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In the following paragraphs, reflections on why the trade unionisation of Ireland's Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) workforce is needed will be discussed with reference to some areas of  personal interest. These areas are by no means representative of the entire multifaceted, complex environment the ECCE workforce operates within, but a small sample of some of the challenges facing a workforce not traditionally trade unionised. They include: recent strategic and policy framework initiatives and how they translate to practice for the ECCE workforce; the industrial relationship between various government departments overseeing developments across a fragmented ECCE landscape (Urban, Robson & Scacchi, 2017) but from which the ECCE workforce remains very much adrift, and finally, what appears to be happening in an epistemological sense within the ECCE workforce. To begin with however, I will provide a little context about how I come to be writing this reflection. 

I am writing from a certain emic perspective. In 2009 I returned to 3rd level education as a mature student to complete the ECCE Honours Degree full time at the Institute of Technology, Sligo, Ireland. Our oldest boy arrived in May 2012, and I continued to do the work/college/baby tango up to 2013. I graduated in 2014 with a first class honours degree and in May of 2015 our second boy arrived. I knew starting the degree that pay and conditions for those working in childcare were poor but the plan was to use the ECCE degree as a stepping stone into the professionally recognised and better paid (in comparison to childcare) arena of primary school teaching. We realised after our first boy was born that any potential wage from working in childcare would just about cover the cost of full time childcare and maybe the cost of getting to work but once baby number 2 arrived, we both knew I could definitely not afford to work in childcare. The plan to pursue a Professional Master in Education in Primary Education was indefinitely put on hold; however, there were other plans afoot. 

Somewhere along the line, in a social policy lecture, the topic of discussion was centred on the pay and working conditions of Ireland's ECCE workforce. Our lecturer put a series of questions to our group. If teachers and nurses could trade unionise and benefit from improvements in pay and working conditions why couldn’t Ireland's ECCE workforce follow suit? The big question then became why wasn’t Ireland's ECCE workforce trade unionised? I knew then and there what my undergraduate dissertation would focus on and thinking back now, part of me also knew I would be taking the topic to Masters by Research level the first opportunity I got. Fast forward to December 2016, and after two years of sporadic freelance ECCE training work and the submission of a successful funding application I have started a 24 month Masters by Research entitled, ‘How do I improve my practice as a volunteer activist supporting Trade Unionisation of Ireland's ECCE workforce’. Move forward again to June 2017 and here I am, writing up a few reflections based on my findings from a literature review which is still very much a work in progress.  
Recent Strategic and Policy Framework Initiatives 
Towards the end of my honours degree, Right from the Start was published in 2013 (DCYA, 2013). The report was described by the then Minister for Children and Youth Affairs as representing a crucial step in the development of the new National Early Years Strategy.  Amongst other areas, the report addressed opportunities for the improvement and enhancement of Ireland’s ECCE sector. Within it Theme 6, Training and Professional Development, resonated with my research topic but there were no specific strategic goals identified as to how to go about improving the poor pay and working conditions characteristic of the sector. The original expectation was for a new National Early Years Strategy to have been finalized and implemented soon after publication of the 2013 report but four years on, it has yet to emerge (D'Arcy, 2017). I can’t help feeling that if the workforce was trade unionised such delays might not persist and such indifference to the realities facing those working on the frontlines in childcare might not continue to exist. In 2014, Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The National Policy Framework for Children & Young People 2014-2020 was officially launched (DCYA, 2014). The purpose of BOB-F, as it has since become known, is to coordinate 163 policy commitments across Government through the implementation of 6 transformational goals in order to achieve 5 national outcomes in the interests of children and young people. The briefing note accompanying this document recognises that “almost all policy areas have a direct or indirect effect on children and young people’s lives” and the foreword to the full BOB-F document by the then Minister for Children and Youth Affairs includes a summary of the areas the framework considers to be its focus for the early years. These areas are recognition of national and international early years research highlighting the many returns gained by society as a result of investing in the formative years and, the creation of mechanisms which will enable earlier intervention and the provision of quality services. 
What gives cause for consideration is whether the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) associate quality, as they see it, as intrinsically linked to the pay and working conditions of those employed in ECCE in Ireland? As outlined in Ireland's National and Economic Social Forum report in 2005 (NESF, 2005) and in more recent studies, the returns for society would strongly suggest investing in the workforce in this way is money well spent (NBER, 2016). Many policies to date have emanated from the Early Years Education and Policy Unit (EYEPU) which have had a direct impact on ECCE service provision. Yet none has presented a strategy or framework in support of pay scales and working conditions for those employed in Ireland's ECCE workforce and none addresses the need for substantial state investment directed towards remuneration of those working with “…Ireland's future” (DCYA, 2014). Supporting a workforce of approximately 25000 in this way is supporting childhood, and absolutely instrumental in building for Ireland's future. So why hasn't this happened? Perhaps trade unionisation of an “underpaid, undervalued, underfunded, under-threat” (ACP, 2015) workforce is the way forward. This may offer the only way to build a professional relationship between all parties concerned.

Relationships: Them and Us
Among various approaches to industrial relations that I have come across to date: Unitary, Pluralist, Marxist, Labour Market and Comparative, there are two methods in particular whose application to employment organisations seem to resonate with me, Unitary and Marxist (Saloman, 1998). An appreciation of them may go some way towards helping to understand why Ireland's trade unionised public sector government departments roll out initiatives to an under-represented ECCE workforce not necessarily equipped with the knowledge or awareness of how to resist. Being able to say no could stem from capacity building (Huzzard & Bjorkman, 2012) that membership of an organised trade union movement will bring. 

