 4 Circle Of Security (Cooper, Hoffman & Powell, 2020) 

Educators working in the dance of educational relationships have our own attachments 

and IWMôs working alongside the childôs (Riley, 2011). At many stages in relationships 

there will be a miscue within the dance, we donôt correctly hear or feel what the other 

participant is expressing (Powell et al., 2014).  
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Ryle (1975) developed the idea of reciprocal roles between the child and the educator. 

The is a reflective mapping process usually takes 10 mins. The educators use this space 

breakdown individual interactions at play. Below is an example of reciprocal poles of 

engagement for example a child showing anger towards an educator. The educators 

IWM could perceive this as personal and feel bad, scared, or hurt. Potterôs (2020) 

reflective tool allows the adult to reflect on the interaction and step out of the dance the 

dance of anger and hurt/blame to a space of child attunement. Meeting the childôs anger 

with love and care óI see youôre really frustrated/ scared/ overwhelmed. Your safe, I am 

going to help youô.  

 

Figure 5 Reciprocal Roles (Potter, 2020) 

Ainsworth divided childrenôs attachment into overarching categories. Potter (2020) 

allows educators to look at moment to moment reflective engagement. Ainsworthôs 

Theory of attachment has been criticised as being modelled on the western community. 

Cultural capital was not considered within this model (Vicedo, 2017). Palmer (2017) 

asks what educators do when they lose heart? they can become disconnected from the 

children and themselves.  
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2.7 Professional Identity:  

Rogers, Dovigo, and Doan, (2020) argue neoliberal agendas are being supported within 

early years teacher training. Yet, with settings students are being ópuer economicusô 

meaning there is still a strong emphasis on numeracy, literacy, and documentation. This 

is correlated to parental views of what education is or should be. The emphasis is 

turning out children reading and writing to become an employable member of society in 

the future (OECD, 2021).  

These notions are feeding into self-belief, and confidence of the individual as the 

students are being deskilled from there professional learning of holistic care (Rogers et 

al., 2020). Dalli (1993) extends this thinking in his belief that early years educators are 

seen as the óCinderellaôsô of the educational system. Implying they are told what and 

how to teach from multiple outside sources both conscious or unconsciously impacting 

how we feel about ourselves and our work.  

Alsup (2008) refutes this hypothesis examined in a óBorderlands Discourseô seeing 

continuous professional and personal development as an avenue for transformation.  

However, this method seeks to use critical reflection as a tool for the individualsô 

thoughts and actions. Alsup (2008) states self-awareness is key and often hard decisions 

will have to be made in terms of pedagogical practices and ideologies in the best 

interests of the children.  

Professional identity is never stagnant rather on a continuum of day to day lived 

experiences. Malony (2018) suggests what could be hindering our self-worth within 

academia is the fact we are a sector of woman who love and care for children. She 

divides the two realms stating caring for young children and academia are worlds apart.  
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Brown (2019) striving for perfectionism is a heavy weight to carry on a person. It also 

shields people for vulnerability and connection. She asks us to ask ourselves the question 

what kind of leader you want to be (Brown, 2013). 

 

2.8 Conclusion 

The literature above seeks to highlight the contextual theory to show the idiosyncrasies that 

are human relationships. Following this the context of love and compassionate care within 

the narrative of education developed and openness to the possibility moving new 

terminology into our daily interactions.  

The literature then leads you into a pedagogical approach of holistic care, trying to address 

the age-old argument of body/mind separation and a focus on quantitative trauma research. 

However, the importance linking the literature in relationships. We cannot educate the mind 

exclusively they work in tandem with each other.  

Following this the literature drills down into educational relationships as a partnership. 

Viewing learning as another dance and tools an educator can seek out to verbalise their 

feelings within educational relationships Lastly the focus turns to a personal stance of 

professional identity and what it means for the educator lived experiences.  

Chapter three defines the methodology underpinning her data collection, identifying tools to 

collect information. It goes on to consider ethics within the research and limitations are 

explained.  
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Methodology 

3.1 Introduction  

My methodological chapter seeks to give sound reasoning and justification for why I 

made the methodological decisions in this research project. To capture my 

methodological processes for the research aims and rationale a detailed evaluation of 

the research method and design is clearly stated below with the inclusion of research 

paradigms, research sample and ethical considerations within the research project. Data 

collection is considered in terms of all the participants. Qualitative data collection was 

chosen with the mindset of capturing rich, meaningful well-rounded documentation of 

relational engagement.   

3.2 Social Paradigms: 

A paradigm is lens through which we view the world (Mukherji &  Albon 2018). 

Paradigms are grounded in different values and beliefs systems. Traditionally, 

educational research began seeking quantifiable facts, measuring, ticking boxes to 

educational goals (Cohen et al, 2018; OôToole, 2020). The positivist approach sought to 

examine data at a statistical perspective seeking generalizability, reliability with the 

possibility of standardisations (Ernest, 1994). Moreover, a positivist approach can be 

viewed as more scientific. Yet, most positivist research can be contested regardless of 

its rigour through a different lens.  

Lather (2006) argues there is danger in attempting to pigeonhole humans into an 

outcomes-based research lens, for example throughout this self-study action research 

project, I am contesting the deficit nature of the positivist paradigm utilized within the 

ACEôs study (Felliti et al., 1998; Harris Burke, 2018) Social humans are complex 
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creatures living within contextual environments. The richness of human interactions has 

layered outcomes in all the characteristics positivist view can detached the full human 

from the research (Bronfenbrenner, Morris, 2005). For this reason, I am choosing a 

multiple paradigm approach using the interpretive, transformative and a critical theory 

paradigm.  

