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Abstract 

The Early Years Learning Framework promotes the need to recognise children’s participation 

rights and for educators to be responsive to and promote child agency. This study explored 

how infant and toddler educators understand agency, and what role they ascribe to 

themselves in infants’ and toddlers’ realisation of agency. Research was undertaken in early 

childhood settings in Brisbane, Australia. Interviews and reflection activities were conducted 

with 15 educators working with children under three years, and responses coded through 

thematic analysis. 

Participants provided some working definitions of agency and examples of supporting 

children’s agency in their everyday practices. However, responses largely revealed confusion 

and limited understandings of agency. Through engaging a critical feminist paradigm, 

a connection between the status provided to infant-toddler educators, and the impact upon 

their knowledge and practice is proposed, and recommendations put forward for increased 

opportunities relating to birth to three pedagogy. 
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Introduction 

Following the 1989 United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child, a shift in the 

discourse of early childhood education and care (ECEC) emerged, advocating for the rights 

and active participation of young children within their education and care settings 

(Cheeseman & Sumsion, 2016; Ghirotto & Mazzoni, 2013). Simultaneously, the concept of 

agency has become embedded in a number of contemporary international early years policy 

documents including Australia’s Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) (Department of 

Education Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2009). Within the EYLF, agency is 

defined as ‘being able to make choices and decisions, to influence events and to have an 

impact on one’s world’ (DEEWR, 2009, p.45). While it is espoused as ‘an important 

pedagogical underpinning of high-quality early childhood programs’ (Houen et al., 2016, p. 

259), the definition of agency remains contentious, with many arguing that the concept is far 

from having a clear description (Macfarlane & Cartmel, 2008; Matusov et al., 2016; Mentha 

et al., 2015).  

In addition, it is argued the view of a ‘fragile’ and ‘dependent’ infant is still perpetuated 

through attachment-based pedagogies, and the discourse of a capable and resourceful child 

has not yet breached the birth to three space (Recchia & Shin, 2010; Rockel, 2009; Taggart, 

2014). Elfer and Page (2015, p. 1763) cite a continuing “highly contested discussion of how 

the baby is best conceptualised as a person, as vulnerable and dependent, or as competent 

and with agency”.  

In this exploratory study, we question whether the notion of agency is applied to our 

youngest children by examining how educators conceive agency, and their approaches to 

supporting infant-toddler agency. The following research questions were addressed: 

1. How do educators working with infants and toddlers in early childhood settings 

understand agency? 

2. What role do educators ascribe to themselves in infants’ and toddlers’ realisation of 

agency? 
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By identifying educators’ conceptions and approaches to agency, findings have the potential 

to increase the visibility and understanding of infant-toddler educators’ practice, as well as to 

inform professional learning opportunities for these educators.   

 

Agency as a construct in early childhood education 

Agency is an abstract and multifaceted concept. From an Eastern view, agency is an 

inherently social construct, one in which agentic individuals are interdependent and act for 

the benefit of the group (Helm, 2012). Within Western philosophical thinking, the concept of 

agency embodies notions of the autonomous self, individual rights, and self-determination 

(Hernandez & Iyengar, 2001).  It is largely these Western ideals that are reflected in research 

on agency in early childhood settings.  Through analysing educator questionnaires, Mentha et 

al. (2015) identified the right to resist and act in opposition to others as indicators of 

children’s developing agency. Australian ECEC sector publications have often construed 

agency as providing opportunities for and listening to ‘children’s voices’ (Whitington, 2014). 

Similarly, Houen et al. (2016) espoused parallel constructs of choice and decision-making in 

examining how spaces for agency are created. They found that children’s assertions of 

agency occurred primarily through language interactions with educators. However, in 

settings where physical movement and verbal communication may be limited, educators are 

first required to recognise that the very young child can be agentic. For this reason, Holloway 

et al. (2018) mark ‘capacity’ as a foundational requirement for the acknowledgement and 

fostering of agency in another.  

