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Editorial
On behalf of OMEP Ireland, I am delighted to be able to introduce this third
issue of An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies.
Early Childhood Studies includes all those areas of study that relate directly and
indirectly to children. It includes the areas of education, social studies, child
health and psychology, as well as those aspects of the law and of social policy that
impinge on the lives of children and their families. OMEP Ireland has played
an important role in bringing together people from many different organisations
and institutions at its annual conference, and in offering them a forum to share
and publish their work. Many of the papers in this issue were first presented in
an earlier form at our annual conference in April 2008.
A special thanks is due to our sponsors and supporters, who continue
to make the publication of this journal possible, and who have enabled us to
launch our new OMEP Ireland website, www.omepireland.ie. This exciting
new development for 2009 will make our publications more accessible and
bring them to the attention of a wider public. It is intended to make past issues
of An Leanbh Óg available on-line, approximately two years after they are first
published in hard copy and distributed to our members. Thus we intend to
make Issue One of An Leanbh Óg available for down-load in Autumn 2009.
The Proceedings of the 2005 conference, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood
Education and Care, are already available on the OMEP Ireland website.
The first and longest section of our journal consists of papers that have been
through a rigorous process of peer-review and revision before publication. In
this current issue we bring you papers dealing with issues of concern to parents,
practitioners and academics, all of whom wish to improve the lives of children
and those who care for, nurture and educate them. An important theme is the
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education and training of those who work with young children, which is so
closely related to the quality of the experience which they can provide for those
children. In this respect, Professor Tony Ryan, following his keynote address
to the OMEP Ireland annual conference in April 2008, brings us a fascinating
paper on the application of a multiple intelligences approach to the teaching of
medical students. He shows us he uses an approach originally devised to help
children reflect on works of art to help medical students to improve their skills of
observation and reflection in a clinical situation, in this case a neo-natal intensive
care unit. Professor Ryan shows us how this helped students to use their own
multiple intelligences when dealing with these babies and their families.
These very young babies, some of whom have arrived into the world
prematurely, are one end of the age range dealt with in this issue. Dr Maura
Cunneen’s paper introduces us to another innovative programme which has until
now been used with older children and adolescents but which, she suggests,
might also be used with younger children. Concern has been expressed in recent
years in several countries, including our own, that the social and emotional
development of boys can be neglected in schools. Boys are also over-represented
in the area of educational underachievement, compared to girls. A Dutch
educationalist, Freerk Ykema, has developed the The Rock and Water Programme
to support the physical, social and emotional development of boys and in turn
to improve their school performance. This programme has been implemented
with some success in Australia and New Zealand as well as in the Netherlands
where it originated.
Lisha O’Sullivan suggests another approach that might be of benefit to early
years practitioners. She suggests that training in play therapy skills might help
them to deal with the challenge of young children who present with behaviour
problems in the early years. These children undoubtedly present a huge challenge
for both families and those working in early years settings. The efficacy of play
therapy in treating a range of childhood difficulties is recognised in the literature,
and the close inter-personal relationships which children develop with early years
practitioners offers optimal conditions in which the social and emotional growth
of all children, particularly those with behaviour problems, can be supported.
Another of the important themes running through this issue is the nature
of the early childhood curriculum, where curriculum is considered in the widest
sense, including all those experiences that children have which shape their
personality and their understanding of the world.
The paper from Mary Daly and Arlene Forster of the National Council
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for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) presents the background to the
development of Aistear, the Framework for Early Learning, a national early
childhood curriculum framework which will be launched in autumn 2009.
Papers from the NCCA in previous issues have traced how the Framework was
developed in consultation with the early childhood sector, and the efforts that
were made to include in its development the voices of children. It is timely, with
the introduction by the government of a free pre-school year for every child,
that the Framework is ready to be introduced. Because it is a broad and inclusive
curriculum framework, it will complement Síolta, the national framework
for quality in the early years, and bring greater continuity to early learning.
Through its four themes, Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communication and
Exploring and Thinking, Aistear encompass a range of opportunities for fostering
children’s early learning and development and will be a valuable resource for
practitioners, parents and those involved in the professional preparation of early
childhood practitioners.
Máire Mhic Mhathúna and Mairéad Mac Con Iomaire draw on the
Framework for Early Learning as well as on Síolta, and on the Northern Ireland
preschool curricular guidelines in their paper describing the rationale and
background to Borradh, a language planning project in Gaeltacht naíonraí. These
Irish-language preschools cater for children with a wide range of fluency in the
Irish language, ranging from native speakers to children with no knowledge of
the language at all. Borradh sets out to support practitioners in catering for the
different language needs of all these children in a context that promotes their
holistic development.
Another paper that deals with language development is that by Florence
Noonan-Lepaon and Anna Ridgway. Here, the authors describe the use of Story
Sacks to promote language development in children, and tell us about the early
stages of an innovative project in which first year students on an early childhood
studies course were introduced to the use of Story Sacks and encouraged to use
them during their work based placements in subsequent years. We look forward
to updates on this initiative in future issues.
Professor Francis Douglas takes a wide-ranging view of issues affecting
young children and their families in his paper entitled “Love, Gratitude and the
Happiness of Young Children”. He looks at seven principles or factors that foster
happiness, and discusses how these impinge on young children. He discusses the
necessity of listening to children in meaningful ways, of developing their sense of
compassion and respect for others, of helping them not to compare themselves
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to others, and to encourage positive feelings such as gratitude and love.
Patricia Radley, in her paper “Children of the Electronic Village” considers
some of the concerns that many parents and practitioners have about the effects
of digital media on young children and about their own ability to protect
children from possible harm and to empower them to use these new media in
ways that will be beneficial rather than harmful.
Finally, Marcella Towler looks back at one of the founding fathers of the
early childhood curriculum in her paper on Friedrich Froebel (1782 - 1852). She
traces the introduction of Froebel’s Gifts and Occupations into infant education
in national schools in Ireland in the late 1800s, and shows how the seeds of
misinterpretation were sown through a repetitive, mechanical interpretation
of how he intended his gifts and occupations to be used, which later led to
Froebel’s methods largely being abandoned. She argues however that recent
curricular documents and innovations (including the Framework for Early
Learning mentioned earlier) are much closer to the spirit of Froebel, and that
there has been an absorption of Froebelian ideas and principles into our future
vision for early years education as demonstrated in the principles underlying
these documents and indeed in much of current practice in early years education.
In keeping with our policy of inclusion, the second part of An Leanbh
Óg is not peer-reviewed. This year, there are two sections in this part of the
journal. As in previous issues, the section entitled From the Field: Perspectives
on Practice is open to all, and we would encourage practitioners and parents
to submit short articles of general interest for inclusion in it. These need not
be academic; indeed it is hoped to include practical examples of activities for
young children in future issues in this section. Once again, we bring you an
update from Childminding Ireland on issues and concerns identified in their
2007 survey of childminders.
The second section in this part of the journal is new this year. We had
noted that the attendance at our annual conference included many students on
degree courses in early childhood studies. It is a common feature of these courses
that students undertake research projects, and we knew that these were often
of a very high standard. In order to give recognition to this and to encourage
students to consider pursuing research, both as reflective practitioners and at
post-graduate level, we introduced for the first time at our 2007 conference a
student forum where they could give short presentations or posters about their
research projects. Two of these presentations, both health-related, are included
here: Julie Doherty presents her findings on adolescent attitudes to breastfeeding,
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and Katie McCormack tells us what she discovered about teachers’ knowledge of
asthma in children. We hope to continue to include this section in future issues,
and to encourage students to present their projects to a wider audience.
The papers included in this third issue of An Leanbh Óg once again reflect
the many-faceted nature of early childhood care and education in Ireland.
Once again, we thank all our contributors and supporters, and in particular
the hardworking editorial team who make publication of this journal possible.
Special thanks are also due at this time to Patricia Radley for her help in
putting this issue of the journal together and to Professor Francis Douglas,
whose vision this journal was and without whose inspiration and leadership
An Leanbh Óg might never have existed.
Rosaleen Murphy
Editor,
An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of
Early Childhood Studies
April, 2009
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K E Y

N O T E

A D D R E S S

Using a Children’s Art Appreciation
Programme to Integrate Clinical Skills in
Medical Students.
Professor C A (Tony) Ryan, MB, MD, MA (TLHE),
FRCPCH, FRCPI, FAAP
Abstract
The paper describes how I adapted an art appreciation
programme (MUSE) originally developed for children (K12), which was used as a means of enhancing bedside
teaching medical students. Project MUSE (Museums United
with Schools in Education), a Harvard-based collaboration,
was developed to foster school children’s reflections on
works of Art. The project described 5 possible Entry Points
(EP) into Artwork: Aesthetic (EP through the colours of
the artwork); Narrative (EP through the stories within and
outside the artwork); Logical/Quantitative (EP through
the lines and shapes of the artwork); Foundational EP
(Is this Art?) and Experiential EP (Could this artwork be
represented in another art form?)
Since MUSE was developed by educators, teachers and
art curators, using sound educational underpinnings, I decided
to apply this framework (within modifications to suit clinical
practice), in order to increase medical student observations,
broaden their perceptions and encourage integrated, holistic
learning through reflection, role-playing narratives.

Introduction
Teaching Medical students at the bedside is exciting and rewarding. It is surely
the signature pedagogy of Medicine (Shulman, 2005) where history-taking,
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physical examination, higher order thinking (integration), empathy and a
caring attitude can be demonstrated, taught and learnt (Nair 1977). Bedside
encounters encourage learning through a number of learning styles. At the
bedside, we can teach to the activist (just do it), the pragmatist, the reflector
and even the theorist. By using diverse educational strategies we can tap into a
number of Gardner’s multiple intelligences by signalling to the linguist (history
taking), the kinaesthetic (clinical examination) the logical (differential diagnosis)
and the naturalist intelligences (therapeutics). Interpersonal intelligence (patient
narratives and communication skills) and intrapersonal (reflection on action)
intelligences can also be challenged at the bedside.
Most medical consultations, and thus teaching sessions, follow a standard
4-step approach, called HEAD; the patient’s History, Examination, Assessment
and Diagnosis. This logical, stepwise approach provides an analytical framework
on which it is possible to construct knowledge, skills and attitudes, in a complex
situation. HEAD is a popular method of teaching, because it is a structured,
stepwise, logical approach that is both active and interactive. Active learning
occurs in the interaction within the Clinical Triad of patient, student and doctor.
Feedback is often of benefit to the patient as well as the student.
Project MUSE (Museums Uniting with Schools in Education) was a
collaboration of researchers, classroom teachers, museum educators, and school
principals to foster reflection on works of art in school-children (Davis 1996).
The collaborators explored the potential of Art Museums to serve as integral
elements of education, with the aim of turning the focus of teaching art away
from the subject or theme towards the learner. The intention was to develop a
programme that would accommodate a range of intelligences and encourage
reflection by creating connections based on the activity of learning itself.
My aim was to see if the MUSE approach could be modified and applied to
teaching in a clinical setting with the patient and his environment as the subject
matter (“the work of art”). For the purpose of this study, Medical students on
their first tutorial in the NICU were taught at the incubators and cots of babies,
using a modified MUSE model devised for clinical teaching. My objectives
were to improve their observation skills and encourage a more holistic approach
through reflection, role-playing and narratives. I wanted them to think about
their thinking and draw on prior experience outside the NICU. This project
adopted the assumption that observation, stories, role-playing and reflection
ought to be central features of strategies for helping students grasp abstract and
important ideas.

8
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Teaching Methodology
The MUSE project was a research project conducted from the Harvard Graduate
School of Education’s Project Zero. Over a 3 year period, a wide range of
educators from 11 countries (U.S. Canada, Australia, Columbia, England,
Germany, Israel, Italy, Japan, Mexico, the Netherlands, and Spain), collaborated
to develop specific education strategies to enhance Art and School education of
young children.
MUSE culminated in a synthesis of two processes to help exploration and
reflection upon a work of art. These processes included five entry points (EP)
into the subject and a series of open-ended questions associated with each EP.
The intention of the EPs was to accommodate individual learning styles, in
that learners could approach Art through one or all of the following 5 EPs in
any order of preference: Aesthetic (EP through the colours of the artwork),
Narratives (EP through stories within and outside the artwork), Logical/
Quantitative (EP through lines, shapes and size of the artwork), Foundational
EP (Is this Art?) and Experiential EP (Reflection: Could this artwork be
represented or reproduced in another art form?). The second component of
MUSE project was the development of Questions for Understanding, Exploring,
Seeing and Thinking (Quests), five different sets of open-ended questions that
were developed to foster reflection on the subject matter. The questions were
ordered to scaffold or lead the observers from external details to expressions of
internal meaning.
For the purpose of this study, the 5 EPs and the 5 sets of questions were
modified to reflect clinical circumstances. The Aesthetic entry point was used to
observe the patient’s environment, the NICU in this case. Questions were asked
to help students explore the environment by their senses of sight, sound, and
smell. (Touch and taste are not normally encouraged in an NICU for obvious
infection control reasons).They were then asked to consider the effects of the
environment (noise, light, constant handling) on the sick babies. Were they
stressed? How would the babies demonstrate stress? In this entry point, students
were also encouraged to role-play and describe the effects of the environment on
the parents and even on the medical and nursing staff.
In the Narrative EP, students were encouraged to seek out a variety
of possible stories in the NICU (the bedside nurse’s story, the attending
doctor’s, and the parents’ stories, even the house-keeping staff ). A review
of parents’ perspective (RPP) is sought by questions related to their greatest
fears, their support systems, their understanding of their baby’s condition and
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communication from the Health Care staff.
Stories outside the immediate family were sought or role-played, including
stories of the grandparents, relatives and their community. Other health
professionals in the NICU were asked for their perspectives and roles. These
include Occupational therapists and Physiotherapists (who are both involved
in developmental care of the baby) and Speech and Language therapists (who
assess and treat feeding problems in premature babies) and even the Biochemist
technician who maintains the point of care laboratory in the NICU.
Physical examination of the babies consisted of student observation of
the baby (technological attachments, colour, size, activity, features) during
the Logical/Quantitative EP. A physical examination of the baby was then
performed by the tutor, using the 4 stage skills teaching method, depending on
the baby’s condition (Lake 2004).
In the Foundational EP, students were asked to determine the likely
diagnoses and were asked to suggest care and treatment plans for the baby and
the family.
Moving away from the cot-side or incubator, the Experiential EP was
used to reflect on the students’ reactions to the teaching session, in particular
to investigate integration and potential transfer of learning to other clinical
situations. It was also used to develop clarifications of the patient’s condition
and how revised stories would be presented to the patient and family as the
baby’s condition continued to evolve. This was also a time for peer learning as
students listened to their peers’ perceptions and observations. A good triggering
question for reflection was “tell me one thing that will stick in your mind after
today’s session”
Example of Teaching by MUSE: (Some of the tutor’s questions to the students
are presented in italics). Three medical students observe a healthy, normal
looking baby attached to heart and oxygen and temperature monitors, lying
in an open warmer.
Aesthetics/Environment: “Look, and listen to what is happening in the NICU”.
What’s going on?” “How would the parents feel upon entering this Unit for the first
time?” “How do you think this environment affects the newborn premature baby”?
“Does the baby look distressed? How would we know? If she was, what could we do
about it?” “What do you think it’s like for nurses, doctors and other health care staff
to work in this unit?”
10
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Narratives were obtained from the doctor and nurse caring for the baby. Other
Health Professionals present are invited to be involved as described above. A
review of the parents’ perspectives on their baby’s illness was sought if they were
present: What has it been like for you having had a premature or sick baby? What
are your greatest fears? Who is there to support you? What have you been told to date?
In the absence of family members at the bedside, their narratives and perspectives
were explored by the students through role-play.
Linear/Logical: We examine the baby carefully, noting the anus is not patent
(open). Stool was noted passing through the vaginal opening. No other
anomalies were observed.
Foundational: What are the problems going on here? What treatment options are
available? How can we help the parents to cope? (communication, photograph,
holding baby, transfer with or soon after the baby).
Experiential: How can we use what we learned here in another setting? Tell me one
point that will remain in your mind about today’s session.
Student Feedback: The students reported in their evaluations that MUSE was a
more abstract approach: “Initially, I didn’t know where the session was going”, but
proved to be a more holistic approach: “We didn’t just focus on the baby’s medical/
surgical condition”. “This approach compels you to look at the whole picture, rather
than focusing in on a single entity. It was an invaluable learning experience because
it reminds you to take care of and pay attention to the whole person ~ not simply
the illness”. Another wrote: “Despite seeming quite odd initially, this exercise was
an excellent way to help you to think outside the medical box. It helps you to focus
on the specific case presented to you and to remember that, although it may seem
routine and mundane at times, each life is a work of art, with a story to tell, and
no two are identical. Another wrote: “As Medical Students we are constantly told
to be observant and not forget ‘inspection’ when doing a clinical examination: but
rarely are we instructed on what to look at and how to go about doing it. There are
a number of ways to look at a given person or object and therefore also a number of
ways to interpret what is presented. What one sees depends entirely on what one is
looking for”. “What yesterday really made me realise was that even though presenting
problems may be similar from patient to patient, there is always a unique and
individual aspect to it all as every patient is surrounded by their own story”.
11
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Table: Comparison between MUSE and HEAD the more traditional
approach to bedside teaching
MUSE