We should be careful to note that the world never really conformed to the simple two-

part division of this dialectical structureé. Reality always presents proliferating 

multiplicitiesé. Reality is not dialectical. (Hardt and Negri, 2000, p. 128).  

Recently educational research is transforming by using multiple paradigms to express 

values and belief are being exercised (Cohen et al, 2018; Lather, 2006). My research 

embodied the complexities and messiness of human relationships in an interpretive 

context through qualitative research. The positivist approach to research does not 

acknowledge the richness of human beingsô individualities. Human science is at a loss 

when the question of will, decision, reason or choice arises (Chomsky, 2012) 

Encouraging educators to examine their own values and beliefs through multiple 

paradigms honours the uniqueness of their research (Latter, 2006; OôToole 2020). 

Whilst understanding self-study action research has a transformative element as you are 

seeking to challenge your values and beliefs to change yourself within your practice. 

While many educators also seek to change themselves, they also have a sense there is a 

societal piece filtering out from their individual change (Sullivan et al, 2016, 

Whitehead, 2015b). The use of multiple paradigms will not give you a set answer to 

your question (OôToole, 2020). Equally the openness may even leave you with the 

possibilities of more significant questions to be answered. By incorporating a political 
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paradigm of critical theory recognising the power agendas of hegemony of top-down 

approaches (Brookfield, 2018).  

3.2.1 Action Research: 

Historically, social scientific research began as clinical research with an investigator 

researching other people and their work completely removing themselves from the 

research data (DCEDIY, 2016). As far back as 1953 Ausubel noted the challenges when 

utilising a óbasic scienceô approach in educational theory. He questioned its relevancy, 

believing it was too detached and indirect without including the self to affect 

educational change (Ausubel, 1953).  

With significant advances and forward thinking in research the criteria began to change 

including the self in psychology, sociology, and educational theory. Lewin (1944) 

coined the term action research underpinning active participation, intentional teaching 

also trying to influence a democratic society (Whitehead, 1989Brydon-Miller, 2003;). 

Husén (1988) believed that teaching is not a science but a form of art. Currently, 

research argues teaching is seen as both a science and an art. Koshy (2005) believes 

research is about the creation of new knowledge. Action research occurs in several 

different methods such as Participatory Action Research (PAR) and Participative 

Research (PR) which I will briefly address. Following this, I will focus on the method 

Living Theory/Self-Study Action Research that I have chosen to use as my research 

study. I am primarily seeking the improvement of my practice.  

3.2.2 Research Methods: 

Participative research can be employed at a local level to effect change within 

organisations. While this method is based in the values with the mindset of 

sustainability the most probable reason for utilising this method (Cook, 2012). It is very 
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much goal oriented and that of an outcome-based process for the community (Cook, 

2012). Sohng (1995) believes participative research encourages critical reflection as a 

community of practice. The results can empower the community in which it is trying to 

shape. Whilst I am seeking transformational education it is not my goal.  

Participatory Action Research (PAR) is closer to my research choice of self-study 

action research as there is emphasis placed on the personal development of all the 

participants. Active participation is essential in the development of PAR 

(OôToole,2020). However, there can be a desire to change societal realities. Like self-

study PAR relies heavily on reflective practice leading to a more creative group 

outcomes than PR (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2000; OôConnor, and Diggins, 2002).  

I have chosen Self-Study Action Research (AR) since the goal of the research is to 

enhance my practice in the context of relationships with my colleagues, children, and 

families within our community. Like PAR and PR which are value-led, Self-study 

concentrates on the values and beliefs the researcher first and foremost. Sullivan et al 

(2019) tells us to hold onto the idea as it is your practice you are trying to change. 

Action research can become fixated on changing others or the world. Self is key in self-

study. Living theory and self-study are similar in context. Whitehead (1989) developed 

his living theory by focusing on his interpretations of his lived experiences. He 

developed the term óliving contradictionô meaning do I do as I say I do (Whitehead, 

1989). Self-study may transform you into a researcher that you never knew you were. 

Telling the authentic journeys of transformation (Glenn, .  What I perceive as a flaw 

may undoubtedly spark of your greatest learning (Whitehead, 1989). Embrace the mess 

with critical reflection you will find the meaning. However, within the mess there is 

praxis informed decisions (Sullivan et al, 2018) 
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Action research asks to critique ówhy you do what you do?ô. Action research by nature 

and sense is a transformative paradigm meaning action takes place to observe 

improvements in practice. Figure x is an action research cycle from McNiff and 

Whitehead (2006).  

I choose to use their action research cycle as it affords the researcher time to stop first 

and observe. As educators we can get caught up in getting a plan together and 

implemented to collect data equating to a result-focused lens without getting a sense of 

the full picture in the classroom. Kemmis and McTaggert (1988) emphasises the plan 

first and observe later. Action research is circular by nature, and you can in fact start at 

multiple points once the cycle is completed. Visually McNiff and Whiteheadôs (2006) 

model is broken down to evaluate and modify your plan of action then you are back to 

observation at the beginning of the cycle. This empowers the educator not to rush, let it 

flow focusing on an opportunity-based research project. Listening is imperative to both 

the self (body and mind) and the participants. Have my values or belief altered? Did my 

practice influence others?  How are the participants feeling both children and adults? 