The first of these two methods is the unitary approach. From the perspective of the DCYA and the EYEPU, the unitary approach may be understood as their right to manage and make decisions they consider legitimate, rational and accepted. However there is an expectation when schemes and initiatives are rolled out as a result of management processes and decision making, that the workforce will embrace and implement them, unquestioningly. As a result, a perceived lack of understanding emanates from both sides. One possible example of this may be the ‘More Affordable Childcare Scheme’ (DCYA, 2017), the precursor to the delayed Single Affordable Childcare Scheme. Its goal is to make more affordable childcare universally available to all children and families in Ireland. Of particular interest are points made in relation to how this scheme facilitates labour market participation and how it contributes to poverty reduction in Ireland. 

On the one hand female labour force participation is encouraged and has increased over the last number of decades owing to the availability of childcare but on the other hand, when an ECCE contract finishes at the start of the summer, it forces those working in childcare to sign-on with the Department of Social Protection until contracts start again at the end of the following August. It is difficult to see how forcing those in receipt of a wage onto state benefits contributes to poverty reduction in Ireland. Advocacy groups have highlighted how ECCE professionals are living in relative poverty, in some cases unable to afford childcare for their own children because of the poor pay and conditions associated with working in the ECCE sector (ACP, 2014). Evident is a disconnect between the modernist perspective (Dalli, 2014) apparent in the unitary approach adopted by policy makers which favours what is rational and measurable - such as the introduction of an affordable childcare scheme - and the experience of those working in childcare who deliver such schemes. 

This type of relationship between the various Government departments and the ECCE workforce, although not a typical management/employee relationship, is characterised by what may be considered from a Marxist perspective as a relationship reliant on maintaining a balance of power. That is, those who have power versus those who do not. The DCYA provides several funding streams to childcare providers. The most relevant funding stream at present is in relation to the 2017/18 ECCE contracts for services providing the free ECCE preschool years. There exists an implicit threat that such funding could be stopped if contracts are not signed. As a result thousands of providers would be forced out of business. This implicit threat may be regarded as enough to circumvent any possible future collective action, maintaining the current balance of power. As a result, ECCE service providers and their employees may be seen as “becoming socialised into accepting the existing system” (Saloman, 1998: 9). But, what if they were to embrace their collective strength, actualise their constitutional right to trade unionise and say ‘No! enough is enough, it is time for change’?
Epistemology in Action and Inaction
Since beginning to research, links created between abstract concepts, such as the nature of my developing knowledge and what I witness unfolding in the context of challenges facing the ECCE workforce, continue to surprise me. After reading Schön (1983, cited in Coghlan, 2013) it became possible to reflect on this experience as epistemology in action… 

“Here we are noticing how we think, how we process data, come to understanding, form judgements, make decisions and take action.”




Schön (1983) cited by Coghlan, (2013: 334)

Reading the following passage helped to concretise what seems to have been happening in an epistemological sense within the ECCE sector for some time now. 

Knowledge claims are always socially situated, and the failure by dominant groups critically and systematically to interrogate their advantaged social situation and the effect of such advantages on their beliefs leaves their social situation a scientifically and epistemologically disadvantaged one for generating knowledge.  Moreover, these accounts end up legitimating exploitative ‘practical politics’ even when those who produce them have good intentions.

Harding (1993, cited in Letherby, 2003: 45)

Initiatives and policies have been rolled out for decades by the DCYA and the EYEPU, both of which may be considered to be the dominant groups in this scenario. These initiatives and policies were implemented to promote much needed and welcomed affordable high quality childcare provision and inclusivity in childcare services. Along with these developments, much has been written about the importance of regular professional development and the need for a graduate led workforce, the professionalisation of the sector and the pathway to professionalism (OECD, 2004; CoRE, 2011; Mhic Mhathuna & Taylor, 2013). Yet the role of the early years professional continues to be undervalued in the sense that there is relative inaction in respect of their pay and working conditions. An unfortunate consequence of this inaction may be the inadvertent generation of poverty within a “predominantly female, ethnically and racially diverse childcare workforce” as found to be the case in international research emanating from the Centre for the Study of Child Care Employment (Whitebook et al., 2016). The lack of practical steps needed to address poor pay and working conditions characteristic of the sector may be perceived as further legitimate exploitation of an already marginalised ECCE workforce. Marginalised in so far as the ECCE workforce lacks the social and economic privilege (Bowell, 2017) of dominant groups even if those dominant groups, the producers of 'practical politics' such as strategic initiatives and policy frameworks, have good intentions to begin with. 

In conclusion, I strongly believe Trade Unionisation is the only way forward for Ireland's ECCE workforce. It is hard to see how the sector can become valued or “come to their own sense of self-worth” otherwise (McAlevey, 2014). Presently two of the largest Trade Unions in Ireland, IMPACT and SIPTU, have campaigns running concurrently in attempts to trade unionise our ECCE workforce. My research aims to explore the role of trade unions in more detail and the wider implications associated with unionising the sector including possible challenges, constraints, benefits and opportunities that may arise. It will also consider the nature of those working in childcare and their understanding of collective representation.  For now however, perhaps history is being made from an Irish perspective. I want to be part of the change that must come. Will you?
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