HEAD

Aesthetic (environment, first reactions)
Narratives (multiple stories)
Quantitative/ Logical (examination)
Foundational (What is going on? Plan?)
Experiential (What did it feel like to be
there? Express experience in another form
(e.g. for parents, a sub-specialist)

History
Examination
Assessment
Diagnosis

Student focused
Teacher is the facilitator
Students reply to open-ended questions
No “wrong answers”
More questions, less explanations

Teacher focused
Teacher takes centre stage
Questions generally closed
Correct answer expected
Less questions, more
explanations

A deductive approach.
Not appropriate for skill teaching

More structured approach
Allows teacher teach a skill
(4 stage method)

More abstract thinking required. More
familiar to the metacognitive* thinker

More satisfying for the
cognitive thinker

Starts outside (environment), moves
inwards towards family, community via
narratives, then examination of the baby
and re-emerges back to parents and to
student reflection

Focused directly on baby
and baby’s clinical problems
(family involvement is
incidental)

Teaches to Look (observation)

Teaches to Do and
synthesize (take a history,
exam, assess, and plan)

New, unfamiliar approach to teaching for
students. Brings them out of their comfort
zone in a non-threatening way

Students familiar with
SOAP, the traditional
medical model

12
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More holistic
(Multiple narratives have central role)

More focused
A single medical history is
taken
(not “his stories”)

More interactive

Some interaction but too
much interaction disturbs
the focus intended

Role-playing encouraged understanding

Role playing not expected

Useful for first exposure of novice
students to a clinical situation

Useful for more advanced
learners who want focused
teaching

*Metacognition: the ability to think about one’s thinking and feelings i.e.
emotional intelligence (Quirk 2006).

Discussion
There has been a renewed cultural interest in art/science collaborations (Weller
2002), coupled with the perception that a medical education which did not
embrace the humanities ‘tended to brutalize and dehumanise (Weatherall 1994).
Employing new metaphors (Wolliscraft 2003) and looking at the teaching and
learning of medicine in a new way has also facilitated the development of creative
solutions (Larsen 2006). In adapting the MUSE approach to clinical teaching, I
did not use Art itself as a means of learning and appreciating human complexity
and diversity. Rather I applied an educational tool that was originally developed
to improve teaching of Art as a subject to school-children.
MUSE’s learning tools and educational approaches feature three foci:
Inquiry: posing open-ended questions without right or wrong answers; Access:
appealing to a wide range of learners and Reflection: providing opportunities
for thinking about one’s own thinking. The conversion of MUSE to a clinical
teaching session inspired and improved me as a teacher in these critical concepts
of teaching and learning.
In the original MUSE project, inquiry was developed by asking questions
that were designed to scaffold or to lead the observers from external details to
expressions of internal meaning. Teaching by asking scaffolding questions can be
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looked at as “teaching with your mouth shut”. Spencers describes this concept
best when relating how children should be educated: ‘we should proceed from the
simple to the complex...from the indefinite to the definite...from the particular to
the general...from the concrete to the abstract...from the empirical to the rational.
Children should be led to make their own investigations, and draw their own
inferences. They should be told as little as possible, and induced to discover as much
as possible’ (1969, p. 75).
This is not the first time, nor will it be the last, where the principles and
strategies of adult education have been derived from educational approaches
developed for children. In teaching newborn resuscitation to Health professionals,
we use the four-stage teaching method, originally derived to teach children with
learning disabilities how to brush their teeth. Indeed, the idea of the reflective
health practitioner, which is encouraged by the experiential entry point in
MUSE, can be attributed to the work of Jean Piaget, perhaps the most notable
developmental psychologist of the 20th century. Piaget surmised that the highest
order of intelligence include the ability to anticipate and reflect on our own
behaviour, a concept we now call metacognition (Quirk 2006).
Gathering narratives rather than a single history was encouraged by the
MUSE approach. The original MUSE project adopted the hypothesis that stories
ought to be a central feature of any strategy for helping more concrete thinkers
to grasp abstract and important ideas. The stories are not meant merely to amuse
or to help people concentrate; they must actually convey philosophic content.
Role-play or dramatic enactments of the narratives (“I want you to put yourself
in the baby’s position and tell me in your own words what you are experiencing”)
help learners to better understand complex issues. We also remember things best
when we can locate them emotionally and associate them with some vivid image.
Generating images from words seems invariably to involve some emotional
component (Warnock 1976).
In this study, MUSE added to the conventional way of bedside teaching
(HEAD), the aesthetic and the experiential components (see table). The
Aesthetic EP helps the student to stand back and look at the bigger picture of
the environment and its effects on the babies, their families and health-care
staff. In the context of the NICU, it allowed exploration of the possible adverse
effects of the environment on the neonate (light, noise, handling, suffering,
separation, loneliness) and the introduction of the concept of individualized care
for neonates (Symington 2003).
In the experiential EP, the tutor is reminded to help the student transfer the
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conceptual knowledge learned into other problem-solving or decision-making
sessions. There are basically two kinds of educational transfer, the high road
and the low road. The low road is the spontaneous, automatic transfer of highly
practised skills. We remember things best when we can locate them emotionally
and associate them with some vivid image. In high road transfer, the conscious
application of knowledge learned in one situation is applied to a different
situation. The key to high road transfer is conscious mindful abstraction or
the deliberate identification of the main idea, strategy or procedure that is not
tied to one specific situation but could apply to many. MUSE encouraged both
intellectual (high road) and low road (emotional) examination. I also learnt
to help students to reflect and learn from each other (peer-learning) as these
perspectives were explored in these experiential discussions.
Metacognition is the ability to think about one’s thinking and feelings,
and to predict what others are thinking. The metacognitive student is recalling
relevant past experiences and is monitoring and regulating his own responses
according to the current clinical interaction. Metacognition can be looked at
as a form of emotional intelligence. Being able and willing to gather a review
of the parents’ perspective is a feature of the metacognitive process. Such a
review of the parents’ perspective ensures that their views are valued and their
fears are addressed.
The elementary yet crucial distinction between concrete (cognitive) and
abstract (metacognitive) thinkers is essential to the conception of this project.
Abstract thinkers take to philosophical ideas relatively easily. Students who
are predominantly cognitive rather that metacognitive thinkers, may not react
well to abstract concepts. They are often more comfortable with the structured
approach. These students in particular need a learning environment in which
important abstractions can be introduced and mastered in stages, with due
attention to its relevance for their lives and work in the complex and challenging
systems of modern health care. A MUSE approach to clinical teaching may help
fulfil that function.
In summary, I noticed 3 major differences between teaching by MUSE or
SOAP. First, the Aesthetic EP helps me to stand back and help students look at
the bigger picture of the environment and its effects on patient, families and
staff before even approaching the patient. Secondly, I now look for a variety
of narratives and perspectives, not just a single, focused medical history (I still
need that however, to help structure the differential diagnosis and treatment).
Finally, the experiential EP, allows me to probe and provoke the students into
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considering potential knowledge, skills and attitude transfer, and metacognition
as a result of the teaching experience. How can one know whether the topic has
been understood, its importance grasped, and the content learned? It is only by
such transfer of performance that understanding can truly be demonstrated.
Medical educators should be encouraged to think about the challenges they
face in creative ways. By looking outside traditional medical education, solutions
may be found to new and old educational dilemmas. This study of Art has helped
me and my students to see; to see more, to see better, to see wider and to see
clearer. I shouldn’t be surprised because Leonardo da Vinci told us just that over
500 years ago.
Study the Science of Art
And the Art of Science
Learn to See
And remember that everything
Is connected to everything else
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The Rock and Water Programme:
Skills for Physical-Social Teaching with Boys.
Dr Maura Cunneen, Department of Education, UCC
Abstract
Concern has been voiced in countries such as Ireland,
Australia and New Zealand in relation to some boys’ social
and emotional development and their underachievement in
school. One initiative which aims at tackling these issues,
the Rock and Water Programme, has been developed by
Dutch educationalist, Freerk Ykema (2002; 2003). It is an
intervention programme designed to support boys’ physical,
emotional and social development which aims at helping to
improve their school performance. Physical exercises, roleplay and group activities which aim to foster self-awareness
are elements of this programme. This paper explores the
various elements of this programme and considers its possible
benefit for some boys’ social and emotional development and
academic performance.

Introduction
Much concern has been voiced in many parts of the world, including
Ireland, concerning the emotional and social development and educational
underachievement of some boys (Denham, et al., 1994; Siegal, 1997; Rowe,
2002; Dept. of Education and Science, 2007). Boys’ emotional and social
development and subsequent school careers are influenced by practices, both
parental and educational, which occurred during their early years. With regard
to child rearing practices relating to emotional development, it has been found

21

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 3

that parents encourage and discourage different kinds of emotion in boys and
girls, tolerating anger more in boys and fear more in girls (Birnbaum and Croll,
1984). Parents may discuss ‘different kinds of emotions’ with boys and girls, for
example, they discuss anger more with sons and sadness more with daughters
(Brody, 1999; Fivush, et al, 2000). They may also use more varied emotion words
in conversation with girls, and discuss sadness and dislike with daughters more
so than sons. As a result, by seventy months girls, rather than boys, are using a
greater amount of emotion words (Paechter, 2007).
It has been noted from their earliest days, that physical aggression
differs between boys and girls, not only between actual aggression but fantasy
aggression also. Nicolopoulou (1997) collected 500 stories made up by
preschoolers in which eighty-seven percent of the boys’ stories had violent
and aggressive themes compared to seventeen percent of those of girls.
Furthermore, sex differences in aggression have not decreased despite the
rapid change in gender roles in recent years (Knight et al., 2002). In research
conducted in preschool and infant class settings in Ireland, findings have
shown that boys engaged in more acts of defiance and physical and verbal
taunting and were in receipt of a greater number of practitioner/teacher
admonitions than were girls (Cunneen, 2001).
In Ireland, it has been stated in the Department of Education and Science
Report, Sé Sí - Gender in Irish Education (2007), that in primary schools:
• A 2004 survey of literacy noted that girls
outperformed boys significantly in the reading test at
both first and fifth class and that teachers considered
girls to have greater coping abilities than boys in
relation to reading and writing demands.
• Boys, rather than girls, are more likely to be kept back
in class and between 1990 and 2002/3 the ratio of
boys to girls was 57:43.
• In 2002/3 the ratio of boys to girls with special
educational needs was almost 2 to 1.
• With regard to special schools, 64 per cent of pupils
are male.
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In relation to second level education, it has been found that:
From early second level onwards, pupils conform closely to
the traditional gender stereotypes in terms of the subjects
they study. Boys far outnumber girls in the take-up of
“practical subjects”, such as engineering, technical drawing,
and construction studies and girls far outnumber boys in
home economics, music, art and European languages.
(Sé Sí - Gender in Irish Education, 2007 p. 4)
Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli (2003) have found that it is vitally important
for boys to be accepted by other boys, not to be viewed as different and not
belonging, and for many boys sport provides for this need whereas school
does not. Peer group pressure can result in affecting boys’ motivation and
commitment to school work (Tinklin et al., 2001) so as not to appear to be
a ‘geek’ (Wood, 2003). In order to avoid such a negative image, many boys
cultivate their ‘badges of masculinity’ (Majors, 2001)
…which can generate conflicts with authority structures,
which in turn can create communication barriers, prevent
some boys from developing positive gender identities and
often generate strong counter-cultures to learning…
(Warrington et al., 2006, p. 18)
In other countries, such as New Zealand, the Education Review Office Report
(1999) noted that at primary level, boys, rather than girls, were more likely to
have difficulties with written and oral language, handwriting, spelling and overall
progress. It was found that sixty-five percent of Reading Recovery students were
male. At the secondary level of education, fifty-nine percent of boys and sixtyseven percent of girls were successful in gaining the Sixth Form Certificate in
1996 and there was a five point eight percent difference between boys and girls
in the School Certificate Pass rates.
In Australia, concern has been expressed about the fact that seventeen to
twenty percent of primary school children underachieve in literacy and twelve
percent of all children have concurrent behavioural and reading difficulties.
Further, boys’ literacy under-achievement (particularly in reading) and
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behavioural difficulties have become major health issues (De Watt, et al., 2004).
It has been found that seventy-five to eighty-five percent of boys in the early years
of schooling have been identified as being at-risk of poor achievement in literacy
and been selected for participation in the Reading Recovery programme.
One initiative which aims at tackling problems such as boys’ social,
emotional and educational difficulties is the Rock and Water Programme. This
Programme was developed in 1995 by Freerk Ykema, who was a Physical
Education and Remedial Teacher and Counsellor in Schagen in the North
of the Netherlands. He had noted the effectiveness of a school programme,
introduced by the Dutch Government, for girls entitled ‘Self Defence for Girls’
which included, not only physical techniques, but also strategies intended to
make them mentally stronger. He considered a like programme might also
benefit boys. At that time in the Netherlands, there had been an upsurge in
violent behaviour among boys which caused great alarm. Freerk Ykema noted
that boys were interested in self defence and so devised a programme which
included both physical activities and others which addressed boys’ motivation
and self-confidence. He introduced it in the school in which he taught and
such was its success that in the year 2000, the programme won a national
award for targeting boys’ education in the Netherlands. This Programme has
since been introduced to other parts of the world, particularly Australia and
New Zealand where many thousands of boys have taken part and where it has
been made available to teachers, school leaders, policy makers, youth workers
and parents.