 

 

Figure 6 McNiff and Whitehead (2006) 
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3.3 Reflection: 

Action research is centred in reflection. Reflection renders opportunities to concentrate 

on our values, beliefs, and assumptions (McDonagh et al, 2019). Very often reflection 

helps an individual/ individuals to make tacit values, beliefs, and assumptions more 

overt (Sullivan et al, 2016).  Tacit knowledge is often difficult to put into words in other 

words experiential knowledge. However, it could also be explained as the subconscious 

mind. Within relational partnerships it is difficult to pinpoint (Venkitachalam, & Busch, 

2012) 

Reflection can be understood and interpreted in a plethora of ways. Reflection by name 

renders an art of reflection, reflective practice, reflective consultation, reflective 

practitioner, critical refection. The name of reflection underpins expectations and 

contexts to which the situation arises. Models such as Korthagen (2004), Bortons 

(1970), Moon (1999b), Gibbs (1988), Brookfield (1995) support the researcher with a 

guided tool.  

Firstly, Self-study/ Living Theory requires the enhancement of your own practice. The 

reflection models I used within the research project was Korthagenôs (2004) model 

interwoven with Brookfieldôs lenses (1995) guided my research.  
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Figure 7 ALACT model (Based on Korthagen 1985/1988; Korthagen & Kessel 1999) 

 

Figure 8 Korthagen's Onion Model (2004) 

Korthagenôs (2004) second onion model granted me the opportunity to go deep within 

myself as it is a nested set of questions for personal reflection. He envisions how one 

nest influences the next layer both in and out model, for example the environment 

affects behaviour which has a knock-on effect to your skills etc. like Bronfenbrennerôs 

nested ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 
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Korthagen (2004) started out asking the question óWhat makes a good teacher?ô. 

However, upon reflection he decided this question was too ambiguous as it is 

contextually driven in terms of competencies and skills. Korthagenôs model is relational 

in the context of engagement with others.  

Korthagen (2004) has developed core competencies within this framework which very 

much link to my deeply held believes of trust, care, courage, creativity sensitivity, 

decisiveness, spontaneity, commitment, and flexibility. He states for years we have 

focussed on the problem rather than the strengths within the person. This is the basis of 

my practice today, a strengths-based approach.  

Biesta (2007) relates to ó3Bildungô as reflection in a personal, self-transformative 

capacity. The researcher takes accountability for trying to harmonise the heart, mind, 

and the self. This can surface conflicting thoughts and ideas within the research project. 

My research went in search of aligning my mind with my heart more fully.  

Knowledge encourages epistemological and ontological changes in our thinking; hence 

why reflection being placed at the centre of thinking and experience (Cushion, 2018). 

The creation of learning can be assumed to be the acquisition, construction, and re-

configuration of knowledge structures. However, to assume learning is neutral and not 

embedded in culturally and socially loaded ideologies is learning apart from the 

authentic self (Cushion, 2018). Yet reflection helps a person to break down those 

dominant narratives or discourses that may need realigning within a personôs frame of 

thoughts. No matter how ethical we are our óunconscious biasesô and óliving 

contradictionsô will appear when we are least aware of it.  

 
3 Bildung: Bildung is the combination of the education and knowledge necessary to thrive in your society, and the 

moral and emotional maturity to both be a team player and have personal autonomy. 
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I see Brookfield lenses (2018) as an extension on Korthagenôs (2004) model within the 

environment encompassing professional identity. I am making the link between 

Korthagen and Brookfieldôs model as helps it helps me to develop a critical stance 

within the environment both physically and relationally. Brookfieldôs (1995) lenses 

helped me to personally iron out some of the dominant narratives between my inner 

conflicts that arose between my head and heart. Assumption and habits are highlighted 

when I was working on autopilot not questioning óWhy I do what I do?ô 

(Meizrow,1997). Brookfield (1995) helped me to smoothly incorporate the voices of the 

educators, critical friends, and validation group to ensure blind spots are tackled from a 

professional lens, pedagogical lens also a political lens uncovering hidden power 

agendas and 4hegemony. Foucault (1980) problematizes reflection through a 

constructive lens clarifying reflection as a catalyst for transformation of social harmony. 

Whilst I understand this is about improving my practice, I can also see the bigger 

picture of the effect of my practice on my children, educators, and society (Whitehead, 

1989)  

Brookfieldôs Four Lenes: 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 Brookfield's Lenses (2017) 

 
4 Hegemony: is the act of coercion from a source of power of leadership, creating the idea that the best interests of 
weaker individuals are at the foundation of the source. 
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3.4 Values: 

Whitehead (1989:14) invites you to reflect upon your practice by asking the question 

óHow can I improve my practice?ô. Korthagen notes we are most self-fulfilled when we 

are living closest to our values. Whiteheadôs reflective question leads me to question 

my values ontologically and epistemologically in an axiological mindset. Our values 

and assumptions are ever evolving. Vygotsky (2009) emphasizes it is through others we 

become ourselves meaning our ecological theory influences our thoughts and proximal 

processes (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2005).  

Proximal processes are bi-directional meaning as much as other people are influencing 

our thoughts and behaviour as individuals, we must then examine our influences on 

society (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2005). From an ontological stance the importance of 

examining our own and the ripple effect of social awareness to impact humanity 

unconscious awareness could have positive and negative effects on our community. 

