
                                       
 

1 
 
 

                       

 

Contested Childhoods Across Borders and Boundaries:  

A North-South Comparative Study 

 

Final Report  

June 2021 

 

Background 

This project addressed a significant void in the literature on the under-researched topic 

of the history of early childhood education and care (ECEC) on the island of Ireland. 

The research aimed to map out and critically analyse the similarities and variations in 

the pathways taken by ECEC north and south of the border post-partition in Ireland. 

Using curriculum documents and other primary sources, it traced the journey from the 

early 1900s up to the 1930s, exploring the child-state relationship North and South. 

Using Sorin and Gallowayôs (2006) framework, the conceptualisations and 

constructions of childhood evident in the documents were investigated, particularly 

exploring issues of childrenôs voice and agency, gender and patriarchy, the influences 

of the Churches North and South, and other societal and cultural influences on how 

children were viewed at the time. We were particularly interested in the shift in thinking 

from the very progressive ideals evident in the Programme for Government of the first 

Dáil in the Free State, and we discovered that a process of nation-building both North 

and South strongly impacted on the education systems that subsequently emerged 

either side of the border. Acknowledging the nuanced and contested nature of 

education, the research also explored examples of óoutliersô from the established 

approaches, namely the Montessori schools in Waterford and the Arellian nursery 

school in Belfast. 
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Participants and teamwork 

This project was a collaboration between Stranmillis University College, Belfast and 

Maynooth University (Education Department, Froebel Department of Primary and 

Early Childhood Education and Centre for Public Education and Pedagogy). 

Participating colleagues are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1: Participating colleagues 

Name Institution  

Deirdre Forde Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood 

Education, Maynooth University 

Diane McClelland Stranmillis University College, Belfast 

Suzanne OôKeeffe Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood 

Education, Maynooth University 

Leah OôToole Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood 

Education, Maynooth University 

Noel Purdy Stranmillis University College, Belfast 

Carl Anders 

Säfstrom 

Centre for Public Education and Pedagogy, Maynooth 

University 

Tom Walsh Education Department, Maynooth University 

 

While the outcomes of the project (shown below) represent a significant achievement, 

an equally important element has been the process involved in developing these 

outcomes. One of the most extensive research projects on team functioning in recent 

years, Project Aristotle (see Duhig, 2016; Schneider, 2017), identified five elements 

common to successful teams:  

1. Dependability (team members getting things done on time and meeting 

expectations) 

2. Structure and clarity (clear goals and well-defined roles) 

3. Meaning (personal significance of the work) 

4. Impact (belief that the work in purposeful) 
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5. Psychological safety (sense of safety to take risks and express opinions free of 

negative judgement) 

All of these elements were clearly visible within the CCaBB team, contributing to its 

success. However, our teamwork supported the findings of Project Aristotle that the 

most important of these is psychological safety. From the earliest days of the project 

until its end, team members mindfully invested time in creating and building trusting, 

respectful relationships in which ideas could be explored, and conceptual or cross-

disciplinary tensions could be teased out within a psychologically safe environment. 

Considering SCoTENSô stated aim1 to Ɉcreate a safe space for teacher educators ï 

North and Southï to come together and discuss issues of common interest, and 

explore ways of co-operating closely togetherò, the cross-border relationships built and 

nurtured through this project may be of equal importance to its more visible outcomes. 

 

Outcomes 

Co-authored journal article 

One of the most visible achievements of the CCaBB project was the co-authorship 

and publication of a peer reviewed journal article in the prestigious British Educational 

Research Journal (in which the funding from SCoTENS is acknowledged). The article 

was published Open Source to increase accessibility, and this was a significant source 

of spending for the project ï with the permission of the SCoTENS committee we 

reallocated funding that had initially been budgeted for travel and face-to-face team 

meetings that could not go ahead due to COVID. Successful co-authorship of a journal 

article of this calibre by as many as seven contributors from different departments and 

institutions is highly unusual and is evidence of the outstanding collaboration and 

teamwork described above. Appendix 1 contains the published article, and it is also 

available online.2 

 
1 https://scotens.org/about/  
2 https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3708  

https://scotens.org/about/
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3708
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Co-hosted webinar 

On 21st April 2021, the team co-hosted a webinar on the topic of contested childhoods. 

The webinar was facilitated by Prof Nóirín Hayes (Trinity College, Dublin) and Dr Seán 

Farren (Ulster University), and was attended by 66 participants. Appendix 2 shows the 

variety of disciplinary backgrounds, roles and institutional affiliations of those involved. 

Appendix 3 shows the flyer distributed for the webinar. The core CCaBB team would 

like to thank Graeme Watson and Jonathan Harris (Stranmillis University College) for 

their support with the logistics of the webinar. 

 

Budget report 

The CCaBB project has completed its work within budget, although as noted above, 

some reallocation of budgetary allowances was required due to COVID restrictions on 

travel and in-person meeting.  A separate detailed financial report is attached. 

 

Future plans 

The CCaBB team intend to continue our collaboration beyond the life of this project, 

as envisioned by the SCoTENS seed funding initiative. We are currently working on a 

further collaboration with colleagues in the University of South Australia to develop a 

symposium for the Australian Educational Research Association Annual Conference. 

We are also examining our options for applications for further funding to extend our 

work together.  

Overall this has been an exceptionally successful project and the CCaBB team would 

like to express our sincere thanks to the SCoTENS committee for funding our work. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Peer reviewed article published in British Educational Research 

Journal 
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