In a study of the dynamics of play interactions between educators and infants, Degotardi 

(2013) argues that an ability to recognise agency is founded in the educators’ ‘mind-

mindedness’ – an ability to interpret and respond to infants’ as ‘an individual with a mind, 

rather than merely as a creature with needs that must be satisfied’ (Meins, 1997; cited by 

Degotardi, 2013. This brings to the fore the dimension of cognitive agency, in which an 

individual is understood to possess individual thoughts and understandings that motivate and 

guide their actions. Degotardi (2013) reports that educators who applied higher levels of 

mind-mindedness when describing a focus infant, tended to encourage higher levels of 

autonomy and use more cognitive terms when playing with that infant.  
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Power is a further dimension of agency in ECEC settings, with research attending to the 

perceived power imbalance between an educator and a child. While power imbalances can 

be seen as negative, this need not be the case. Ghirotto and Mazzoni (2013, p. 307), state 

that “Asymmetry is a condition that creates a mutual and interdependent relationship when 

it works from a positive perspective.”  This premise brings support to a distinct definition of 

agency for infants and toddlers reflected in Eastern philosophy; one which recognises the 

constructive nature of power relations and celebrates interdependence. It considers how the 

child may guide the educator, as the educator observes and responds to the child’s non-

verbal cues (Degotardi, 2013). Shin (2014) refers to this encounter as ‘reciprocity’; making 

the experience rewarding and meaningful for both educator and child. 

Cheeseman and Sumsion (2016) explore the infant-child exchange further, citing Levina’s 

idea of the ‘benediction’, being an ‘invitation to encounter’ (p.279) as central to 

acknowledging infants and toddlers as agents of their own learning. Educators are 

encouraged to be ‘”susceptible” rather than “knowing” … to watch more closely, pause 

longer and listen more intently’ (p. 286) as a way to afford more opportunity to respond and 

create the foundation for a participatory curriculum. Duhn (2014), however, urges caution in 

the use of critical theory to champion infants and toddlers’ realisation of their agency – 

highlighting that the focus on the central position of human consciousness and identity in 

critical theory creates a ‘conceptual dead end’ in work with infants and toddlers: 

Conceptualising agency in education for infants and toddlers is somewhat problematic 

if agency is embedded in notions of the autonomous, self-aware ‘I’ as the main 

foundation for learning (p. 921). 

Self-awareness and autonomy are certainly interwoven with agency, however cross-

disciplinary examinations of human agency have pronounced that these elements need to be 

counter-balanced with a recognition of social connections (Helm, 2012; Hernandez & Iyengar, 

2001). 

Importantly, Rockel (2009) notes that embracing the uncertainty around the presence or 

absence of infant-toddler agency may be challenging for educators who are not experienced 

with critical reflection. She suggests that educators may return to dominant power 

relationships to gain certainty in their practice with infants. Rockel (2009) thus identifies the 
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essential link between educators’ own professional identify and agency and their 

understandings of infant-toddler agency. As low levels of professional status, qualifications 

and professional development opportunities are often associated with the infant-toddler 

workforce (Davis & Dunn, 2019; McDowall Clark & Baylis, 2012), it follows that this may be 

impacting the capacity to recognise and promote the agency of children in their care. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

This study aims to identify the place of infant-toddler agency in the pedagogical knowledge 

base of those who work with young children. A critical/feminist research paradigm grounded 

the study. This viewpoint has traditionally aimed  to ‘raise consciousness’ of those whose life 

chances are restricted by historically situated structures tied to race, gender, class and age 

(Hatch, 2002; Weiss, 2018). This paradigm is well suited to examining agency of our youngest 

children, who lack visibility due to the challenges of the construct itself, and within the 

context of infant-toddler education, which has been traditionally viewed as ‘women’s work’ 

and therefore not necessitating high-level skills or knowledge (Ailwood, 2016; Osgood, 2006). 