Social Justice has never been more important when educating children as our mental 

health difficulties are soaring. Expressing love, care and safety is influencing our 

children to be loving and caring (Bowlby,1969; Potter 2020)  

Epistemological values are defined by how a person constructs knowledge (Mc Donagh 

et al., 2019). Within education there can be still a dichotomy of knowledge in that love 

and care are not recognised rationally as knowledge (Hayes & Filipovic, 2018). Care 

not love or nurture was justified as meeting a childôs basic needs (Hayes, 2013). The 

heart brain is working in conjunction with the head brain to create knowledge and 

memory (Siegel, 2020). Learning is a whole-body experience (Holistic Care) 

(NCCA,2009). Axiological influences effects of deep-seated relationships. Buber 

(1969) stresses from an ethical perspective the importance of communication listening 
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to what others have to say rather than at them to be heard. Awareness of power in 

relationships of education for example are children allowed to co-construct knowledge 

in the classroom (Apple, 2012,2013; NCCA, 2009).  

Whitehead (2005) stresses the importance of embedded values being key in my learning 

and development of self. Whiteheadôs (1989) living contradiction highlights to me that 

sometimes within educational structures it may be an impossible task to live completely 

to the values we hold, but enquiry dialog may bring us closer to the practice we would 

like to achieve. However, I want to give my community agency both ontologically and 

epistemology that we can make the world a safer kinder place to be.  

3.5 Data Collection   
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3.5.1 Sampling: 

My research is a small-scale self-study action research project. In total the research 

project includes twelve children and thirty-one adults, two critical friends, and a 

validation group. As part of the action research project to ensure rigour I called upon 

critical friends to help and analyse my research. Within my college we developed a 

support network of people researching similar topics to ourselves, seeking advice and 

support throughout the research process.  

This research was completed in a community-based early years setting, it is deemed one 

of the 5DEIS communities in Ireland.  My setting caters for approximately seventy 

children age ranging from six months to school age. All children are referred by the 

public health system. Irelandôs public health care system is government funded by the 

Health Service Executive (HSE). It comprises community services and hospital care 

that is provided free of charge or at a reduced rate.  

Currently we are using the High6/Scope curriculum framework whilst utilising the 

Irelandôs National Curriculum Framework: Aistear (2006) and Irelandôs National 

Quality Frameworks: Síolta (2006) for the care and education of our children (Epstein, 

2014; NCCA, 2009; CECDE, 2006).  

3.5.2 Research Participants: 

I am beginning with my background history; I am Irish born female of catholic heritage. 

However, I spent much of my childhood in the United States of America moving back 

to Dublin at age eleven. My early years educational journey began in 2001 with a post 

 
5 DEIS Delivering Equality of Opportunities in Schools: meaning preschools in this area receive additional governmental funding to 

give children equal prospects as there more privileged counterparts.  
6 High/Scope: is curriculum model used in underprivileged preschools in America to ensure children had optimal outcomes for 

later on in life. The children attended high quality early years service for an average 2-3hrs a day. Perry preschool model showed 
with high quality interaction children long term outcomes were positively affected.  
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leaving certificate (PLC) Diploma in Childcare. Our service received additional funding 

in 2015 as a cohort we all retrained in High/Scope Curriculum. I wanted to delve into 

the theory of early years somewhat more this led me to apply for the early years 

teaching and learning degree in NUIM. Which has developed much further than I ever 

imagined becoming candidate of the M.Ed. in Education.  

The self -study action research took place within my own classroom. The focus was to 

reflect upon and improve my practice.  My current role is part of a team of four to 

support and foster my childrenôs love for learning, using positive relationship building 

with not only the children but their families. Working alongside two full time 

colleagues one of whom works four out of five days and week, the missing day is then 

covered by an additional colleague from the room next door. All colleagues are Irish 

catholic heritage all having worked in the sector for ten years or more. Two of the three 

colleagues have completed their level five and six in Early Years Education and 

Montessori. My final colleague has completed her level six in Early Childhood 

Education and Care and has completed and a BA in English and History. All colleagues 

including myself have upskilled in continuous professional development (CPD) for 

example, Infant Mental Health training (IMH), Adverse Childhood Experiences and 

Resilience training (ACES). 

There are twelve children in my classroom all Irish born five of whom are girls and 

seven are boys. Within the childrenôs nuclear family ten of the children are living in 

their original family unit. All mothers are Irish born with two of the twelve childrenôs 

fathers originating from outside Ireland- European and African heritage. All colleagues, 

children and guardians agreed to take part in the study.  
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Figure 11 Parents Heritage 

I have also chosen two additional critical friends one of whom is trained to BA (hons) 

in Early Childhood Education and Care also a work colleague who I have sought advice 

from throughout my studies. Her ability to think critically is remarkable if she does not 

agree with my stance, she is not afraid to give her opinion. Her life experiences hold a 

wealth of knowledge as there is a significant age gap between us. Moreover, she has 

also trained in level five and six in early years with the same CPD as my colleagues 

presented above.  

 

 

Figure 12 Educators Heritage 
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3.6 Data collection instruments: 

3.6.1 Journaling:  

Journaling often begins with critical conversations with other. Brookfield (2018) 

stresses the conversations with critical friends can help the researcher to shed light on 

deeply held assumptions. McNiff (2016) tells us recording your developed thoughts is 

crucial in term of the process of action research. Mukhherji and Albon (2010) stresses 

the importance of our dilemmas both personally and professionally. Tripp (1993) 

maintains critical incidents usually involve a dilemma. However, on closer inspection 

of these incidents it can help an educator to deal with these challenges more effectively 

the next time. Moon (2006) argues just because we are keeping a journal does not mean 

it will be reflective. When beginning to write reflectively, it can be difficult not just 

descriptive in the quality of writing. However, once you have something written it is 

easier to go back and move into a more critical space than where you first began. It is 

harder to remember details from memory alone.  