The Rock and Water Programme
Freerk Ykema initially developed the Rock and Water Programme, for boys aged
ten to eighteen, though it has now been introduced to boys aged from five years,
in some Australian and New Zealand primary schools. He considered traditional
education programmes insufficient in relation to four areas of boys’ development
namely
1. verbal and emotional expression
2. emotional regulation
3. self-management of impulse driven tendencies
4. boys’ ability to respond to and manage their own and
others’ aggressive tendencies.
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The building-blocks of this Program are- self-control, selfreflection, self-confidence. Building on this foundation, it is
possible to pay attention to the themes of safety, assertiveness,
communication and finding their own way (the inner
compass) that connects them to others (solidarity) and gives
them direction (spirituality).
(Ykema, 2003, p.9)
In this Programme, the ‘rock’ symbolises an uncompromising and rigid attitude
to life, while ‘water’ represents cooperation, communication and flexibility. As
a consequence of undertaking this Programme, many learn the positive and
negative consequences of approaching life in either a ‘rock’ or ‘water’ attitude
and see the benefits of using both.
The Programme consists of four interlinking themes which are as follows:
Theme 1 Grounding, Centring and Focusing.
Teaches participants how to relax and stand firm
and how to concentrate breathing and focus
attention (first externally, later internally).
Theme 2 The Golden Triangle of body-awareness –
emotional awareness – self- awareness.
Emphasises how emotions are expressed through
tension in the muscles. Participants focus on
increasing body awareness which offers insights
into individual reaction patterns which can result
in the development and deepening of emotional
awareness and self awareness.
Theme 3 Communication.
Is aimed at the development of physical
forms of communication as a foundation for
communication which is more verbally oriented.
Theme 4 The Rock and Water Concept.
Examines the immovable rock attitude and the
communicative water attitude. This concept is
applied at the physical, mental and social level.
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At the physical level, exercises can illustrate how firmly strained muscles (i.e.
rock) and following the flow of an attacker’s movement (i.e. water) can result in
blocking and preventing an attack. At the social level, say in conversation or in
a relationship, it is possible to display a rock (rigid) or water (communicative)
attitude. As realisation dawns that, at times, both a rock and a water attitude are
needed in life, the spiritual level is reached which allows the opportunity for selffulfilment.
According to the Rock and Water Programme outline, the course consists of
fourteen lessons: Lessons 1 to 8 and 14 are considered suitable for primary and
secondary school students, while Lessons 9 to 14 are aimed at students aged 14+ as
they address sexuality, personal development and lack of direction. These Lessons
include physical exercises and discussion of ideas relating to social and emotional
development. The following is an outline of what each Lesson contains:
Lesson 1:

Standing strong both mentally and physically.

Lesson 2:

The Rock and Water attitude is introduced in
both physical and verbal confrontation.

Lesson 3:

How is Rock and Water manifested in the
schoolyard?

Lesson 4:

Rock and Water in relationships (One topic
discussed includes: Am I a ‘rocky’ or a ‘watery’
type of friend? ).

Lesson 5:

Breathing techniques to maintain self-control
and enhance physical power.

Lesson 6:

Body language.

Lesson 7:

Boundaries (to feel, set and respect boundaries,
both one’s own and others’).

Lesson 8:

Intuition (alerts one to danger, increases
awareness of crossing another’s boundaries,
gives direction on what to do).

Lesson 9:

Concentration, conviction, visualisation (i.e.
developing mental strength).

Lesson 10: Inner strength (i.e. developing an inner
compass).
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Lesson 11: Group pressure and its dynamics and tensions,
independence, feeling positive inner connections
between people, spirituality and solidarity.
Lesson 12: The Three Step Plan: positive thinking, feeling
and visualisation.
Lesson 13: Sexuality: sexual harassment and
homosexuality.
Lesson 14: A Special Lesson on how to deal with
threatening groups. This Lesson was developed
with police cooperation and aims to teach the
best attitude to take if one is threatened with
violence.
Arising from the Rock and Water Programme, participants’ development occurs
in 5 Steps:
Step 1: Self-defence.
Participants learn to defend themselves by means of physical
skills and exercises about body language. Generally, the
Rock and Water principles are taught by means of a series of
physical exercises.
Step 2: Standing up for yourself.
Participants learn mental skills such as rules of confrontation
and exercises with boundaries and intuition. Such exercises
are also the starting point for information and discussion on
sexual abuse. Generally, the Rock and Water principles are
examined and training given in mental and social areas.
Step 3: Awareness of personal possibilities, qualities
and responsibilities.
Participants come to realise that every person has possibilities
and qualities which are what make each individual unique.
Awareness is heightened of the importance of self-respect,
mutual respect and tolerance which is then broadened into
the topic of sexuality. Homophobia, homosexuality, sexual
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violence and sexual abuse are discussed in this context. An
understanding of each individual’s uniqueness raises the
question of both personal and social responsibility, firstly
in developing one’s own qualities and secondly, by so doing,
making the best possible contribution to society.
Step 4: The inner compass: directing personal
development, forces within you.
Participants become aware that within each person is an
“inner compass” which directs their personal development
path, initially at a subconscious level. Becoming actively
aware of one’s own qualities leads to the acknowledgement
that a courageous attitude may need to be developed in order
to fulfil this self-realisation. This inner compass may require
beacons to illuminate a person’s consciousness such as positive
thinking, positive visualization, concentration exercises and
learning to listen to one’s own feelings (intuition). These
skills are developed by means of the Three Steps Plan (T.S.P.).
The T.S.P. asks participants to ask themselves three questions:
1. What do I want?
2. What positive thought or image (visualisation) may
help me with it?
3. What plan or strategy should I follow to reach my
goal (perseverance)?
Step 5: The inner undercurrent: the awareness of
connectedness and solidarity.
Participants realise that having followed their inner compass,
a deeper sense of identity emerges. This individual awareness
leads to the realisation that everyone is connected to one
another, and that all of society forms a whole. Participants
recognise the development of this growing awareness of self
realisation, in which rock and water merge, and come to
realise that it ultimately leads to connectedness and solidarity.
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Evaluation of the Rock and Water Programme
In 2006, I attended a seminar and workshop on the Rock and Water Programme
given at the ‘Boys in Education’ Conference in Auckland, New Zealand.
Interesting insights were provided into this type of strategy for dealing with
boys’ emotional and social development and underachievement at school.
The Rock and Water Programme has been implemented in many Primary and
Secondary schools in Australia and New Zealand and preliminary findings cited
at the Conference in relation to its effect on school performance appear to be
positive. Following implementation of the Rock and Water Programme, school
performance improved and it was noted that, in particular, boys responded well
to school activities which included the following:
• Lessons which contained activity and action.
• They also participated more enthusiastically in
problem solving directed group work.
• They reacted positively to activities which motivated
and challenged them.
• They particularly enjoyed engaging in “buddy
activities” contained within individual lessons. (Boys
in Education Conference, 2006).
[Further information on the Rock and Water Programme can be accessed on the
University of Newcastle website www.newcastle.edu.au ]
Small scale evaluations of the Rock and Water Programme emanate mainly
from Australia where the University of Newcastle actively promotes it among
schools and other institutions. Two Case Studies cited by the University relating
to the effectiveness of Rock and Water in a school setting relate to a cluster of
schools in the Diocese of Maitland/Newcastle and Stromlo High School. In
relation to the schools in the Diocese of Maitland/Newcastle the following
findings are cited:
What can be said with some degree of confidence is that the
Rock and Water program has contributed to the achievement
of intended outcomes (increased self control, self confidence,
improved social skills, greater awareness of self and others
and skills to respond to difficult situations) for both students
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and teachers with student achievement being sustained over
the two years of the programs existence … Furthermore, it
is asserted that available evidence supports the notion that
the Rock and Water program has enhanced the quality of the
teaching and learning experience…
(www.newcastle.edu.au)
It is further stated in relation to evaluations conducted at Stromlo High School
that having undertaken the Rock and Water Programme the boys became
more aware of their responsibilities and learning potential. They were able
to concentrate better on classroom tasks and were more settled. There was a
reduction of disciplinary interventions and boys were more informed about their
choice of behaviour and its consequence (www.newcastle.edu.au).
The Rock and Water Programme has been delivered as part of the South
Australian alternative care system since 2002 mainly to single-sexed boys
groups. Evaluation of its effectiveness [for boys only] was undertaken by
Raymond (2005b; 2006) and Raymond and Simpson (2007, p.12) who noted
the following:
In summary, two important features of this and previous
Rock and Water program evaluations are noted. First, young
people share a very positive regard for the Rock and Water
program and this would appear linked to the high program
completion and participation rate. … Second, the evaluation
showed that young people and youth workers reported an
overwhelming sense of “connectedness” to the Rock and
Water program and to both youth workers and participants
associated with the program. … The Rock and Water program
components, augmented with experiential activities, provide
a single focus to bring together both adults and young people
around a common and united goal. In other words, Rock
and Water represents a “program with a purpose”, and it is
this purposeful nature that would appear to be linked to the
positive qualitative outcomes reported in this evaluation.
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Conclusion
As has already been stated, concern about some boys’ emotional and social
development and educational underachievement is evident in many parts of
the world.
Before they enter formal schooling, some preschool boys already experience
emotional and social difficulties and their school readiness skills may not
be adequately developed to enable them succeed even in the early years of
schooling. Furthermore, from the beginning of their formal school lives, some
boys experience academic difficulties as has been shown in research emanating
from Ireland, Australia and New Zealand. Their lack of interest in school often
exhibits itself in behavioural difficulties, including anger and aggression, being
directed towards one another and teachers.
While The Rock and Water Programme may not provide a panacea for all
the above mentioned ills, small scale evaluations of its effectiveness in Australia
appear to be positive. This Programme seems to offer a type of strategy for
dealing with these issues which may be worth investigating in this country.
While little is known of its effectiveness in relation to girls’ development, its
emphasis on physical activities seems to be quite beneficial for boys. From
speaking to some teachers at the Boys in Education Conference (2006) who have
implemented this Programme, and from the available small scale evaluations,
activities followed by discussion on the aforementioned topics appear to be the
approach which finds most favour among boys.
In relation to Ireland, while the Rock and Water Programme has not been
implemented as yet, perhaps the time has come to investigate its potential in this
country. While this Programme was not developed specifically for those aged five
and under, it has been used with children as young as five years in some primary
schools in Australia and New Zealand. Perhaps this Programme could be modified
to take account of the needs of children under the age of five who may exhibit
social and emotional difficulties. It is worth noting that the Australian and New
Zealand experience appears to be quite positive in its benefits for boys’ emotional
and social development with concomitant educational benefits. Boys’ disaffection
with school, often accompanied by disruptive behaviour, has also become a feature
of the Irish school experience for some students and teachers. Perhaps the Rock
and Water Programme could provide opportunities for such students, both in
Primary and Secondary schools, to develop personal control and self-management
(Raymond, 2006) which would enhance the school experience for everyone
involved by enabling boys deal with emotional, social and academic difficulties.
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A Model of Early Intervention:
Training Early Years Practitioners to use Play
Therapy Skills in Early Years Settings.
Lisha O Sullivan, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick
Abstract
The efficacy of play therapy in treating a range of childhood
difficulties is recognised in the literature (Braton et al., 2005).
In North America, there is a growing interest in training early
years practitioners and teachers to use play therapy skills in early
years and school settings (Post et al., 2004; Hess et al., 2005).
The close inter-personal relationships which children develop
with early years practitioners offers optimal conditions in which
the social and emotional growth of all children, particularly
those with behaviour problems can be supported. This paper
investigates the efficacy of training early years practitioners
working with young children in play therapy skills.