Raising consciousness in this space could not only create transformative change in the care 

and education practices for our youngest children, but also on the esteem and professional 

opportunities provided to birth to three educators. Through growing educators’ awareness in 

being ‘agents of change’, more meaningful opportunities can in turn be created for infants’ 

and toddlers’ participation and learning (Quiñones et al., 2018).   

 

Methodology 

Participants 

The participants in this study were 15 educators currently working with infants and toddlers, 

aged 6-weeks to 3-years, in eight long day care services in Brisbane, Australia. Potential ECEC 

services were identified from a search on the ACECQA website, and then contacted via phone 

and email to invite participation. The services from which educators were drawn were of 

geographical convenience to each other, and the first author. Participating services were 

asked to invite no more than two educators, and educators who confirmed their interest 
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were selected to participate. This approach was one of purposeful sampling, whereby 

participants were selected based on their particular area of knowledge or experience, and 

willingness to participate (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

All participants were female but varied in early childhood qualifications and years of 

experience. As data collection primarily involved educator voices, the researchers gave each 

participant a pseudonym. See Table 1. 

Table 1  

Participant Demographic Data 

Participant Level of early childhood qualification  Experience working with 
infants and toddlers 

Anna 
 

Diploma  6 years 

Beatrice* 
 

Diploma  1 year 

Ciara 
 

Diploma  1 year 

Daniela 
 

Diploma  10 years 

Eva 
 

Diploma  7 years 

Freya 
 

Diploma  13 years 

Gwen* 
 

Certificate III 2 years 

Hannah 
 

Diploma 1 year 

Ines Certificate III, and currently studying 
Diploma 

3 years 

Joy 
 

Advanced Diploma 13 years 

Kate  Certificate III, and currently studying 
Diploma 

6 months 

Lucy Bachelor, and currently studying Masters 3 years 

Maya 
 

Diploma 2 years 

Natalie* 
 

Diploma 4 years 

Olive 
 

Certificate III 
 

1 year 

*Participant identified their home language was not English 
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Data Collection Methods 

This research design comprised two qualitative approaches – interview studies and artefact 

analysis (Hatch, 2002). The focus on interviews as the primary approach allowed participants 

to share their understandings and perspectives about infant and toddler agency. Interviewing 

in qualitative research is traditionally semi-structured and was the style adopted for this 

study. Merriam and Tisdell (2016, p. 110) define semi-structured interviews as ‘a mix of more 

and less structured questions’. This flexible structure supports the researcher in acquiring 

specific information from all participants, as well as providing opportunity to respond to and 

further explore particular concepts and viewpoints raised (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

The initial interview sought basic demographic information including participants’ 

qualifications and experience. One set question about participant’s conceptions of agency 

then opened each interview to follow up questions generated from the participant’s initial 

response.  

An example from one interview follows:  

What comes to mind when you hear the term agency and how do you think it applies to 

babies and toddlers? … I like what you've said about communication and reading and 

responding to their [babies’] communication.  What comes to mind when you think about 

communication for babies?  How do you see them communicating? 

All interviews were conducted individually on site at the participant’s early learning service. 

At the end of their initial interview, participants were provided a notebook, and the reflective 

journal task was explained. The follow-up interview then took place on average two weeks 

after the initial interview. Both initial and follow-up interviews were an average of seven 

minutes in total (range = 4 to 15 minutes). Due to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

follow-up interviews and journal collection for Participants 14 and 15 were unable to be 

collected. Their initial interview data was still included in the analysis and findings. All 

interviews were audio recorded, and ethics-approved external transcription services were 

employed to provide written records of each interview. 