My journal in terms of data was key to the development and the critique of my 

thoughts. I did not only use words in my journal, but also used drawing to express my 

inner unconscious thoughts and feelings. My journal assisted me to make meaning of 

my thoughts in my inner world within my personal and professional life. Drawing is 

considered to have had a history of assessing cognitive functioning (Veale, 2005). 

However, within this research my drawing was related to present and past emotions. 

Robert-Homes (2011) argues drawing can be a powerful means of exploring feelings 

and thoughts. Self-realization is the interaction of pedagogy coming to the process of 

professional and pedagogical ideology (Lustan, Struck, Luibyva, Kulish, and Vertuhina, 

2020). Glenn (2018) notes as previously mentioned above to embrace the messiness of 
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action research. On reflection my journal helped me to unravel the messiness and clear 

the haze to be able to see more clearly. Cook (2009:85) believes the mess adds to the 

rigour.  

3.6.2 Questionnaires,  

At the time of baseline data collection our country was in the middle of a global 

pandemic, this had a knock-on effect in the research tools available to the researcher. 

To gather my baseline data, I wanted to hear all my parentsô individual voices on the 

topic of love and compassion in their childrenôs learning. Questionnaires encompassing 

open ended questions can be less intrusive to begin (Bergmann, 2011). I am aware the 

response to questionnaires can average at about half that are successfully completed 

(Creswell, 2007).  However, using the method such as a focus group the likelihood of 

hearing all the voices is difficult to achieve and trusting your participants to give honest 

accounts in front of a group is challenging (Creswell, 2007). In terms of collecting 

authentic data the results may be similar (Creswell, 2007). From previous experience 

the authentic data surfaced after the focus group had concluded, in a smaller group of 

where colleagues felt safer to reveal honest opinions (Murphy, 2019).  

3.6.3 Reflective Practice/ Mapping: 

óIt is teachers who in the end will change the world of the school by understanding itô 

Stenhouse (1981 p. 104). McLaughlin (2004) explains the key to understanding the 

world more is to reflect upon it. I have chosen reflective practice as a data tool; with 

three colleagues the group was small and intimate to be able express their strengths and 

struggles on the topic of love and compassionate care from an early yearôs perspective.  

Mapping is a technique explored in relational practices of reflection. Patterns from 

which we engage with each other are reciprocal (Potter, 2021). Ryle developed the 
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dance of attuning, engaging, or responding. Yet in engagement someone else is 

responding, reacting, and coping. Relational mapping helps to reflect on roles in 

relationships. So rather than relying on generalised attachment categories mapping 

helps us evaluate individual interactions to note patterns of engagement, increasing 

rigour of relational exchanges (Ryle, 1975). Potters describes these interactions as a 

pole one end is action and opposite end is feeling they are reciprocal for example when 

we are loving to feeling loved (Potter, 2021).  

3.6.4 Anecdotal Observations: 

McNiff (2016) believes all research begins anecdotally. The childrenôs, colleagues, and 

my own interactions were logged as documented evidence for our journey together. 

Anecdotal evidence was documented from the educatorôs lens, this may unconsciously 

lead to dominate narratives through the eyes of the educator. However, the educator 

was aware to ensure a non-judgemental stance. Explicitly writing the words the way 

they were expressed by the participant. Like our child observation records factual 

evidence is recorded (Epstein, 2014)  

Mukherji and Albon (2018) state qualitative observations are usually taken in 

naturalistic environments. The classroom was set up by the staff. However, the children 

have agency over how the equipment is used and incorporate ideas such as new 

materials, making rules for our classroom, displaying their artwork. The children are 

encouraged to take ownership of their space (Clark and Moss, 2012; NCCA, 2006).  

3.6.5 Children Art :  

The children artwork and craft making was all open ended and inspired by the child. 

Permission was sought for the use of the childrenôs documentation. Murkherji and 

Albon (2018) we should not underestimate childrenôs capabilities in research citing they 
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can be unreliable in response to answers given. However, adults change their 

perspectives all the time and it is not questioned. Roberts-Homes (2011) explains 

children drawing can be a powerful for children to express feelings emotions and learn 

from them. 

3.6.5 Photography: 

Clark and Moss (2011) stress the importance of children being allowed to do their own 

documentation through the Mosaic approach. The photographs within the data collected 

were additional sources of information to give the full picture of the data collected. No 

photographs of children are presented within this research project. Photography may 

support an abstract concept such as love to become clear and concrete. Photographs can 

be interpreted differently by different people. However, it can bring authenticity to 

words on a page.  

 

3.6.6 Validity and Rigour:  

In the collection of data, the researcher needs to always ensure they are not in breach of 

the ethical guidelines (McDonagh et al, 2019). The primary motivation behind 

triangulation is to enhance validity and rigour of the piece of research. Triangulation is 

achieved using multiple sources of data to achieve your finding. Robson and McCartan 

(2016) tell us triangulation is a research tool to improve the value of the data and the 

accuracy of the finding. In my research study triangulation is achieved through the 

multiple sources I have used to collect data for example questionnaire, open end art, 

mapping. Foss and Ellefsen (2002) believes that triangulation provides the foundations 

for more rich and authentic data. 
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3.6.7 Ethical Considerations: 

This section pursues to provide a detailed account of ethical issues/moral concerns 

arising in my research project. Ireland as it stands does not hold a single regulatory 

body for research ethics (DCEDIY, 2012). Outside of clinical trials who are governed 

by the aegis of the EU Directive on Clinical Trials (Department of Health and Children, 

2004) ethical approval is usually sought within research ethics committees and 

universities (REC). Ethical approval can be an essential factor in keeping yourself, the 

participants, all stakeholders within the early years setting and university safe. Ethical 

considerations in research highlights the physical and psychological safety of all 

involved minimising the risk of harm (BERA,2014; HIQA,2016). National Standards 

for the Protection and Welfare of Children (2012) Educational research is sourced under 

the category of social sciences in research. Moreover, social science seeks to lead to 

democratic society (first five, 2019). Research undertaken in this area should be 

comprehensive of all the stakeholdersô interest, values, methods, and outlooks without 

losing yourself own identity. Research in social science it should be done with the 

upmost integrity encompassing individualism, privacy, autonomy, and respect for 

diverse values within communities (DECDIY, 2014).  