Introduction
This paper explores the value of training early years practitioners in play therapy
skills. There are a number of factors such as conduct problems, hyperactivity
and developmental delays which lead to children receiving therapeutic
intervention, this paper however, focuses on young children presenting with
behaviour problems in the early years. While there is little known about the
prevalence of behaviour problems in young children in Ireland, these children
undoubtedly present a huge challenge for both families and those working in
early years settings. The term behaviour problem refers to a range of internalising
characteristics (including high levels of anxiety/depression) and externalising
characteristics (manifestations such as aggression and attention problems) as
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identified by Achenbach & Rescorla (2000, cited in Morrison, 2006 p 48).
Campbell et al., (2000) acknowledge the need for an ecological approach to
understanding behaviour problems. Child, family, community and cultural
dimensions are all identified as having a salient influence on young children’s
behaviour (Campbell et al., 2000).
Young children with behaviour problems often do not fit neatly into
diagnostic categories, the primary reason for referral to child mental health
services often being behaviour problems (Sharry et al., 2005). Within an
ecological approach to understanding and treating behaviour problems, various
types of intervention are employed in Ireland such as the Parents Plus Early Years
Programme which works with parents (Sharry et. al., 2005) and the Incredible
Years Programme which includes children, parents and teachers (Webster
Stratton & Taylor 2001). While the efficacy of these training programmes
is demonstrated (Webster-Stratton & Taylor, 2001; Sharry et al., 2005), this
discussion will focus exclusively on interventions using play therapy, and
extensions of traditional play therapy.
Traditional individual play therapy is shown to be an effective intervention
for young children (Bratton et al., 2005). In both the UK and North America,
a significant body of research has emerged on filial therapy, a model developed
from traditional play therapy in which parents/carers are trained by play
therapists to engage in therapeutic play sessions with their children (Landreth
& Bratton, 2006; Ryan, 2007). Less researched are approaches in which play
therapists train early years practitioners and teachers to use play therapy skills
with the children attending their schools and pre-schools (Landreth & Bratton,
2006; Morrison, 2006). The potential of approaches which train early years
practitioners in play therapy skills is significant at many levels. It supports
current thinking on early intervention and prevention, it allows professional
therapists to share skills with those working directly in early years services and it
increases the likelihood that children will receive intervention which is sensitive
to their needs and which is delivered by trusted and familiar adults who have
received the appropriate training.
This paper will highlight the challenges in responding to young children
with behaviour problems in the early years. An overview of both play therapy and
filial therapy is presented and the North American research on training teachers
and early year’s practitioners in play therapy skills is explored. The final section of
the paper examines the potential benefits and challenges of developing a model
of play therapy training for early year’s practitioners in Ireland. Acknowledging
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the diversity of training and qualifications in the Irish ECCE sector, throughout
the paper the term early years practitioner refers to all those working in the
early years pre-school sector with various levels of training and qualifications
(Department of Justice, Equality & Law Reform,(DJELR) 2004) .

Responding to young children with behavioural difficulties
Children presenting with behaviour problems are often referred to child and
adolescent mental health services, yet the difficulties accessing these services are
acknowledged both in Ireland and North America (Chaloner, 2001; Cummins
& Mc Master, 2006). Poor mental health service provision, has led to both
practitioners and policy makers searching for new ways to reach children in the
early years. All children with behaviour problems may not come into contact
with child and adolescent mental health services but a large proportion of them
will have contact with early years care and education settings.
A number of child, family and contextual factors are identified which can
contribute to the early onset of behaviour problems with research also indicating
greater risk of behaviour problems among fragile populations such as those
living on low incomes (Webster-Stratton & Hammond 1998; Campbell &
Shaw 2000). This is significant, as statistics show that 9.7% of Irish children
were experiencing consistent poverty in 2004 (National Interim Data Set 2004
cited in State of the Nation’s Children, 2006, p xxiii). While many factors can
be located and treated within the parent-child dyad, an ecological approach
to working with children presenting with behaviour problems also takes the
relationships between early years practitioners, children and parents into account
(Stacks, 2005).
At this juncture it is worth considering behaviours which may typify the
development of very young children; such as temper tantrums, aggression
towards peers, over-activity, non-compliance and poor regulation skills. There
is a growing need for those working with young children to be competent in
differentiating between developmentally characteristic, transient levels of these
behaviours and more serious problems. Many of these behaviours can also
be characteristic of conditions such as attention deficit disorder, oppositional
defiant disorder and conduct disorder (Campbell & Shaw, 2000).
A child-centred approach to guiding children’s behaviour generally allows
for relatively normal levels of these behaviours to be dealt with effectively within
settings. Where these problems become pervasive and persistent, more intense
intervention may be necessary. Given increasing evidence which links the
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early onset of behaviour problems with a variety of possible negative outcomes,
including later problems in school, school dropout, delinquency, crime and
substance misuse, early intervention needs to become a certainty rather than an
obscure ideal (Webster- Stratton & Hammond, 1998, Stacks, 2005). In the
Irish context, a longitudinal study of Irish children and their families’ reports
that behaviour problems in childhood were a key indicator of poor educational
progress, particularly when combined with economic disadvantage (Cleary et
al., 2004).
International trends point to an increase in the early onset of childhood
behaviour problems and prioritise early, eco-systemic models of intervention; Irish
based research however, is less robust. Only a small number of epidemiological
studies of psychological disorders in Irish children have been published and
with the exception of the Clonmel Project (2006), these studies were conducted
during the 1980s and 1990s and focus on children over the age of six, offering
no information on children in the early years. The Clonmel Project profiles
the service needs of children and adolescents with mental health problems
in a representative community care district in South Eastern Ireland. In this
study just under 15% of children under five met the criteria for at least one
psychological disorder (Martin et al., 2006).
Given that early identification and intervention can have a significant
impact on the prevalence of child and adult mental health difficulties, it is
significant that, in the Irish context, mental health services for children remain
under resourced and not readily available (Cummins & Mc Master, 2006). The
review of evidence carried out by the HSE’s child mental and emotional health
project team highlights the need to “Invest in capacity building for prevention
and management of emotional and mental health problems during the formative
years” (Cummins & Mc Master, 2006 p. 76).
The role of early years settings such as pre-schools in promoting healthy
development are recognised. High quality programmes such as the High\Scope
programme are shown to contribute to social and cognitive development, school
success, and economic performance and reduced levels of crime in adulthood
(Nores et al., 2005). The current proposition that early years practitioners may
further support children experiencing behaviour problems will be explored later
in the paper.
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Traditional Individual Play Therapy
The use of play in therapy with children can be traced back to Freud’s classical
child analysis case of Little Hans at the beginning of the last century (Wilson
& Ryan, 2005). Since then, play therapy has continued to gain momentum
as an effective intervention for children experiencing a range of emotional
and behavioural difficulties. From the psycho-analytic perspective, the work
of Melanie Klein and Anna Freud further developed the use of play in child
psychoanalysis where it is the therapist’s role to analyse the child’s symbolic
play (Wilson & Ryan, 2005). More contemporary approaches to play therapy
tend to be shorter term as the effectiveness of prolonged interventions such as
psychoanalytic play therapy are not considered developmentally appropriate for
young children (Wilson & Ryan, 2005).
It is necessary to note that many different theoretical orientations exist
within the realm of play therapy. While some similarities can be identified
between approaches, there are also major points of divergence, most significantly
the extent to which each approach adheres to non-directive and directive
techniques. While many tried and tested approaches exist, such as psychoanalytic
play therapy, cognitive behavioural play therapy, release play therapy and
structured play therapy (Wilson & Ryan, 2005), this discussion will focus on
the non-directive approach. In addition to employing play as the medium of
expression and communication this approach is child-led and characterised by
its developmental sensitivity. Bratton et al’s., (2005) meta-analytic study records
a positive treatment effect for non-directive interventions.
As young children do not have the abstract reasoning and language skills to
verbally process thoughts and feelings, play provides a medium which transcends
all boundaries given its capacity to allow children, with diverse histories and
presentations, to communicate and express themselves in a safe and secure way.
The capacity of play to support children’s relationship building, self-regulatory
skills, academic skills and social skills is supported by research across disciplines
(Frost et al., 2008).
Traditional individual play therapy is defined as a dynamic process between
child and play therapist, in which the child explores, at his own pace, issues
past, present, conscious, unconscious, which are affecting his life, through the
medium of play (Wilson & Ryan, 2005; Landreth, 2002). In play therapy,
the relationship is central to the therapeutic process with the therapist creating
a secure and permissive atmosphere in which the child feels comfortable
confronting difficult thoughts and feelings. Play is the primary source of
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communication as young children may not have the verbal skills to describe
feelings, thoughts and experiences. Within the therapeutic space the child,
through play, has the opportunity to work through these difficult thoughts and
feelings and through reaching acceptance and resolution, normal developmental
trajectories can be restored. Improved emotional and behaviour functioning, in
turn, can enhance children’s relationships with significant others.
Children usually meet with their therapist once weekly for approximately
one hour, the length of therapeutic interventions varying in view of the child’s
presenting difficulties. During therapy, play therapists work closely with
children’s parents/carers (Wilson & Ryan, 2005). Through the various toys and
play materials available in the playroom, children have the unique opportunity
to express themselves at a cognitive, social, emotional, motor and perceptual
level (Ryan, 2007). The type of toys and play materials in the playroom also
vary depending on individual children’s developmental stage and presenting
difficulties. In general a variety of toys and materials which allow for multimodel expression are available. Open-ended materials such as sand, water, paint,
clay and play dough are found in the playroom as are more realistic props such
as dolls, tea sets and small world figures which encourage symbolic expression
(Wilson & Ryan, 2005). Play therapy and non-directive approaches in particular,
are unique in that they are tailored specifically to respond to each child’s unique
developmental needs.

Non-Directive Play Therapy
The work of Virginia Axline has been one of the most significant advances in
Play Therapy. Axline adapted the principles of Carl Rogers client (person)
centred model of therapy, developing a non-directive play therapy model for
working with children. One of the main beliefs of this approach is that each
individual has the capacity for self-direction and self-realisation. When the child
is given the opportunity for free expression, it is believed, he/she will play out
his/her fears and anxieties and reach a solution to them (Wilson & Ryan, 2005).
The therapeutic relationship which develops between the client and
therapist is considered central to this therapeutic process (Landreth, 2002).
Axline’s eight principles set out the main guiding beliefs of non-directive
practice (see Axline 1989 for a detailed discussion on these principles). The
core-conditions drawn from Rogers work are key features of the non-directive
therapist- empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence. Empathy is
defined as the ability to understand the child’s feelings accurately and articulate
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these feelings, Unconditional Positive Regard as an attitude of caring, friendly
concern without becoming overly emotionally involved and offering help and
Congruence as the ability to be real to yourself as distinct from adopting a role
with the child (Wilson & Ryan, 2005).

Filial Therapy
Other therapies have evolved as extensions of play therapy including filial
therapy. Ryan (2007) describes filial therapy as a combination of family therapy
and play therapy. The concept of filial therapy, although not widely recognised
in Ireland, was first introduced by Bernard Guerney in North America in 1964.
Filial therapy is closely linked to the philosophy of non-directive play therapy.
The main distinction is that the parent rather than the therapist becomes
the therapeutic change agent, resolving child problems and restoring healthy
developmental trajectories.
The rationale underlying filial therapy is the belief that the parent-child
relationship is the most important in the child’s life, that child problems can
stem from a lack of parenting knowledge and that engaging in therapeutic
play should help parents to relate more positively to their children. There is
a growing recognition across disciplines of the necessity of involving parents
in children’s interventions, due in no small part to the continuity of parental
influence. Filial training can be conducted individually or in groups and
the time frame can be shorter or longer depending on the presenting issues
(Guerney, 2000; Van Fleet, 2005).
In filial therapy, qualified play therapists train parents in play therapy
skills and theory. Filial training combines didactic instruction, role-playing,
supervision and support group feedback. Parents learn how to conduct play
sessions with their children, choose appropriate toys and play materials, set
therapeutic limits, reflect feelings, track behaviour and facilitate decision
making and problem-solving (Landreth & Bratton, 2006). One of the
most recent developments in filial therapy is the 10 session filial therapy
model developed by Landreth and Bratton (2006). In this group training
model, parents are taught specific skills, which they practise, transfer and
generalise in their relationships with their children. Growing research reflects
the effectiveness of filial therapy in eliminating presenting problems and
strengthening parent-child relationships. Similar to play therapy interventions,
filial therapy is shown to be effective with diverse populations such as single
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parents, separated parents, parents of children with special educational needs,
families where there are issues of maltreatment and abuse (Landreth &
Bratton, 2006). Filial therapy interventions are also demonstrated to be been
effective when implemented across cultures (Ryan, 2007).

Training Early Childhood Practitioners in
Play Therapy Skills
For children with behaviour problems, a positive teacher-child relationship can
act as an important protective factor for school success and holistic development
or conversely, interactions with teachers which are critical and unsupportive may
further compound behaviour problems (Howes, 1999; Webster-Stratton & Taylor,
2001). Across North America, play therapy has been adapted to use in a variety
of contexts such as individual and group therapy in pre-schools, specialist schools
and primary school settings with an array of populations including children with
behaviour difficulties and those with special educational needs (Chaloner, 2001;
Landteth & Bratton, 2006). This discussion focuses exclusively on interventions
in which qualified therapists and counsellors with play therapy expertise train
those working with young children in play therapy skills.
A consultation model where qualified counsellors train teachers in skills
which allow them to support children’s behaviour has been implemented in
various North American educational settings (Chaloner, 2001). A consultation
approach can support curriculum development, administration, teachers,
qualified counsellors, families and most importantly children. The consultation
approach is considered to be both cost-effective and responsive to the growing
shift from traditional ‘pullout therapy’ models to family and service based
interventions (Yoshikawa & Zigler, 2000; Chaloner, 2001).
During early developments in filial therapy research, Guerney’s colleagues
began to examine applications of filial therapy beyond parents to include
teachers and teachers’ aides (Guerney, 2000). They believed that interventions
for challenging children could take place effectively in educational settings by
training a variety of professionals and paraprofessionals to use play therapy
skills. As early as 1969, Andronico & Guerney reported on the use of a nonprofessional neighbourhood worker as a psychotherapeutic aide in a New Jersey
Head Start project. Subsequently, Guerney and Flumen (1970) trained school
teachers to work with withdrawn children.
Recently North America has seen a renewed focus on programmes which
train professionals and paraprofessionals in play therapy skills. Three models in

42

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 3

which early year practitioners and teachers have been trained in play therapy skills
are kinder training, child-centred kinder training and child-teacher relationship
training (CTRT) (Draper et al., 2001; Post et al., 2004; Morrison, 2006) . These
models focus on training teachers to implement individual therapeutic play
sessions through specialised training programmes, which focus on play therapy
and filial therapy theory and the development of practical play therapy skills.
Another feature of this type of training is its focus on supporting participants’
generalisation of skills from individual sessions in the playroom to the classroom.