Participants were asked to complete journal reflection entries daily for a consecutive five 

working days. These entries comprised the artefacts used for analysis. Participants were 
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asked to document incidences when they perceived that a child in their room was 

demonstrating agency. Participant journaling as a form of artefact gathering was chosen for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, like interviewing, it is an unobtrusive technique not involving 

direct observation, as previously recommended by Elfer and Page (2015) in their study. As 

promoted by Hatch (2002), the act of writing can also encourage people to process their 

thinking and experiences in different ways than in discussion with others. Lastly, reflective 

writing is a recommended and established practice within ECEC settings under the National 

Quality Standard (ACECQA, 2016; Lemon & Garvis, 2014), and while this journal task was 

specific to the study, it was still considered a typical part of the participants’ role as 

educators.  Table 2 shows the standard questions included in the journal to help guide and 

provoke participants’ thinking. 

Table 2 

 Reflective Journal Questions 

How old is the child (in months)? 

How long has this child been at your centre? 

Reflect on a time today when you noticed this child demonstrating agency or attempting to do so. 

What happened? 

Did you notice anything either in the environment or in educator interactions support this child’s 

demonstrations of agency? 

Did you notice anything either in the environment or in educator interactions constrain this child’s 

demonstrations of agency? 

 

Where two participants were based at the same ECEC service, they were encouraged to 

discuss the journal task with one another to promote opportunity for shared professional 

learning (Sahin et al., 2019). The journals were discussed with participants during the follow-

up interview and were collected at this time. 

 

Ethics Approval 

This study met the ethical requirements of the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 

Human Research (2007) assigned by the Macquarie University Research Ethics Committee. 

Participation in this research study was voluntary, and prior to each interview participants 

were reminded of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty.  
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis of the interview transcripts and the journal entries was conducted through the 

method of thematic analysis - ‘a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns 

(themes) within data’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). The analysis was inductive, whereby 

coding was largely driven by the content of the data itself, although concepts of agency 

apparent in the literature did frame the emerging themes. This approach acknowledges that 

qualitative analysis is rarely completely inductive as concepts from existing literature will 

inform the reading and interpretation of the data (Hatch, 2002). 

The analysis was conducted using NVivo12, which assisted in identifying commonalities 

across participant responses. Themes that were identified within the interview data and the 

journal reflections served as comparable sources of data to triangulate, and thus increase the 

credibility of the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The coding process was repeated three 

times, beginning with identifying all potential codes, then comparing and contrasting the 

initial codes to modify and condense them as connections were discovered. The identified 

themes and sub-themes were discussed by both authors at three meetings to guard against 

researcher bias.  

 

Findings 

Findings were categorised into two main themes: 

1. Educators’ conceptions of agency 

2. Pedagogical approaches to supporting agency  

 

Educators’ conceptions of agency  

Three defining conceptions of agency were identified amongst participants – choice, 

capability, and thinking/problem-solving. Also emerging from the data analysis was an 

element of confusion from some participants when defining the concept of agency itself.  

Choice  
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When asked directly about their understanding of agency, choice was the most commonly 

referenced term. Providing space and opportunity for choice was seen to relate 

predominantly to children’s play: 

I like to give them as much free choice - free - instead of me telling them what they 

should be playing with, I like to give them lots of options to choose what they're 

interested in.  - Anna 

In contrast, two participants’ journal entries relating to ‘choice’ revealed that no choice 

existed for the child to participate or not in certain activities. Instead, the choice for the child 

was only how they participated. Ciara noted: 

Currently doing Christmas crafts so even with educators having the idea, children’s 

choice is still important … children helping with choice of colours … children have choice 

of which decoration they want to make … collage, glitter, paint etc and children can 

choose how to decorate. 

Choice in this example was associated within participation in the activity, not with the activity 

itself. However, other participants showed a contrast in thinking and practices in relation to 

children’s choice within educator-led activities, and the active role of the educator to engage 

a child in the decision-making process: 

Also things like just consulting with them basically.  Not assuming that everyone wants 

to do this.  Consulting them – ‘would you like to join us?’  Giving them that respect that 

they do have a choice and a voice in it.  It's not just herding the children to do what suits 

you. - Daniela 

Capability 

 In the literature, capability is essentially viewed as foundational to fostering agency in firstly 

realising one has agency, that they and others are agentic beings (Holloway et al., 2018). Yet, 

in their initial interviews, direct references to capability were provided by only one third of 

participants.  