Relationships are the basis of a self-study action research project so like any other 

relationship trust is warranted between the researcher and the participants. Although, 

BERA (2018) asks the researcher when engaging in ethical relationships between the 

participants, the researcher should take responsibility for their actions throughout the 

project and possibility after the research is finished pending publications and 

disseminations. The participantôs well-being is paramount regardless of the stages of 

development. Data collection when the researcher is most engaging with participants 

appears to be the emphasized phase of ensuring ethics. However, it needs to be 
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considered throughout. The main areas that arose from an ethical perspective within my 

research piece were as follows: 

3.6.8 Consent:  

To beginning my process of consent, I approached my manager with regards to 

allowing me to research my practice within my early years classroom. We discussed the 

process of the research project topic also if she would need to give me any extra support 

for example, time away from my current position. During data collection I may need 

support around accessing the main caregivers adding notes to my reflective journal. She 

agreed to the research going forward and we could discuss time for interactions at a 

later stage.  

Next, I received consent from my colleagues who I am working with daily. Reassuring 

them I am studying myself and my practice and trying to improve. Yet, I required their 

consent as I am never alone in this journey of relationships. Their identities would 

remain anonymous with pseudonyms.  

Following this, I reached out to the childrenôs caregivers for support in developing my 

relationships of parentship with parents. Many were curious what they would have to 

do. I explained it was my practice I was focusing on; however, I would need to collect 

data in the form of daily conversations for my reflective journal. I will ensure their 

names will not be used within the research project. Additional consent was attained for 

vignettes. Lastly, I consulted my critical friends and validation group for consent 

assuring them they would remain anonymous within the research project. See Appendix 

B for consent forms.  
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3.6.9Assent: 

The UNCRC (1989) states children should be involved in decisions that affect them. 

They have a voice, and it should be taken seriously in an age-appropriate manner. 

Assent is a person under the age of eighteen who cannot legally consent alone to their 

participation in research, assent is required. Yet, in terms of participation within the 

research project assent is not enough to allow the child to partake it must coincide with 

the guardianôs consent. Each child in my classroom was given the opportunity to be part 

of the research project. I spoke to the children at their developmental level, informing 

them I was writing a book about our classroom and my work. I then questioned óDid 

they want to be part of it?ô. They all agreed to help me write my book. However, both 

written and verbal consent was also granted again by checking in with the 

child/children in moment-to-moment experiences.  Individual vignettes within the data 

collection additional assent will be attained (Skånfors, 2009; NCCA, 2007). Children 

have the power and authority to refuse any work from being presented in this research 

project. The children may feel they are presenting as vulnerable to which the 

documentation will not be used.  

All participants enlisted in the research project voluntarily and were told they could 

disengage with the research at any point with which all their data would be destroyed. 

All participates were informed of who was going to be viewing the data collected 

naming my supervisor, the course co-ordinator and the external examiner.  

3.6.10 Confidentiality/Anonymity:  

Throughout the research I must consider the participantsô inclination to overshare their 

story, perhaps leaving them feeling vulnerable in the future. Confidentiality and 

anonymity can allow participants to be honest without the fear of judgment or criticism 
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in the future. All participants, stakeholders and the early years setting will remain 

anonymous throughout the research. This is to protect the identities of all the research 

participants. If this data is used at a later stage where anonymity is not possible the 

participants will be afforded the opportunity to take part by regaining consent to allow 

identities to be distributed (BERA, 2018).  

3.6.11 Vulnerability/Power:  

As previous stated above my topic of love and compassion in relationships is highly 

emotive. Yet DCYA (2012) encourages researchers not to deem all sensitive topics high 

risk. If the proper protective procedures are in place the research will often be a hugely 

valuable piece of research and in fact be deemed low risk. However, the researcher 

must be aware of the protocol if a disclosure is made within the research project. Child 

protection concerns are mandated to be reported to my designated liaison person 

(Childrenôs First, 2011)  

Ireland data protection laws are covered by the Data Protection Acts 1988 and 2003 

(Government of Ireland, 1988 and 2003). It protects research-related activities such as 

the collection of evidence, storing, accessing, and disclosing of personal data held on 

electronic sources or handwritten systems by the researcher. The data is stored for ten 

years following the universityôs ethical guidelines.   

All electronic data is stored is encrypted with a secure password. Handwritten notes-

reflective journal of reflections, observation or discussions are stored in a locked file in 

the researcherôs bedroom. Data collected from the childrenôs guardians in the form of 

questionnaires and anecdotal notes was stored also be stored in the researcherôs home.  

Documentation taken from the childrenôs learning journals is stored within the 

workplace as they belong to the children. The building is locked securely each evening 
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when we leave. A minimum number of photographic samples of childrenôs work as 

evidence, permission is sought by the individual child and guardian also by the 

management team they are then emailed to me. The researcher downloads the 

documentation and uses a password-controlled folder to protect this documentation 

3.7 Limitations:  

The limitations to my study are relationships are difficult to measure. We may never see 

the outcomes of our relational practice within the timeframe of a child being in your 

care. Yet, we need advocate for process over outcomes lens (Hayes & Filipoviĺ, 2018).  