Kinder Training
The concept of kinder therapy was initially developed in North America by
White et al., (1997). Kinder Training is a consultation model in which qualified
counsellors with expertise in play therapy train teachers to use play therapy skills.
Kinder Training is closely aligned with the principles of filial therapy outlined
above and also draws on the principles of Alderian psychology which the authors
suggest supports teachers in transferring play therapy skills from the playroom
to the classroom, in turn benefiting all students (White et al., 1997). Draper et
al., (2001, p.6) noted that:
The main purpose of kinder training is to enhance teacher
child relationships, thereby improving the child’s adjustment
both behaviourally and academically while simultaneously
providing an opportunity for the teacher to improve
relationship building skills and classroom management
techniques with all students
In a Kinder Training pilot study conducted by White et al., (1999), qualified
school counsellors acted as the trainers during a short kinder training project. Six
teachers participated in six hours of training in play therapy skills and philosophy.
Each participant conducted 6 therapeutic play sessions with a five year old child
having difficulty adjusting to school. While this study was limited by a small
sample, from the teachers’ perceptions, the six children who engaged in kinder
therapy made improvements in basic social skills and academic skills. Teachers
also reported feeling their classroom interactions had improved after the training.
Another study using the same model increased the number of teachers (14)
and students (14) participating and increased the training to two full days. This
Kinder Training programme was based on didactic instruction, practice therapeutic
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play sessions and ongoing supervisory support from the trainers. The participants
were kindergarten teachers, kindergarten paraprofessionals and elementary school
teachers (In North American public schools, a kindergarten year is usually provided
for for five-year-olds, which is the first year of elementary school which goes on
to cater for children up to 11 years of age). The median age of the children was
5 years and 9 months, children were chosen on the basis of having behaviour
problems or early literacy difficulties. The kinder therapy consisted of 6 weekly
45 minute individual therapeutic play sessions with participating children. An
academic component was also added to this project with early literacy skills
included in the assessment (Draper et al., 2001). Pre and post test measures were
completed in addition to classroom observations before and after the training
and intervention. Findings report enhanced child-teacher relationships, improved
academic performance, more pro-social behaviour, child feelings of encouragement
and teachers reported satisfaction with their newly learnt skills (Draper et al., 2001).

Child Centred Kinder Training
Building on the original kinder training concept outlined above, Post,
McAllister, Sheely, Hess & Flowers (2004) developed a child-centred kinder
training model using Landreth’s (2002) child-centred model of filial therapy.
Gary Landreth, an internationally renowned researcher in the area of play
therapy and filial therapy, developed this model at the centre for play therapy
at the University of North Texas. In response to difficulties identified with
using longer term filial interventions including attrition and poor attendance,
Landreth, through his extensive clinical experience, developed a 10 session filial
model for working with parents and carers (Landreth, 2002).
In this North American based research, the kinder training was conducted
by an advanced graduate student and recent counselling graduate employed
as a school counsellor. Each trainer had training, supervision and experience
in play therapy. The participants were pre-school teachers and pre-school
children deemed at-risk (children presenting as either withdrawn or aggressive,
with poor social skills or with difficulty transitioning). During the 10 week
training participants were grounded in the non-directive therapy principles and
therapeutic play skills, they engaged in 7 play sessions with selected children and
received individual supervision following each session. Participants also met
weekly in the large group for 2 hours. Following the initial 10 week training,
teachers engaged in an additional 13 week group training aimed at generalising
newly learned skills into their classrooms.
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Results showed that participating children made positive changes in their
classroom behaviours compared to a control group. Teachers who participated
also demonstrated positive changes in their interactions, both in the playroom
working with individual children and in the classroom compared to a group of
comparison teachers (Post et al., 2004). This study highlights effectively the
preventative potential of kinder therapy in dealing effectively with children
deemed at-risk in early year’s settings.
In an attempt to address the gap in the literature with regard to the long
term effects of play, filial and kinder therapy, Hess et al., (2005) conducted a
follow up study one year after this kinder training project. The objectives were
to determine if teachers who participated in the study continued to use play
therapy skills and empathic responses both in their one to one play sessions and
during general classroom interactions. While there were differences between the
trained and untrained teacher’s use of play therapy skills, and empathic responses
in individual play sessions, no differences were found between the trained and
untrained teachers’ use of play therapy skills in the classroom setting (Hess et al.,
2005). This highlights the difficulties of generalising skills from the playroom
to the classroom over time as the initial study reported the trained teachers did
transfer play therapy skills from the playroom to the classroom. Trained teachers
highlighted the usefulness of the skills learned and reported increased confidence
in their teaching (Hess et al., 2005).

Child Teacher Relationship Therapy (CTRT)
Child Teacher Relationship Therapy (CTRT) training is based on Landreth
& Bratton’s (2006) Child Parent Relationship Training (CPRT) model. This
model further refined Landreth’s early work in filial therapy. It was felt that
the term ‘child parent relationship therapy’ was a more accessible term than
‘filial therapy’. CPRT is child centred, future focused and experientially based
(Landreth & Bratton, 2006). CPRT has been developed in the 2006 text and
manual (Landreth & Braton 2006; Bratton et al., 2006). Initial results from
doctoral research which has adapted CPRT for use with teachers and early years
practitioners at the University of North Texas are encouraging. Two studies
carried out followed a process whereby an initial 10 week training programme
focused on working therapeutically with children on a one to one basis in
the playroom followed by additional training aimed at supporting teachers
generalising these newly learnt skills in the classroom. Similar to earlier studies,
findings report improvement in child behaviour. Improvements in behaviour are
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also reported for children who did not engage in individual play sessions (nonchildren of focus) but benefited from teachers enhanced interaction skills in the
classroom (Morrison, 2006; Pretz Helker, 2006).

Early Years Practitioners as Primary Interventionists
While the challenges presented by children presenting with behaviour problems
in the early years are acknowledged so too is the protective potential of the
teacher-child relationship in remediating and preventing negative outcomes
associated with behaviour problems. (Fantuzzo & Mohr, 1999; Howes, 1999;
Chaloner, 2001; Schonkoff, 2003; Stacks, 2005).
The available evidence makes a strong case for early years practitioners
acting as primary interventionists in therapeutic work with young children.
The benefits of the one to one therapeutic play sessions highlighted in the
existing research include enhanced teacher-child relationships, reduced problem
behaviours and enhanced academic performance (Draper et al., 2001; Post et
al., 2004; Morrison, 2006). As accessing child mental health services can be
problematic, reaching children with behaviour problems in early year’s settings
through a consultative approach involving qualified play therapists and early
years practitioners may be a response measure worth considering in Ireland
(Fantuzzo & Mohr, 1999; Chaloner, 2001).
While much of the research on training early years practitioners and teachers
in play therapy skills has focused on young children presenting with behaviour
problems, it is also useful to consider the broader benefits of this type of training.
In addition to pervasive and persistent behaviour problems, experiences such as
separation anxiety, transition, parental separation, or the arrival of a new sibling
may have a significant impact on young children emotionally and behaviourally.
Play therapy skills are an effective tool for early years practitioners in dealing with
these experiences which are universal for all children. The use of play therapy
skills can also support children’s emotional and behavioural regulation which is a
key task for all children in the early years. Application of play therapy skills may
also enhance early years practitioners’ capacity to respond sensitively to young
children’s individual needs, a factor which is associated with positive academic
and behavioural outcomes (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Morrison, 2006).
The potential to generalise skills used in individual play sessions to the
classroom indicates that all children can stand to benefit when early years
practitioners are trained in play therapy skills. The transfer of skills such

46

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 3

as effective limit setting and empathic reflection of feelings can support all
children’s ability to engage in the learning process, promoting development
across domains (Post et al., 2004).

Implementing Play Therapy Skills Training for
Early Years Practitioners
The Head Start Programme began in North America in 1965 and continues to
provide a comprehensive programme for preschool children over 3 years from
low-income families. Research on the Head Start Programme has highlighted an
over emphasis on academic achievement (Yoshikawa & Zigler, 2000; Morrison,
2006). The need to promote holistic development where socio-emotional wellbeing is seen as a prerequisite for academic success is widely acknowledged
(Shonkoff, 2003; Morrison, 2006). It is crucial that early years practitioners are
well equipped to support children’s emotional and behavioural growth as well as
their cognitive development. Research on Head Start identifies teachers as being
ill-equipped to deal effectively with the problems young children present with
(Donahue, 2002 cited in Morrison 2006, p. 3). Across programmes focusing
on training in play therapy skills, feedback from participants has been largely
positive. When early year practitioners and teachers receive additional training
in therapeutic play skills, they feel more competent in dealing with emotional
and behavioural problems (Draper et al., 2001; Post et al., 2004).
From an Irish perspective, training those working in early years settings in
play therapy skills may compliment existing training. Training in play therapy
skills has been demonstrated to work effectively for participants with a diverse
range of training backgrounds. This is significant in the Irish context given
the diversity of training and qualifications in the early years sector (DJELR,
2002). Given the practical component and the high level of supervision, such
a programme should meet the training needs of a diverse group of participants.
The Model Framework for Education, Training and Professional Development
in ECCE (DJELR, 2002) highlights the importance of flexible, work based
learning opportunities for the early years sector. The development of programmes
such as play therapy skills training could contribute to the shortage of continuing
professional development opportunities which is considered a barrier to personal
and professional growth and to the provision of high quality experiences for
children (DJELR, 2002).
Training in play therapy skills is a specialised area. It is recommended that
play therapy training would be led by qualified play therapists who are also
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certified filial therapists (Landreth & Bratton, 2006). Initial North American
play therapy training programmes embrace an integrated approach whereby
various third level institutions have worked with child mental health services and
early years providers in the delivery of training. Shonkoff (2003, p.70) advocates
for this type of approach to early childhood service delivery where ‘diverse bodies
of knowledge converge on a common core of shared concepts’. An initial pilot project
which would allow for a training programme sensitive to the Irish context to
be developed by a university with specific expertise in the areas of both early
childhood studies and child therapy/psychology in conjunction with qualified
play therapists would be a logical beginning. Such an initiative would also
require close collaboration with early years settings and in turn would embrace
an approach of evidence based practice to developing services responsive to the
needs of children and families (Buysee & Wesley, 2006).
It would be envisaged that such a project would be experiential in design,
taking a two-phase approach as used in the research projects discussed earlier
(White et al., 1999; Post et al., 2004; Morrison, 2006). During phase one Bratton
et al’s., (2006) Child Parent Relationship Therapy Manual could be adapted to
develop a 10 week training programme specific to the Irish context. Phase 2
of the project would be aimed at supporting participants in generalising newly
learnt skills beyond individual play sessions to the classroom. An additional 10
weeks of training would focus on using non-directive principles and play therapy
skills with more than one child. In order to assess areas of potential behavioural
change, a tool such as the Child- Behaviour Checklist (CBCL) - Caregiver/Teacher
Report Form (C-TRF) (Achenbach & Recorla, 2000 cited in Morrison, 2006)
could be administered pre, mid and post intervention. The Assessment of ChildCentred Play Therapy Skills (ACCEPTS) developed by Post (2003), could also
be administered pre and post test in order to measure Early Years Practitioners’
ability to demonstrate key play therapy skills such as responding to the child’s
feelings, returning responsibility to the child, responding to the child’s efforts and
setting limits (Post et al., 2004). Qualitative measures such as focus groups may
also be useful in generating participants’ feedback on the training. Across studies
the use of control groups of practitioners and children is considered crucial in
establishing the efficacy of play therapy skills training (White et al., 1999; Post et
al., 2004). A long term follow-up measuring participants’ capacity to retain play
therapy skills would also enhance the validity of findings.
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Conclusion
Early years practitioners would appear to be in a unique position to intervene
early with children experiencing behaviour problems. Kinder therapy and
CTRT are unique in that the intervention occurs in a familiar setting, a trusted
familiar adult becomes the primary interventionist and play; the child’s natural
medium of expression is the main vehicle of communication.
Recent initiatives by the Office for the Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs (OMCYA) include the development of a national set of child wellbeing indicators (OMCYA., 2006) and Growing up in Ireland, a national
longitudinal study of children in Ireland (OMCYA., 2007). While these
initiatives are to establish factors which support and undermine development,
fragmented child mental health services and ongoing Health Services Executive
(HSE) funding restrictions continue to militate against effective service
delivery for children with behaviour problems and their families. Now,
more than ever, there is urgency around designing interventions which are
evidence based, accessible and which in the long run may be more cost
effective than traditional one to one ‘pull-out’ therapy. Interventions such as
those training early years practitioners in play therapy skills can potentially
reach large numbers of children, while using limited amounts of psychologists
and therapists time. Sharing the skills of qualified play therapists with
those working directly with young children may be one avenue which could
mediate against long term problems such as early school leaving, delinquency,
substance abuse and mental health difficulties which are all associated with
the early onset of behaviour problems (Sharry et al., 2005; Landreth &
Bratton, 2006). Within an ecological framework, the child, family, early years
setting and broader community stand to benefit from interventions which are
evidence based, developmentally appropriate, culturally valid and which focus
on the development of a more integrated approach to research and practice in
the early years (Fantuzzo & Mohr, 1999; Schonkoff, 2003).
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The Story of the Framework for Early
Learning: Partnership in Action
Mary Daly and Arlene Forster, NCCA
Abstract
This paper looks at the background to and the development
of the Framework For Early Learning, a curriculum framework
for all children from birth to six years. The paper explores the
partnership through which this took place. It describes the
consultative process the National Council for Curriculum
and Assessment (NCCA) undertook in 2004 and how this
influenced and guided the development of the Framework.
It also explains how the early childhood sector supported
and provided expertise to the on-going development of
the Framework. The paper presents a brief outline of the
contents of the Framework for Early Learning marking
eight years of collaborative work between the NCCA,
children, parents, practitioners, training and education
institutions, early childhood agencies/organisations and
relevant government departments.

Introduction
The development of the Framework for Early Learning marks an exciting milestone
in early years education and care in Ireland. It is the outcome of eight years
of partnership between the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA) and the early years sector. In developing the Framework the NCCA
placed a strong emphasis on consultation and on developing partnerships with
different interest groups. Pugh and De’Ath (1989, p. 5) describe partnership ‘as a
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working relationship that is characterised by a shared sense of purpose, mutual respect
and willingness to negotiate. This implies a sharing of information, responsibility,
skills, decision-making and accountability’. There are four partnership pillars
underpinning the Framework for Early Learning. These are:
• the expertise and support of the Technical Working
Group and the Early Childhood Committee;
• the consultation findings (NCCA, 2005);
• the portraiture study (NCCA, 2007);
• the four background papers (Hayes, 2007; French,
2007; Kernan, 2007 and Dunphy, 2008).
These partnerships have led to the development of a curriculum framework that
is unique to Ireland and which it is hoped will help all children under six years
to become competent and confident learners. The Framework for Early Learning
builds on and supports many of the other important developments for children
under six years in Ireland. These include:
• the Childcare Act (Department of Health and Science,
1991)
• Ireland’s ratification of the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child in 1992 (United Nations, 1989)
• the Report of the National Forum for Early Childhood
Education (Forum Secretariat, 1998)
• Ready to Learn, the White Paper on Early Childhood
Education (Department of Education and Science,
1999a)
• the Primary School Curriculum (Department of
Education and Science, 1999b)
• the formulation of guidelines for the protection and
welfare of children, Children First (Department of
Health and Children, 1999) and Our Duty to Care
(Department of Health and Children, 2002)
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• the National Children’s Strategy, Our Children – Their
Lives (Department of Health and Science, 2000)
• Ready, steady, play! A National Play Policy (National
Children’s Office, 2004)
• Early Childhood Care and Education Report 31
(National Economic and Social Forum, 2005)
• Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations
(Department of Health and Children, 1996/2006)
• Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006).
The impetus for the Framework came ten years ago and it is to this we turn now.