So, to me, agency’[i]s capability. So, every child has some capability. It doesn’t matter 

what form or what level. Every child is capable of something and that’s what we need to 

build upon.   - Lucy 
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More often, the concept of capability was mentioned for the first time in the follow-up 

interview. While the journal task was not intended to be an intervention, some responses 

suggested the journal exercise may have alerted participants to the possibility that infants 

and toddlers have agency.  

I think it [journal writing task] definitely opened my mind to realise how much I do provide 

with the agency, because obviously I plan a few activities, but just seeing that the children 

actually are capable of going over and initiating. - Ciara 

 

Thinking/Problem-solving 

 References to infants’ and toddlers’ thinking and problem-solving also featured in the data.  

These concepts are notable as they may signify an educator’s early understanding of 

‘cognitive agency’ and seeing a very young child as having a mind of their own. 

When asked to reflect on the EYLF’s definition of agency, Ines responded: 

When they make friends would that be agency because they have thoughts and ideas 

and they're creating that with someone else? Because they are their own, so they have 

their own thoughts and thought processes.  

Ines was seen to be formulating her ideas and understanding of young children not only 

having the ability to have thoughts, but also ownership of their own thoughts - an example of 

an educator engaging in ‘mind-mindedness’ (Degotardi, 2013). 

 

Confusion 

While participants identified some key elements in their conceptualisation of agency, nine 

out of the 15 participants provided responses in their interviews which conveyed confusion 

and uncertainty. Three participants clearly articulated they did not understand what agency 

was, or they found it hard to define. Natalie stated, “I think it’s a very big word, it’s hard to 

explain”. Ines also expressed uncertainty, though was seen to use this as a driver to learn 

more: 

I think I want to look into it more. I'm really interested. I'm like, okay, you've got me 

thinking now. 
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During her follow-up interview, Hannah was also candid about her initial confusion, though 

suggested that the reflective journal task was beneficial to her understanding: 

I’ve always found the word agency hard to understand, even when doing study. So I think 

this [journal task] has helped, and it’s allowed us to put that more into practice. 

Responses from the other six participants revealed a misunderstanding of agency as a 

concept:  

You just mustn’t get stressed out if they cry, because you can only do so much at a time.

 - Joy 

Intentional teaching, that’s how I put it. We’re supposed to go and be guided by the 

children’s interests, but sometimes their interests don’t lead you anywhere, so you bring 

in your intentional teaching.  - Maya 

 

Pedagogical approaches to supporting agency 

In defining pedagogy in relation to agency, four further categories were derived from analysis 

– Responsiveness, Stepping back, Recognising power, Physical environment, and 

Mentoring/Collaborating. 

Responsiveness 

Responsiveness is a term used often in the work of early childhood educators, and it was no 

surprise that it was a highly referenced pedagogical practice. Yet interestingly, most 

participants provided no explicit explanation of how their responsiveness to a child’s ideas or 

interests indeed fostered their agency.  

I think there’s always room to improve and I think it just comes from being observant, really 

listening to the children, noticing what they’re interested in, noticing what they’re doing. Then 

being responsive. - Freya 
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Stepping back 

Reference to the practice of ‘stepping back’ was the most common phrase provided by 

participants during their interviews to define their current or aspiring practices in supporting 

infant and toddler agency. It was interesting to see this shared terminology amongst 

individual participants, as this terminology was not used in any interview questions. ‘Stepping 

back’ could be seen as a form of ‘Responsiveness’, but it encompassed a deeper level of 

observation and more explicit awareness of how the presence or absence of an educator can 

support or constrain children’s agency (Cheeseman & Sumsion, 2016; Quiñones et al., 2018). 