Self-study action research is personalized to the self. This could lead to biased thinking 

or perception. However, the participants learning in the research is key with more time 

the findings may adapt but it was the research key learning within a certain time frame. 

The study is not exhaustive research of relationships and relational practice. However, 

innovative practice is displayed with a focus on further research for the future.  

3.8 Conclusion  

This chapter encompasses the research design and rationale for my research including 

methods of validity, ethical considerations, and limitations for this study. Chapter four 

comprises the data collected including some analysis of research collected. The cycle 

interventions are highlighted with the research chapter. 
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Data Analysis 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter displays the data gathered from my three intervention cycles. Starting from 

the baseline data to the interventions, finally an evaluation of the intervention that took 

place. Below is a table summarised my work accomplished and briefly evaluated. The 

chapter then moves to a detailed evidence description of the data collected within each 

cycle anecdotal with testimonies from the children, parents, and colleagues.  

Cycle 1 Cycle 2 Cycle 3 

Baseline Data:  

Reflective Journal. 

Reflective drawing. 

Conversation with 

manager/critical friend. 

Questionnaire from 

parents. 

Most of the participants 

were comfortable with the 

new terminology óLoveô. 

They valued holistic 

approach to early 

childhood education. It 

was identified post lock 

down children were 

struggling with self-

Baseline Data: 

Evaluation of intervention 

1. 

Staff and I still needed 

support and self-care.  

 

 

 

 

 

Baseline data: 

Evaluation of cycle 2 

Successful relational 

mapping sessions but 

there was still a need to 

support the childrenôs big 

physical movements 

safely and appropriately 

and support transitions 

from the garden to the 

classroom.  
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regulation of emotion, and 

behaviour was very 

challenging for all 

involved. Colleagues and I 

were approaching burnout.   

Intervention 1  

Nurture Nook was 

created to provide 

opportunities for co-

regulation for children, 

mindful focus on love and 

compassionate care in my 

own practice.  

Intervention 2  

Individual and Group 

Reflective practice 

developed. Introduced and 

facilitated for myself and 

my colleagues relational 

mapping.  

Intervention 3  

Indoor mat area created to 

provide space and 

opportunity for children to 

engage in physical 

movements and allow 

appropriate risk  

Evaluation 1 

My reflective journal with 

Korthagen model, 

photographic evidence, 

informal interviews with 

colleagues  

Evaluation 2  

Informal interviews. 

Reflective journal-check 

in with manager. 

 

 

Evaluation 3  

Observation. informal 

interviews with children. 

Reflective journal. 

 

 

Findings: 

The nurture nook was 

successful for children 

provided opportunities to 

embed love and care into 

themselves building 

Findings:  

The reflective sessions 

were so successful that a 

new role has been to 

created for the larger staff 

team. Leading a common 

Findings: 

This gave children the 

physical movement their 

bodies needed, allowed 

risk within the classroom.  
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empathy. The word love 

was being expressed by the 

children. However, staff 

were still struggling with 

all the big feelings and 

emotions. I was feeling the 

pressure of holding the 

professional love for the 

classroom. I was holding 

all the babies.  

language for discussing 

relational issues. Staff had 

a better understanding of 

childrenôs behaviour and 

their role in the relational 

dynamic through the idea 

of óGood Enoughô. Staff 

agreed the Nurture Nook 

was very successful in 

meeting the childrenôs 

emotional and 

psychological needs. 

Transitions from the 

garden arose as a 

significant stress. Meeting 

the children needs for big 

movements and sense of 

risk was achieved in the 

garden.  

Built friendships and 

socio-dramatic play. 

Transitions were better 

aided. Emotional 

regulation and behaviour 

were noted. Listening to 

the childôs voice 

embedded the holistic care 

within our classroom-

seeing the whole child.  

 

Figure 13 Data Collection Review 

 

Our introductory block week really started the unpacking of my unconscious values-

based thought processes. Korthagen (2003) and Palmer (1998) believe we are happiest 

when we are closest to our values. At the beginning of our research journey, a task was 

assigned to write about our values. I headed my piece as óTrauma Informed Practiceô. 
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Yet, when my lecturer unpacked it, the feedback stung knowing how much I wanted to 

help vulnerable children.  

This sounds as though it is going to be a really worthwhile pieŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ǘƘŜ ΨǘǊŀǳƳŀ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƛǘΦ ¸ƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭΦ 

Are you more interested in living your value of care as you develop a more holistic practice, I 

wonder? Think about it a little more. Well done on sharing some interesting ideas! Bernie, 

Caitriona and Máirín. (Glenn, 31-9-2020)  

On reflection she was right, she hovered over my writing, viewing it as whole picture 

rather than separate identities (Potter, 2021). She located a positive óLiving 

Contradictionô that I was not aware I was embodying. Using meta-reflection my Living 

Contradiction could disrupt thinking intwined in the ACEôs seminal study with a more 

positive approach.  óThe importance of relational practice within my classroomô. I 

viewed relationships and holistic care as separate identities (Whitehead, 1989).  