Policy Background
In 1998 for the first time ever a national forum on early childhood education
was held in Ireland. Amongst the issues raised at the Forum was concern over the
lack of a national curriculum for young children outside of the primary school
sector (including those under the age of three years). The White Paper on Early
Childhood Education ‘Ready to Learn’ (1999) which emerged from the Forum
recommended the development of national curriculum guidelines for the early
years sector. The aim of doing this was to ensure that early childhood provision
would be structured, developmental and of high quality. The guidelines were
required not to prescribe specific curricular details but were to outline instead
the broad principles of early childhood while giving individual providers the
discretion to design and modify their particular curriculum. It was suggested that
the guidelines would have regard to providing a range of experiences and learning
opportunities to enhance all aspects of children’s development and that the need
for learning through play be taken into account. The inclusion of appropriate
teaching methodologies was also recommended.
In addition, the development of a ‘specimen curriculum for pre-school
children, which will provide more specific detail on content and methodology’
(Department of Education and Science, 1999, p.57) was recommended. This
specimen curriculum could be used by providers if they so wished. For children
under three years a less formal curriculum was to be developed, emphasising how
children learn and how adults can help. Little reference was made to children
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aged four to six years as the revised Primary School Curriculum (Department of
Education and Science 1999b) for children from four to twelve years was due
to be published.

The NCCA
The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) is a statutory
body that advises the Minister for Education and Science on curriculum for early
childhood, primary and post-primary education as set out in Article 41-1[b] of the
Education Act (Department of Education and Science, 1998). Beginning the work
in early childhood education the NCCA developed a background paper, Early
Childhood Framework for Learning (NCCA 2001). The paper presented an initial
exploration of the curriculum context related to early childhood, in Ireland and
internationally. It also mapped the way forward for the NCCA’s work in developing
an early years curriculum. In that paper, the NCCA recommended to the Minister
for Education and Science that rather than having three separate curricula, (one
for birth to three year olds, one for three to four years olds, and one for four to
six year olds in the primary school) a single national curriculum framework for all
children from birth to six years should be developed. The Minister accepted the
NCCA’s advice and the NCCA began developing the Framework for all children
from birth to six years of age. The Framework is relevant to all adults who care for
and educate children in their early years – parents1 and practitioners2.

The Consultative Process
The NCCA undertakes its work in close partnership with the stakeholders in
education and works through representative committee structures. Consultation
is a central principle of the work. In order to guide the preparatory work for the
curriculum a technical working group was established. This Group comprised
nine experts from the field of early childhood care and education in Ireland.
The Technical Working Group guided the development of NCCA’s
consultative document, Towards a Framework for Early Learning which was
published in 2004. This document outlined the vision, aims, and model for
developing a curriculum for all children in Ireland from birth to six years. The
nine key ideas presented in the document provided the focus for the extensive
consultation process that the NCCA then undertook. The early childhood sector
was invited to provide feedback on the document in a number of ways. Response
forms were available online and in hardcopy. Four regional seminars were held
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in Cork, Dublin, Galway and Monaghan. A number of briefings were held with
organisations and agencies. Written submissions were made by a number of
individual organisations and individuals. An invitational seminar was held in
Dublin Castle on December 9th 2004 to explore some of the findings from the
consultation to date and to gather further feedback.

Consultation Findings
In May 2005, the NCCA published the document, Towards a Framework for
Early Learning: Final Consultation Report. In this document the early childhood
sector expressed broad agreement with the vision and aims outlined for the
Framework. Alongside this the sector also identified a number of areas which
required further consideration. The areas can be grouped under three headings:
the Framework’s philosophy, vision and aims; the Framework’s contents; and the
process of developing and supporting the Framework.

The Framework’s Philosophy, Vision and Aims
• Making the philosophical underpinnings of the
Framework, including theories of learning and
development more explicit.
• Looking at the relationship between care and
education within the Framework to emphasise the
educative nature of care and the caring nature of
education.
• Embracing the principle of cultural diversity more
explicitly within the vision to highlight the early
years as a crucial time for learning to respect and
understand difference as a natural part of life.
• Emphasising the image of the child as an active
learner and contributor.
• Exploring further how the Framework’s themes
might connect more readily with the developmental
domains used in both the Primary School Curriculum
and in much curriculum guidance used outside the
formal education system.
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The Framework’s Contents
• Further elaborating on the crucial role of play in the
holistic development of the child, including the value
of outdoor play in particular.
• Placing a greater focus on the creative arts.
• Emphasising the development of first and second
language acquisition and the status of Gaeilge.
• Examining the appropriate role of assessment
(methods and tools) in early learning and providing
explicit advice for adults in how to support their
child’s learning and development.
• Differentiating the contents of the Framework to
cater for the range of adults responsible for children’s
early learning. This accessibility issue was highlighted
as being particularly pertinent in the context of
supporting parents as early educators.

The Process of Developing and Supporting the Framework
Including the voices of children and parents in the Framework.
• Exploring how the Framework could provide
sufficient information to childminders and
practitioners to support them in their work with
children, while avoiding the development of a
Framework which would be prescriptive.
• Expressing concern about the interpretation and
implementation of the Framework given the diversity
of expertise and experience among those in the early
childhood sector. The feedback highlighted that
the extent of professional development and support
provided will significantly impact on the success of
the Framework.
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The consultation findings provided direction and guidance for the NCCA’s
ongoing work in developing the Framework. Once the consultation ended
the early childhood sector continued to be involved in the development of the
Framework through an early childhood committee and through a research study.

Early Childhood Committee
Following the consultation, the Early Childhood Committee (ECC) was set up
with a brief to support the NCCA’s work in developing the Framework. The
Committee had 15 members comprising representatives from the Centre for
Early Childhood Development and Education, the National Voluntary Childcare
Collaborative, government departments concerned with the early years, the
Health Service Executive, the National Parent’s Council (Primary), the Irish
National Teacher’s Organisation, the Irish Federation of University Teachers,
the National Association of Boards of Management in Special Education, Foras
na Gaeilge and school management bodies. The committee provided ongoing
support and expertise from multiple perspectives.

Research Study
In designing the consultation on the document Towards a Framework for Early
Learning, the NCCA planned to undertake a research study to include the
voices and experiences of children in the Framework. To realise this, in 2006 the
NCCA undertook a portraiture study. Portraiture is a form of qualitative research
inquiry and involves developing a picture with words of children’s experiences.
The purpose of the study was to see what children liked doing, where they liked
to be and who they liked to be with. The NCCA worked with 12 children in
11 settings around the country. A range of settings was involved – a home, a
childminder’s home, a Montessori pre-school, two nurseries, a crèche, a Naíonra
(an Irish medium pre-school), an Early Start setting, a Traveller pre-school and
two infant classes in primary schools. Four girls and eight boys took part in the
study and the children ranged in age from nine months to almost six years. A
number of key messages were highlighted through the study. These included
the importance of holistic learning and development through play and firsthand experiences, the importance of relationships, especially the crucial role
of parents, the power of communication, the importance of a sense of identity
and belonging and the benefits of observing and listening to children. These key
messages have informed the development of the Framework. The portraiture
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study called Listening for Children’s Stories: Children as Partners in the Framework
for Early Learning is available to download on the NCCA website (ncca.ie).
Three additional papers have been written about the study. These are: Children’s
voices in the Framework for Early Learning (Daly, 2007); The NCCA’s Portraiture
Study: Key messages (Daly et al., 2008); and Listening for Children’s Stories:
The NCCA’s Portraiture Study (Brennan et al., 2008).

Background Papers
The consultation feedback indicated the importance of documenting the
theory ‘behind’ the Framework. In order to do this, the NCCA commissioned
a series of four background papers. The papers were written by experts in
early childhood care and education in Ireland. This work represents another
element of partnership, partnership with the academic community. The papers
and their executive summaries are available to download at www.ncca.ie/
backgroundpapers. The papers are:
• Perspectives on the Relationship Between Education and
Care (Hayes, 2007)
• Children’s Early Learning and Development (French, 2007)
• Play as a Context for Early Learning and Development
(Kernan, 2007)
• Supporting Early Learning and Development through
Formative Assessment (Dunphy, 2008).
Much of the research used to develop the Framework for Early Learning
is summarised in these papers. A short synopsis of each of the papers is
outlined below.
Paper 1: Perspectives on the Relationship Between
Education and Care
In this background paper, Dr Nóirín Hayes (2007) looks
at how the development of the education and childcare
sectors in Ireland as ‘separate’ streams creates challenges in
working towards quality early years provision. The paper
states that the independent development of the educational
and childcare sectors has been identified as one of the key
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difficulties facing the reform and development of early
education in Ireland. The paper addresses the two recurrent,
interacting and often, contentious concepts of education and
care, which are central to the provision of early childhood
education. The paper does this by considering the context
within which early education is currently developing,
nationally and internationally. In particular the paper
considers how approaches to understanding the concepts
of education and care impact on the lives of children
from birth to six years through their influence on policy,
curriculum and practice, and professional development in
early childhood care and education (ECCE). In summary,
the paper highlights how early years learning environments
that are well planned, with a balance between care and
education and have well-trained, confident and supported
staff lead to positive outcomes for children.
Paper 2: Children’s Early Learning and Development
In this background paper, Geraldine French (2007) essentially
responds to the question - How should we envision and
understand the child as a young learner? The paper begins by
outlining the context for early childhood care and education
in Ireland, referring to our economic and social climate, the
increasingly multicultural nature of Irish society and relevant
legislation and policy. Drawing on centuries of research,
the modern day view of the child is one of him/her being a
competent learner, capable of making choices and decisions;
a young citizen and participator in many contexts (family,
early childhood setting, community and society); actively
learning in reciprocal relations with adults and other children.
This new construction of childhood is oriented towards the
child’s present with a focus on being rather than becoming. In
summary, the paper emphasises the importance of meaningful
experiences, nurturing, responsive relationships and play and
language as priorities for supporting children’s early learning
and development.
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Paper 3: Play as a Context for Early Learning
and Development
In this background paper, Dr Margaret Kernan (2007)
addresses the relationship between play, development and
learning with the ultimate aim of elaborating on the place of
play in early learning and development. The paper seeks both
to re-examine the ‘taken for granted’ position of play as central
to early childhood curricula, and to conceptualise a rigorous
understanding of a ‘pedagogy of play’. A key message in this
paper is that all children from birth to six years have a right
to play and to benefit from their play experiences. The paper
refers to the many types of play—exploratory, constructive,
creative, pretend, fantasy, socio-dramatic, physical, and
language and word play. Another message in this paper is that
the physical environment, the people and objects in it and
the time and space available influence how and what children
play and the benefits they get from play. Children’s individual
characteristics and backgrounds also influence how and what
they play. The paper also describes the adult’s important role
in supporting and extending play. In summary, the paper
stresses that good quality play experiences impact positively
on children’s learning and development.
Paper 4: Supporting Early Learning and Development
through Formative Assessment
In this background paper, Dr Elizabeth Dunphy (2008)
responds to the question – In the early years what should we assess
and how? The paper begins by exploring the interrelatedness
of teaching, learning and assessment. It also describes the
practice and legislative landscape in which assessment takes
place in Ireland. The paper outlines the characteristics and
complexity of early learning and identifies key implications
for assessment. The paper describes assessment as collecting,
documenting, reflecting on and using information to develop
pictures of children as learners. It suggests that formative
assessment helps adults to ‘see’ what children are thinking and
feeling, what they understand and can do. The adult uses the
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assessment information to plan future learning experiences,
and to make learning interesting and successful for children.
The adult assesses by watching, listening, talking with and
empathising with children. Over time, children too can assess
their own learning. The paper refers to a narrative approach
to assessment—describing early learning using notes, stories,
samples of ‘work’ and photographs. This offers a way of
building a rich picture of early learning and development
over time. The paper highlights how this approach can
be demanding yet rewarding. Finally, the paper maps the
way forward in developing formative assessment practice
by identifying the importance of professional development
opportunities both pre- and in-service. In summary, the
paper emphasises the importance of assessment in supporting
children’s early learning and development.

Contents of the Framework for Early Learning
The consultation findings (NCCA, 2005), the portraiture study (NCCA, 2007)
and the four background papers (Hayes, 2007; French, 2007; Kernan, 2007; and
Dunphy, 2008) along with the expertise of the Early Childhood Committee and
Technical Working Group have helped shape the Framework for Early Learning.
The Framework will be presented in two parts (See Table 1). Part 1 will outline
the underlying principles and themes of the Framework while Part 2 will provide
a series of practical guidelines. A user guide to help adults use the Framework
will also be included.
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Table 1: Contents of the Framework for Early Learning
Part 1: Principles and Themes

Part 2: Guidelines

Principles

Partnerships with parents

Themes

Interactions

•
•
•
•

Well-Being
Identity and Belonging
Communicating
Exploring and Thinking

Play
Assessment

User Guide
The Framework for Early Learning is based on 12 early childhood principles
which will be presented in Part 1 of the Framework in three groups. The
principles will be presented using a theoretical or philosophical statement
followed by a detailed interpretation from the child’s perspective of what this
requires of the adult in practice.