I guess it has just heightened our thoughts and sometimes in the busyness of the day we 

have taken a step back at times just to see if they're left with a little bit more time and a 

little bit more openness what will they do to try and solve situations themselves, or to 

master what they're doing themselves without having anyone else interact in it.  

- Daniela 

Eva’s journal uncovered more of the pedagogical thinking involved in this practice of stepping 

back: 

The educator was aware that the ladder needed to be safely fixed to the frame but chose 

to observe the child rather than step in. The educator gave the child the time and 

freedom to explore different strategies, problem solve and achieve success.  

Common to every participant when discussing the practice of stepping back, was the 

component of watching or observing. This was noted by participants as a strategy to learn 

more about the child’s actions or intentions and if they may need to step in, and at times a 

way to acknowledge and appreciate the child’s abilities.  

Most participants also acknowledged the counterpart act of ‘stepping in’, though this was 

largely spoken about only in terms of constraining a child’s participation, as Lucy documented 

in her journal: 

She does quite well without adult input and gets most of her way through a task. 

However when an adult begins to interfere or interject, [Child] retreats and ceases 

participation.  
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Recognising power 

The acknowledgement of power relations between infants and educators and its impact 

upon agency was a common thread for one third of participants. When asked in her follow-

up interview to identify current practice supporting children’s agency, Joy spoke to how she 

ensures her physical presence and positioning are level with the child’s: 

Yes, just being down with them and not being up above them. Sitting on the floor with 

them and trying to be at their level so they’re not looking up to you.  

Freya also spoke about being at children’s ‘level’, but went further and inferred that disparity 

in physical positioning impacts upon a child’s sense of emotional safety, implicitly stating this 

could constrain their agency: 

Making sure that every child is heard and making sure we are respecting them and their 

needs and understanding what they need even though it can be difficult and making sure 

we’re on their level so that we’re not coming across too overpowering or scaring them 

in any way.  

Eva spoke to the power imbalance between educators and children in a very different way 

when she reflected on one of her journal observations. She illustrated the importance of the 

educator role in consistently recognising the power ‘asymmetry’ that exists within an 

interaction (Ghirotto & Mazzoni, 2013), and adjusting her position/practice to afford the child 

agency: 

I said, can I check your nappy? She actually said no, so I stopped. But I had already 

started. So I guess it’s just thinking of not asking a question out of habit, but 

remembering that you are asking them a question and to take that moment to wait for 

the answer. So I felt that’s something that’s stayed with me and just that respect. 
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Mentoring/collaborating  

During the follow-up interviews, some participants made references to how they work as a 

team when responding directly to the question – ‘Are there elements of your practice that 

you recognise you may change to further support children's agency?’. 

I suppose mentoring my educators in the room, who work with me, because they can 

get a little, no, no, no, no, you can't do that. Maybe mentoring them to go - and helping 

change their mindset of, no, let's let them [toddlers] do that. What's the pros and cons? 

- Ciara 

One notable finding related to the variation observed between educators working at the 

same early childhood service. With 14 out of the 15 participants making up educator pairs 

from the same service, an early assumption was that there would be similarities in practice 

and pedagogical understandings within the pairs. This was not found to be the case, with only 

one of the seven pairs presenting similarities.  

In their initial interviews, Daniela and Eva both articulated an understanding of agency, and 

provided clear explanation of how children’s choices are facilitated and seen as independent 

of educator plans. These participants were also the only pair to complete all five days of the 

journal task, and engage in critical reflection during their follow-up interview for what they 

could further improve in their practice: 

Daniela:  I feel like we were quite aware with it anyway, but just the slowing down …. I 

guess it was in our radar and our minds, so not as much of a shift [in practice] 

apart from the slowing down. 