Listening to Dr Elizabeth lecture on love I knew I had found my topic.  She was 

genuine treating all her students from pre-schoolers to masterôs level with unconditional 

positive regard (Rogers,1973; Campbell; 2018). I understood the significance of óOne 

Kind Adultô is hugely influential for a child to thrive (Bronfenbrenner, 2006; Pierson, 

2013). However, embodiment of the meaning love, took more reflection. My heart and 

gut knew but my head needed time (Murphy- Reflective Journal 1-12-2020). Brown 

(2017) suggests we move our learning from our head to our hearts through our hands. I 

would tweak this philosophy, our heart is where the learning is felt, and moved to our 

brain through our experiences (Murphy-Reflective Journal, 4-7-2021). Personally, 

anger which is usually viewed as a negative emotion was the driving force for my 

passion.  
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This picture below started the journey between my head and my heart. It will not make 

sense to anybody, it does not make sense to me (Murphy, Reflective Journal, 30-11-

2020). Yet the clarity I got; I have never had that before (Mc Loughlin, 2020). I needed 

to acknowledge self-love in my journey (Campbell, 2018). I had more self-love than I 

thought to go through what I did and continue to strive.  

Vulnerability is the core of shame and fear and our struggle for worthiness, but it 

appears that itôs also the birthplace of joy of creativity, of love and belonging (Brown, 

2013 p. ) 

 

Figure 14 Reflective Art Piece (Murphy,2020) (30-11- 2020) 

Love made me well! Is written underneath. Brown stresses the importance of 

vulnerability. Mc Loughlin (2020) echoed her thoughts for our research project. She 

invited the class to sit with uncomfortable emotions. Wondering where have you felt 
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that emotion before? Drawing this picture gave me an ah ha moment (Winfrey, 2021). I 

realised how I had healed myself. As much as I am seeking a positive outlook for 

outcomes of childhood trauma there is much that can be learned about the overarching 

trauma informed research model when viewed through a relational lens of love and 

compassionate care.  

4.2 What have I to find out? 

Once I had spoken to management and colleagues about my research intervention, 

seeking permission to use the word love when educating the children. The literature to 

support óprofessional loveô in the early years classroom discusses the importance of 

linking with the main carers of the children to identify issues with the terminology 

(Page, 2017).  Ethically, I also linked in with parents to find out how they would feel 

using new vocabulary of love. Out of a possible ten questionnaires five were returned. 

(See Appendix C for all questionnaires (14-1-2021).             
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Figure 15 Parental Questionnaires 
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Figure 16 Parents Data Collection 

 

The table above supports the data collected in the questionnaires given to the parents. 

Analysis of the data mirrored the literature and our National Curriculum and Quality 

Frameworks in terms of their role as the mothers also the childôs first teacher, expressed 

differently but meaning the same thing (NCCA, 2009; CECDE 2006).  

Parent K: We teach our children how to walk, talk, our values and beliefs. 

Parent S: I feel this way as a mother I am my childôs first impression of life. 

All the mothersô believed education has changed in some way since they went to 

school. Their responses echoed the literature of the childôs voice (UNCRC, 1989; 

NCCA, 2009). The accessibility of more information due to the internet. Also, the 

multiple languages children use as communication (Malaguzzi, 2011).  

Parent E Yes, schools have recognised more that all children have different needs, 

different ways of learning. I canôt ever remember SNAôs in my school as a child. 

Parent K: Yes, education has improved children are heard more now  

5 5 5
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Childs First Teacher Education has Changed Love Pedagogy Caring for the Parents

MOTHERS'  QUESTIONAIRES 
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Parent S: Yes, it has complete changed. As internet has opened up every persons reach 

of information 

The mothers had very innovative thoughts on the introduction of love into our 

classroom. The word ósafeô was replicated in half the questionnaires relating to their 

child being loved by their teacher.  

Parent E: It makes me feel safe, secure, and content known that they are loved as much 

as school and at home 

Parent C: Very happy at least I know my child is safe 

Parent S: It makes me feel safe and lucky. I know Lydia loves my child and he loves her 

too. Its an amazing feeling to know Iôm dropping him off every day to people who love 

and truly want the best for me child. 

Lastly, most mothersô believed we care for them as much as the child.  

Parent K: Yes, my daughterôs teachers are very kind and understanding. I feel I can 

confide my worries about my girls to them 

Parent S: Yes, I feel like my teachers really care and listen to the parents. The 

communication and help they have offered me during my two childrenôs time in the 

creche has been so caring and generous. I feel so happy both my kids got to experience 

an amazing start to the school/education system.  

Parent C: Sometimes but not necessarily as we wouldnôt have the bond the way our kids 

would.  

To conclude these results felt like my values were triangulating with our parentsô values 

of love in education also NCCA (2009) principles for the child. I was surprised to see 

so many parents linked love and safety together. These findings correlate with the 
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neuroscience of the developing brain (Siegel, 2020; Porges 2017; Mate, 2003).  The 

parents welcomed love within our curriculum.  

4.3 What did I do? 

4.3.1 Cycle One  

Reflecting on my reflective journal and triangulating sources with the parentsô 

perspectives I began to research interventions to encompass my values. Teasing out the 

tensions I felt with my values of Trauma Informed Care (TIC) and placing myself 

within a pedagogy of love and care. I enlisted support from a member of my validation 

group. She suggested ómaybe create a Nurture Nookô (Murphy-Reflective Journal, 15-

9-2020). Love and caring in education views the whole child being actively embodied 

through relationships. TIC echoes love and care learning through a rights-based lens 

(Nicholson et al, 2019; UNCRC,1898). Moreover, I could see and feel the tension of 

my values embedded in the space to support children without the deficit connotations. 

This space allows all children to explore and just be (Murphy-Reflective Journal, 20-

10-2020). Below is evidence to how our space began and what we created  
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Figure 17 Before Intervention (15-1-2021) 

 

 

Figure 18 Before Intervention (15-1-2021) 




























































































































































