Table 2: Principles underlying the Framework
• Uniqueness of the
child
• Equality and
diversity
• Children as citizens

• Relationships
• The adult’s role
• Parents and
family

• Holistic learning and
development
• Active learning
• Play and first-hand
experiences
• Communication and
language
• Relevant and
meaningful
experiences
• The Learning
Environment
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In addition Part 1 will present the themes of the Framework and will describe
the types of experiences which are important for children in early childhood. All
learning is connected and different aspects of children’s learning and development
often take place at the same time. Rather than looking at physical or intellectual
development in isolation or at curriculum subjects like English or Visual Arts
the Framework will use four broad themes that connect and overlap with each
other to outline children’s learning and development. The themes will be – Wellbeing, Identity and Belonging, Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking (see
Table 3). Together the themes will offer a way to plan for and support children’s
learning and development so that they benefit from positive and enjoyable
experiences in their early childhood years.
Using the four themes the Framework will focus on developing children’s
dispositions and skills, nurturing attitudes and values, and building knowledge
and understanding of their world. The themes will be presented using aims and
broad learning goals. Sample activities will be used to illustrate practice in three
overlapping age stages - for babies (birth to 18 months), toddlers (12 to 36
months) and young children (2 ½ to 6 years).

Table 3: The Framework’s themes
Well-being
… is about
children being
confident,
happy and
healthy within
themselves and
in their families,
communities
and society.

Identity and
Belonging
… is about
children
developing
positive feelings
about who
they are and
having a sense
of belonging
in their
families and
communities.

Communicating
… is about
children sharing
their experiences,
thoughts, ideas
and feelings
with others,
with growing
confidence and
competence in a
variety of ways,
and for a variety
of purposes.

Exploring
and Thinking
… is about
children
investigating
and making
sense of the
world.

The second part of the Framework will include guidelines that describe good
practice. These guidelines will focus on:
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• developing partnerships with parents and families
• interacting with children
• learning through play
• using assessment to support early learning and
development.
A series of reflection prompts to help adults to think about their pedagogy will
also be included as will sample activities to illustrate key messages from the
guidelines.

Connections
The Framework for Early Learning will build on and support many of the
developments that are already in place in Ireland for children under six years. The
Framework has been developed through widespread consultation and negotiation
with the early childhood sector. This has culminated in a Framework that will
be descriptive, practical and reflective of children, families and practitioners and
their respective settings and experiences in Ireland. The Framework for Early
Learning will allow for individual interpretation and local decision-making
informed by common aims and goals for all children. The Framework will
complement existing policy, legislation and structures already in place such as
the Revised Childcare (Pre-school Services) Regulations (Department of Health and
Children, 2006), Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
Education (CECDE, 2006) and the Primary School Curriculum (Department of
Education and Science, 1999b).
A key piece of legislation for all practitioners outside the primary school
sector is the Revised Childcare (Pre-school Services) Regulations (Department
of Health and Children, 2006). The Framework will help practitioners to
implement these regulations, in particular Regulation 5. This regulation
emphasises the importance of providing appropriate learning opportunities,
activities and interactions for children to support their learning, development
and well-being. The Framework will help practitioners to provide children with
these experiences.
The Framework also has strong links with Síolta, The National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education. In particular, the Framework will help
practitioners with the Síolta standards related to curriculum, environments,
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identity and belonging, partnership with parents, interactions and play. The
NCCA and the CECDE worked collaboratively on an audit to identify
similarities and differences between the two frameworks and to show how
the two could be used together by practitioners to enhance their early years
practice. The audit was used to inform the User Guide for the Framework
which includes sample plans using the Framework and Síolta. A similar audit
was also carried out on the Framework and the Primary School Curriculum
(Department of Education and Science 1999b). This audit shows how the
Framework and the Primary School Curriculum can be used together by teachers
to plan for, teach, assess and review their work with junior and senior infants.
This audit was also used to inform the Framework’s User Guide.
The Framework also complements and supports the many different curricula
being used in settings around the country. It can be used to support and extend
children’s experiences while still maintaining the particular ethos of the setting.
Together with appropriate resources, the Framework for Early Learning can make
a positive contribution to the experiences of children under the age of six in
Ireland and can be a useful resource to all adults who educate and care for them.

Conclusion
The publication of the Framework for Early Learning will mark an important
milestone for early years education and care in Ireland. It will be the outcome
of a partnership between the NCCA, children, parents, practitioners, training
and education institutions, and relevant agencies, organisations and government
departments. This partnership has enabled the NCCA to draw upon and
build on the expertise and commitment within the early years sector and has
culminated in a curriculum framework that will help all children under age six
to reach their full potential as young learners.

Contact details for authors:
Mary Daly, Arlene Forster
The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
24 Merrion Square, Dublin 2.
Email: mary.daly@ncca.ie or arlene.forster@ncca.ie
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i

The term parent refers to the child’s primary caregivers and educators.
These include the child’s father and mother and/or guardian(s).

ii

The term practitioners refers to all those working in a specialised manner
with children in early childhood settings including childminding settings
and infant classes in primary schools. Practitioners have a diversity of
experience and qualifications ranging from unaccredited through to postgraduate level.
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Developing a Language Planning Scheme in
Gaeltacht Naíonraí.
Máire Mhic Mhathúna, Dublin Institute of Technology
Mairéad Mac Con Iomaire, Comhar
Naíonraí na Gaeltachta.
Abstract
Gaeltacht Naíonaí have identified the need for language
planning to cater for the range of Irish language backgrounds
among the children attending the centres. This paper
outlines the sociolinguistic context and development of
a project currently underway between Comhar Naíonraí
na Gaeltachta, the Gaeltacht Naíonra organisation and
the Dublin Institute of Technology. The project draws on
current educational thought in regard to quality, planning
and curricular guidelines and applies them to language
acquisition and development. Topic work and language
targets form the basis of term-long planning templates
which take note of Gaeltacht ideology and traditions. Future
phases will involve the development of language databases
on other topics for each of the main Irish language dialects
and the refining of the language planning templates that
were introduced in the first phase.

Introduction
This paper describes the rationale and background to Borradh, a language
planning project in Gaeltacht naíonraí. Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta, the
agency for Gaeltacht naíonraí, approached the Dublin Institute of Technology
for advice on language planning in 2007 and the project emerged from the
discussions. The aim of the three-year project is to provide guidance on
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planning for language acquisition and language development in the Irish
language in a high quality early learning environment. Recent developments
in early childhood education such as Síolta, the National Quality Framework
(Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) 2006)
and the Framework for Early Learning (National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment, (NCCA) forthcoming) informed the project as did the Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe 2001).
The contribution of these developments to the genesis of the project will be
discussed in the first instance. The parameters of the project will be then be
described and progress to date reported.
Gaeltacht naíonraí provide early childhood education through the medium
of Irish in Gaeltacht or Irish-speaking areas in counties Donegal, Mayo, Galway,
Kerry, Cork, Waterford and Meath. The children are aged between two years
and ten months, and six years of age. Most naíonraí are community based and
are situated in rural areas. Children enter naíonraí with a range of receptive and
expressive competencies in Irish, ranging from little or no aural understanding
to active native speaker level.

Linguistic background of children in Gaeltacht Naíonraí
The pattern of speaking Irish in Gaeltacht areas is changing and now has much
in common with the rest of the country. Figures for language use collected by
Ó Giollagáin and Mac Donnacha (2007) in a major sociolinguistic survey and
corresponding figures from Census 2006 show that the number of children being
brought up mainly through Irish in Gaeltacht areas is declining.. This situation
is further reflected in figures collected by Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta for
children who entered naíonraí in 2007. They used loosely defined categories of
native Irish speakers, children with very good Irish, children with some Irish,
children who understand Irish and children with no Irish.
The following table shows the number of children who are native Irish
speakers and children who have a very good command of the language, according
to Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta figures for 2007.

74

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 3

County

a) No. of children
who are native
Irish speakers

b) No. of children
with very
good Irish

Kerry

08

06

Cork

02

07

Waterford

05

03

Donegal

58

21

Galway

98

29

Mayo

01

02

Meath

02

01

Total number

174

67

Table 1: Number of naíonra children who are a) native Irish speakers and b) who
have very good Irish in each Gaeltacht county, 2007.
The table shows that strong Gaeltacht counties such as Donegal and Galway
have a large number of Irish-speaking children, which in turn varies with the
location of each naíonra. Those in strong Irish-speaking areas have large numbers
of Irish speaking children, e.g. Gaoth Dobhair and An Cheathrú Rua. Naíonraí
at the edge of the official Gaeltacht areas, e.g. Baile Chlár na Gaillimhe, have
few or no Irish speakers.
There were 949 children in Gaeltacht naíonrai in 2007. In overall terms
the figures show that 174 or 18% of naíonraí have children with native speaker
competence and a further 67 or 7% have children who have a high level of
competency in the Irish language. This means that overall 25% of the children
have a high level of Irish on entering the naíonra. The receptive and expressive
competencies of 75% of the children range from no understanding of Irish
to being able to say just a few words. The challenge, therefore, for Gaeltacht
naíonraí is to facilitate the acquisition and development of Irish for children with
a wide range of competencies in the language.
The position in each individual naíonra is of obvious importance as this is
the immediate context for the children who attend. Naíonra experience is that
it is only the children who are native speakers or who have a very good level of
competency in the language who are likely to speak Irish to other children in
the naíonra (Hickey 1999, p.88). This is particularly true at the beginning of
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the year and of course, once language usage has been established it is difficult to
change (Baker 2006, p.6). The number of Irish-speaking children is particularly
important for child-child interactions as children are more interested in playing
and in making friends than in questions of language choice (Thompson, 2000).
The children in naíonraí with a high number of Irish-speaking children will have
an opportunity to make friends and to play through Irish. Children in naíonraí
with low numbers of Irish-speaking children will have to rely mainly on the
naíonra practitioners for input in the language.

No. of children

a) No. of naíonra
sessions with
native Irish
speakers

b) No. of naíonra
sessions with
both native Irish
speakers and very
good speakers

One child

10

11

02 - 05

17

24

06 - 10

08

11

11 - 15

03

04

16 - 20

01

01

Total

39

51

Total number of
naíonra sessions

74

Percentage of total
number of naíonraí

53%

69%

Table 2: Number of naíonraí with a) Irish-speaking children and b) with
both Irish-speakers and children with very good Irish (Comhar Naíonraí na
Gaeltachta, 2007).

Development of Borradh Language Planning Project
As stated, the project is firmly based on recent policy developments in early
childhood education and in language planning. These developments has been
critically reviewed and adapted to suit the needs of Gaeltacht naíonraí. They
include the following documents and publications:
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• Síolta, the National Quality Framework (2006), Centre for
Early Childhood Development and Education, CECDE)
• The Framework for Early Learning, National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment (forthcoming, NCCA)
• Curricular Guidance for the Pre-school Years, (2006)
Department of Education, Northern Ireland
• Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta policies
• Planning theories in early childhood education
(Hutchin, 1999, Tassoni and Hucker, 2005)
• Planning for First and Second Language acquisition:
Lightbrown and Spada 2006, Baker, 2006, Tabors,
1996, Council of Europe 2001.

Síolta
While the Síolta (CECDE 2006) framework in its entirety is of relevance to
Gaeltacht naíonraí, three standards have particular significance for the current
project. The standards are presented below and the implications of each standard
for the project is set out.
Standard 1: Rights of the Child. Ensuring that each child’s
rights are met requires that she/he is enabled to exercise choice
and to use initiative as an active participant and partner in
her/his own development and learning.
Standard 1 offers a challenge to Gaeltacht naíonraí in regard to language
as Irish is the only language that is promoted. The dilemma is the conflict
between the need to promote Irish as a community language, which means
that it must be fostered among all Gaeltacht children, and the right of children
to speak English, if this is their home language. A significant number of Irishspeaking children do attend Gaeltacht naíonraí and it is their right to have
their language development needs met. Other families choose to speak mainly
English at home but wish their children to learn Irish in a naíonra. The project
will provide guidance for the development of all levels of competency in Irish
and practitioners will be encouraged to take note of children’s wishes and
initiatives in their language planning.
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Standard 3: Parents and Families. Valuing and involving
parents and families requires a proactive partnership
approach evidenced by a range of clearly stated, accessible and
implemented processes, policies and procedures.
The vital role played by parents in all aspects of their children’s development,
including language acquisition and development is recognised. Practitioners will
be encouraged to be very proactive in involving parents and grandparents in the
work of the naíonra and to foster links with the local community.
Standard 14: Identity and Belonging. Promoting positive
identities and a strong sense of belonging requires clearly defined
policies, procedures and practice that empower every child and adult
to develop a confident self- and group-identity, and to have a positive
understanding and regard for the identity and rights of others.
Children will be encouraged to develop a sense of pride in their Gaeltacht
inheritance and many aspects of Irish culture will be promoted, including song,
dance and storytelling. At the same time an open and accepting tolerance of
difference will be fostered.

Framework for Early Learning
The entire Framework for Early Learning (NCCA 2004) is also relevant to Gaeltacht
naíonraí and two of the themes are particularly important for this project.
Identity and belonging: Identity is about the characteristics,
behaviours and understandings children have, both
individually and shared with others. Belonging is about having
a secure relationship with or connection to a particular group.
It is important that children develop a healthy and positive
sense of their own identity, and their place in society. Positive
messages about their family, culture, faith and language help
them to feel valued and respected in society. … For many
children, the Irish language will be a significant of their
cultural inheritance and of their sense of identity.(http://www.
ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Publications/ECHSummary.pdf. p.16)
This theme articulates similar principles to Síolta Standard 14. Developing
a child’s sense of personal identity and of belonging to the local community
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are very relevant concepts for Gaeltacht naíonraí. The project will support the
development of a strong sense of personal identity and of connection to the local
community and environment. Parents, grandparents and people with specific
skills in the community will be invited to visit the naíonra. Naíonraí will also
be encouraged to base some of their work on developing familiarity with nature
and with the local environment and to participate in local events. A particular
feature of the project is “dúchas,” the concept of having a close connection to
language, to tradition and to place and, every effort will be made to foster a sense
of belonging to Irish culture and to the locality.
Communication: Communication is about expressing and
sharing thoughts, information and feelings. It helps children
to indicate their needs, to build relationships with others, to
explore their feelings, to create knowledge, and to represent
and understand the world around them. Play and the adult
are central. … children can also be supported in developing
bilingually and benefiting from the advantages which
bilingualism offers.
(http://www.ncca.ie/uploadedfiles/Publications/
ECHSummary.pdf. p.16, 17)
The principal aim of the naíonra is the holistic development of the child through
play and through the Irish language in a safe, supportive and stimulating
environment (Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta 2006 p.ii). The rich Irish language
heritage of the Gaeltacht will be shared with the children, maintaining the local
dialect, traditions and customs and developing a strong connection with the
local environment as this is the children’s birthright. Some areas have a strong
tradition in sean nós (traditional) singing or dance, for example, and the project
will encourage staff to use the local dialect and to find ways of involving children
as participants in their local traditions. Familiarity with the local environment
will be fostered through visits to the seashore, farms and fields and to the
bog. At other times it may be more appropriate to bring samples from these
environments into the naíonra.
Both Síolta and the Framework for Early Learning provided a useful and
broad context in which to develop our thinking in a creative way that recognises
children’s active role in their own development and the importance of involving
families and the local community. However, in order to develop the language
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planning scheme, we also looked at the detailed guidelines for the English
language as a first language in the Curricular Guidelines for Pre-school Education
in Northern Ireland. These guidelines set out specific targets for native speakers
of English. They include the following:
• Children show evidence of a growing vocabulary and
the development of listening and conversational skills.
• They express thoughts, ideas and feelings with
increasing confidence and fluency.
• They talk about their experiences, ask questions and
follow directions and instructions.
• They sustain attentive listening and respond to
stories, nursery rhymes, poems, jingles and songs.
• They begin to show an awareness of rhyme.
• They engage in role-play, using appropriate language
to express their feelings.
• Children enjoy books and know how to handle them
carefully and appropriately.
• They are aware that the printed word has meaning
and that it should be read from left to right.
• They recognise their own first names.
• Children create pictures to convey thoughts or ideas.
• They experiment using symbols and patterns and
engage in early attempts at writing using a variety of
drawing, painting and writing materials.
(http://www.deni.gov.uk/pre_school_guidance_pdf. p. 25.)
These specific targets proved very useful in helping us define language targets
for native speakers of Irish and in designing the language planning process.
We also looked at the developmental patterns of children learning Irish as a
second language (Mhic Mhathúna, 1999, 2004) to describe realistic targets for
those children and took note of Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta policies which
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promote the use of Irish in all aspects of the naíonra work and encourage families
to use Irish at home.