Eva:  I think there’s always room to improve. I think if you think as an educator, well, 

I know what to do. I think you should always be reflecting and assessing and 

asking yourself, how can I give them more agency and be able to - like I did 

with that little girl to go, well you actually didn’t wait for them to answer that 

question.  
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Discussion 

Agency is a prominent concept within the EYLF (Houen et al., 2016), and therefore it can be 

argued, is a concept that should be familiar and understood by educators working across the 

ECEC sector. Yet the most evident finding drawn from participants’ conceptualisation of 

agency was one of confusion or misunderstanding. This finding may stem from the 

observation that agency is a multifaceted and complex notion, thus making it challenging to 

define (Degotardi, 2013; Matusov et al., 2016; Mentha et al., 2015). The notion of ‘choice’, 

which is prominent in the EYLF definition, was most prevalent in educators’ 

conceptualisations. It is possible that these educators’ reference to ‘choice’ was perpetuated 

by the EYLF definition being provided to most participants on request during their initial 

interviews. However, that the present findings are consistent with previous Australian studies 

on agency in the ECEC sector (Houen et al., 2016; Macfarlane & Cartmel, 2008; Mentha et al., 

2015), suggests that ‘choice’ is a prominent feature in concepts of child agency regardless.  

The concept of ‘capability’ was of significant interest as it is identified as a realisation of an 

individual having the capacity for agency (Helm, 2012; Holloway et al., 2018). Most 

participants referred to notions of capability for the first time in their follow-up interview, 

possibly indicating that the task of observing and reflecting upon agency supported their 

recognition and ‘raised their consciousness’ of infant-toddler capability (Weiss, 2018). 

Responses and reflections largely depicted infants as a passive being, with agency as 

something given to them, rather than something they possess and enact.  Although the 

concepts of ‘thinking’ and ‘problem-solving’ were mentioned less frequently, these responses 

did show that some participants understood that agency also incorporates a cognitive 

component (Degotardi, 2013). 

A number of notable findings also emerged from participants’ discussion of their pedagogical 

practices. On the whole, participants were able to identify their role in fostering infants’ and 

toddlers’ agency. ‘Being responsive’ was a widely cited term, though all participants stopped 

short of explaining why or how the act of responding directly supported children’s agency. 

Interestingly, the phrase ‘stepping back’ was stated by participants more than any other 

across all data sources and in the context of their reflections could be considered an element 

of educator responsiveness. The implied meaning of ‘stepping back’ shared by most 
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participants was shown to encompass the act of pausing to observe and  formulate a 

considered response to a child’s communication and actions, similar to that described by 

Cheeseman and Sumsion (2016) in their study on infant and toddler participation in ECEC 

settings. 

Recognition by participants of the power dynamic present in their interactions with infants 

and toddlers was also found to be of significance, when considering the literature on human 

agency, alongside the rights-based discourse prevalent in ECEC. Eastern historical constructs 

of agency have highlighted the centrality of interdependence, and balanced dimensions of 

autonomy and accountability (Helm, 2012). In contrast, the advocacy of children’s rights in 

ECEC often positions interdependence in contradiction to children’s emerging autonomy 

(Ghirotto & Mazzoni, 2013). This presents a problematic reality for educators to resolve, 

particularly in the care-oriented space of working with infants and toddlers, where dominant 

discourses have aligned care practices with ‘women’s work’ – perceived as not requiring 

knowledge or skill, hence contributing to the lower status of infant-toddler educators 

(Ailwood, 2016; Osgood, 2006). 

 

Limitations of the study 

It is important to note the design of this study did not include observations of educators 

working with infants and toddlers, and as such can only assess educators’ reported 

understandings and pedagogical approaches, and not if these understandings have been 

translated and embedded into practice. A purposeful approach to participant sampling often 

supports generalisability of findings. However, in this present study, participants were drawn 

from only one small geographical region, potentially weakening its transferability of findings 

to other populations (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

 

Implications and recommendations 

The level of confusion surrounding the concept of agency shown in this study has direct 

implications for the education and care of infants and toddlers. Given the importance 

assigned to supporting child agency in the EYLF (DEEWR, 2009), the findings suggest that a 

clearer understanding of agency is needed.  
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The findings of this study also bring support to the growing recommendations for a more 

tailored and accessible approach to professional learning for educators in the birth to three 

space (McDowall Clark & Baylis, 2012; Quiñones et al., 2018). This focus on continued 

training is particularly important given very few tertiary degrees in Australia currently provide 

sufficient theoretical content or practical experience in infant-toddler education and care 

(Garvis & Manning, 2015).  

Educators’ understandings may also be facilitated when they are provided with opportunities 

to raise their consciousness about infant-toddler agency. A somewhat unexpected outcome 

in this study were participants’ reflections of collaboration with their colleagues. While some 

did refer to the need to mentor other educators who exhibited firm mindsets relating to 

choice and power, only one out of the seven participant pairs exhibited shared knowledge on 

children’s agency and incorporate peer collaboration into their daily practice. This possibly 

reflects the low appreciation of the complex skill and knowledge that the role encompasses 

(Ailwood, 2016). These findings echo the challenges faced by infant-toddler educators and 

highlight that more attention needs to be directed towards supporting whole teams’ 

professional growth in this area.  Recchia and Shin’s earlier 2010 study also identified the 

quality of the practical training infant-toddler educators receive as an essential focus, in 

order to strengthen their observational skills and appreciation of infants as ‘powerful social 

beings’ (p.144). Participants in the present study also highlighted the importance of this 

considered observation through their practice of ‘stepping back’. It was encouraging to see 

this practice as a dominant thread in the findings, as evidence that educators do understand 

the need for constant reflection and re-assessment of their role in children’s participation 

and learning; to become ‘thoughtful agents’ (McDowall Clark & Baylis, 2012). The 

identification of a child’s ‘capability’ following involvement in the journal task through this 

study, was also reassuring as an indication that this form of focused reflection is beneficial 

(Quiñones et al., 2018). When educators are provided with meaningful opportunities to 

collectively reflect and grow their awareness of the emotion-focused pedagogical practices 

inherent in their work, spaces are opened up to recognise and foster the agency of both 

educators and our youngest children (Quiñones et al., 2018; Taggart, 2014). 

 

The findings of this study also contain implications for ECEC more broadly in Australia. 

Concerns have been raised over the capacity of infant-toddler educators to use and critically 
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reflect upon the EYLF (Davis et al., 2015; Salamon, 2011). Until government policy, 

qualification requirements and training opportunities become equitable for all early 

childhood educators, infant-toddler educators may require more explicit examples of birth to 

three pedagogies including definitions and opportunities for infant-toddler agency (Davis & 

Dunn, 2019).  As the literature has shown, agency comprises broader and more nuanced 

components of interdependence and social connection (Ghirotto & Mazzoni, 2013; Matusov 

et al., 2016). The traditional notions of agency in ECEC championing independence and 

autonomy, privilege an older child and may not support meaningful considerations of agency 

in infant-toddler spaces. 

 

Conclusion 

If agency is an indication of what it means to be human, to be seen and respected, to have 

dignity, to be afforded rights and the ability to exercise those rights, and to meaningfully 

participate in social and societal contexts, this study has brought to light the question: how 

well does ECEC currently provide agentic opportunities for infants and toddlers, and for their 

educators? The study also raises the issue of how educators increase their capacity to 

conceive and support agency in very young children, suggesting that regular opportunities for 

collaborative and reflective professional learning experiences may enhance educators’ 

understandings of agency. When educators understand their worth, the value of care 

relationships, and the richness of ‘asymmetry’ in their interactions with infants and toddlers, 

they can act ethically and design practices that involve infants’ and toddlers’ meaningful 

participation, and recognition of our youngest children as agentic beings. 
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