Planning in Early Childhood Education
Gaeltacht naíonraí are part of the early childhood education sector in Ireland
and as such are influenced by developments in that sector, such as the recent
emphasis on planning. Síolta Standard 8 advises that ‘Enriching and informing
all aspects of practice within the setting requires cycles of observation planning, action
and evaluation, undertaken on a regular basis.’ (CECDE 2006).
The value of planning work with children is already articulated in Loinnir,
Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta’s curricular guidelines. Hutchin (1999, p. 25)
and Tassoni and Hucker (2005, p. 87) further advise that planning in early
childhood education should involve
• Getting to know each individual child, their
personality, learning styles and interests
• Knowledge of child development
• Knowledge of high quality practice
• Adequate resources, including well trained staff,
equipment, space and time
• Appropriate curriculum, i.e. the range of planned
and unplanned learning opportunities that children
experience.
Naíonra staff also need to know about a child’s language background, and
understand the developmental stages of first and second language acquisition.
Planning in early years centres can cover a range of time spans. Yearly or
long-term plans generally refer to the curriculum for a particular age group and
are quite general. Medium-term plans are usually for a term and tend to be
more specific, while short-term plans for a week or a day can be very specific.
The project team decided to concentrate on term plans as they allow sufficient
scope for practitioners to contribute their own ideas, yet facilitate a focus on
overarching objectives. Practitioners can then develop their own weekly plans
from the term plans. Term plans also allow a great deal of flexibility, necessary to
cater for children’s changing competencies, interests and needs.
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Language Planning
Naíonraí need to take note of language planning as well as early education
planning. The project’s work has been informed by the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages (2001) and in particular by the work
of Integrate Ireland (IILT 2006) on language planning for children learning
English as an additional language in Irish primary schools. There are a number
of very significant differences between the situation in primary schools and in the
naíonraí, including the children’s linguistic, social and cultural backgrounds, and
their age. Nevertheless, the approach taken by Integrate Ireland does have useful
similarities with existing practice in naíonraí. Both focus on topics as a framework
for delivering the curriculum, both cater for a range of language competencies and
both emphasise the need for supportive language environments.

Borradh Language Planning Project
Borradh Language Planning Project is a three year project and has three
interrelated strands:
• Language targets for three groups of children:
• Topic-based work for part of each year
• Respect for the autonomy of practitioners
The first phase of the project involved developing a database of language targets
for each of the three groups of children, native Irish speakers, competent
speakers and beginner learners in relation to vocabulary, phrases and idioms for
each topic. A Working Group consisting of the authors of this paper and the
Development Officers of Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta contributed to the
planning of the project and to the language database.
Many practitioners already base their work on topics in early learning
and the project will therefore build on existing practice and experience. It was
decided to base the projects on three topics that already form an accepted part
of naíonra practice:
• Myself
• Our environment
• Topic selected by practitioners
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A training day was held in each of the Donegal, Galway and Munster Gaeltacht
regions at the beginning of September 2008 to explain the project. Practitioners
were encouraged to use the relevant level of language with each child from
the examples provided or to use similar words of their own choice. They were
encouraged to factor in the richness of the local dialect, e.g. to use West Kerry
Irish in that particular area. Planning for topic-based work is being phased in
gradually, beginning with one topic per year. Practitioners will be free to use the
topic for part of the year in whatever manner they wish.
The autonomy of practitioners is being respected by providing them with a
series of planning templates which will allow them to choose how to implement
the principles of the project in their own naíonra. The templates will cover
• The main activities that the practitioners will base on
the topic.
• Incidental talk during personal care routines
• Songs and rhymes
• Oral stories, books and drama
• Celebrations such as children’s birthdays and
local events
• Games and both indoor and outdoor play.
Practitioners will be asked to note children’s interests and initiatives and to
include them in their planning.
Another section will focus on family and community involvement.
Practitioners will be asked to set out ways of increasing parent and grandparent
involvement and of maintaining/increasing involvement with the local community.
Guidelines will be provided on the main features of first and second
language acquisition, and lists of resources and ideas for the topics will be
included. Practitioners will be advised to get to know the children first and then
to make more detailed plans on the topics and Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta’s
regional development officers have been available to give advice and support
throughout the year.
An Advisory Board has been set up to assist the project and the work on each
topic will be evaluated through sending out questionnaires to the participants.
The feedback from the Advisory Board and the questionnaires will then be used
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to form a database of language for each dialect and to shape the development of
the next topic. In this way, the project will both lead and respond to the needs
of Gaeltacht practitioners.

Conclusion
Borradh Language Planning Project is a timely and important project, given the
changing patterns of speaking Irish in Gaeltacht families and the need to provide
effective support structures for families who wish to develop their children’s
competencies in Irish. Borradh project will support families who are bringing up
their children through Irish and those who would like their children to acquire
Irish in the naíonra. It is an innovative project in early childhood education
terms, with its focus on language planning in a supportive and flexible manner.
Practitioners are given tools on which to base their own planning, tools that
are firmly grounded in recent developments in early childhood education such
as Síolta and the Framework for Early Learning. Through implementing the
principles of these developments in relation to language development, we hope
that Borradh Language Planning Project will make a positive contribution to
children in the naíonraí and to the promotion of Irish in Gaeltacht areas.
Address for correspondence: maire.mhicmhathuna@dit.ie
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Story Sacks: Look what is inside!
Florence Noonan-Lepaon and Anna Ridgway,
Education Department, UCC
Abstract
Story Sacks provide a unique way to work with young children
in a holistic manner. Each Story Sack is designed with the
consideration of a particular theme or story and contains a
story book, audio tape/CD of the story, props and puppets,
game and activities, guide for parents and a factual book. The
stories often have a moral or spiritual message. The Story
Sack helps children to develop cognitively, through problem
solving, sequencing and classifying. They also enhance their
development physically, creatively, spiritually and socially
through interaction with the story and its characters. There is
a strong emphasis on language development. They are great
fun to work with for both children and practitioners!
Key Words: Story Sacks, holistic development of children,
creative development, problem solving, social interaction.

Introduction
This paper sets out to look at the use of Story Sacks (Griffiths 1995) designed for
use with young children. Students reading for a B.A. Degree in Early Childhood
Studies in University College Cork Ireland (UCC) prepared Story Sacks in Year
One, as part of their course in 2007-2008, which they can use in their Early Years
practice with children. This is a very important development in the course as it
gives students ownership of planning and the opportunity to make appropriate
material to use with children, thereby, fully integrating theory and practice.
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A story sack is a bag containing a good quality children’s book with
supporting material designed to stimulate reading, listening and many areas of
child development. The idea originated with Neil Griffiths (1995; 2001), who
found that many children found reading a chore that lacked enjoyment. The
sack usually contains soft toys of the book’s main characters, props, puppets,
pictures, music, photos and games that educators can use with children and
which help to bring the story to life. It also contains a factual book, on the
theme of the story book, and a guide for parents who can continue to explore
the topic with their children. This fusion of the spoken word, music and
a good story has always been recognised as an excellent way of enhancing
communication between adults and children (Barron & Powell, 2003). The
development of the Story Sack relies on the creativity of the adult and, both
children and adults alike love to work with them. The Story Sack is usually
thematically framed, which makes it invaluable when working with young
children. The theme may be simple or complex and should be appropriate for
use with young children initially; the older child may use the material with an
increased level of complexity. The Story Sack is particularly inviting to parents
who may use the activities to extend the work done in the pre-school or school,
thus facilitating the transition from home to school.

What is included in a Story sack?
A story sack contains a number of items and ideas for activities to make reading an
exciting and enjoyable experience for both the adults and children. Each sack has:
A Children’s book
The story book is the central element of the story sack
as all the activities and artefacts are developed around the
theme introduced in the story. The choice of the book is
particularly important as it needs to engender and inspire
the children’s interest in the story, to motivate and excite
them about reading. A book that has a strong story line and
attractive good quality illustrations will have a greater appeal
to children (Hyland 2007).
A Factual book
Factual books give different reading opportunities. They
extend children’s literary experiences and help children to
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create new sources of knowledge that will, in turn, help them
to develop more elaborate ideas and concepts. These books
also give them the opportunity to explore and investigate
topics they are interested in. By reading these books children
become familiar with new and more complex vocabulary,
expand on what they already know, organise ideas, discover
connections and as a result, gain a better understanding of the
world around them.
An audio-tape or CD
An audiotape or CD of the story enables independent reading
and supports parents who may have difficulties reading
themselves.
Puppets and props
Puppets and props encourage participation and understanding
of the plot and events of the story. Children usually enjoy
handling the puppets and interacting with them. They often
build up a relationship with the puppets and sometimes
empathise with them. This empathy enables children to
explore feelings and emotions in a very personal way. Puppets
and props also increase the children’s comprehension skills
and provide a structure that will help children to organise
their thoughts and help them to retell the story in sequence
with a beginning, middle and an end.
Idea card
In every Story Sack there is an idea card. This idea card gives
ways to play with words in the story, provides questions to ask
children in relation to the plot, the setting and the characters
of the story. The idea card is important to include in the story
sack as it gives parents and carers, suggestions on activities that
develop phonemic awareness, oral skills and observation skills.
Games
Games are important to early learning as they teach important
social skills such as taking turns, sharing, waiting, losing and
winning. They also foster key skills needed for literacy such
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as attention to visual details, visual discrimination, memory
strategies, inductive and deductive reasoning.
A parent guide
Each story sack needs to have a guide for parents that explains
how the story sack works, ideas for activities that can be
extended as well as reading tips.

Why use Story Sacks
The aims and purposes of using Story Sacks are manifold. They are primarily
used to develop literacy in young children and to give them a love of learning
and, particularly a love of reading. Griffiths (2001) states that Story Sacks are a
very versatile way to make reading enjoyable and pleasurable. They encourage
listening as the children listen to stories being read to them. Hyland (2007, p.53)
reminds us that ‘by providing a meaningful context in which to learn, story sacks
encourage both active listening and participation in reading’. The story books must
be very carefully chosen to appeal to the young child’s interest. Linden (2007,
p.147) reminds us that:
as you listen to children, you will hear words and phrases that
reflect their special interests, like an absorption in natural
phenomena – volcanoes, dinosaurs, big spiders, special forms
of transport – anything that has provoked their curiosity.
Storytelling and story reading extend the children’s vocabulary, which is
particularly important in the pre-school child who is developing his/her oral
language. The inclusion of a factual book helps to extend general knowledge in
a fun way as children become so interested in the story that they naturally seek
out further information.
Story Sacks help the child in a multiplicity of ways. The stories are told in
a very interactive manner which helps to enhance the child’s social skills. Social
development is further enhanced through questions about how the characters
feel and interact together. Children collaborate when using the games, making
the collages and discussing the story together, which encourages them to make
choices and to make decisions individually and collectively. This work is very
appealing to young children whom Montessori (1991, p.211) states have an
inherent sense of community, which ‘rests on the noblest feelings and creates unity
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in the group’. Concepts like turn-taking, mutual respect are reinforced through
the different activities. The child further develops as a social being through being
asked to empathise with characters and to role play these characters. Howes and
James (2004, p.138) report that children need opportunities to develop deep and
complex relationship with their peers, stating:
Children who engage in more complex interactions are more
likely to recognize the partner as a social other and construct
a relationship. Further more, the content and context of the
interaction is likely to influence the equality of the resulting
relationship.
The child’s development of language is of paramount importance, in fact,
Montessori (1991, p.98) has emphasised that ‘language lies at the root of that
transformation of the environment that we call civilization’. By using a Story Sack,
children’s language is stimulated through listening games and constant repetition
of stories, songs, riddles and tongue twisters. Children begin to see language as
a medium of communication through which they can express feelings, thoughts
and perceptions. In this way children’s vocabulary is enhanced as is their capacity
to understand the semantics and pragmatics of language. The use of puppets
and other props invites young children into the story and allows them to make
sense of it and to internalise it. They may use these props to generate their own
stories, which may be recounted to either teacher or peers and which may, when
the child is older, lead to writing stories.
The rich use of language helps the child to develop cognitively as he uses
his increasing competence with language to explore his world. The story books
often deal with real life situations that are familiar to the child and which may
contain either a moral or social message. Lillard (2005, p.225) discusses the
importance of learning which is embedded in concrete examples, ‘learning can
be embedded in examples and contests that have meaning for the learner and often
can be readily applied to real-life settings’. Through using a Story Sack, cognitive
development is also enhanced through pre-math activities which are included
for the child to enjoy. These include classifying/sorting/matching/counting
and sequencing. Games with dice help to develop the concept of number and
in distinguishing and identifying shapes (geometric shapes). These games and
activities also help to enhance the child’s development of visual memory and to
hone his/her observation skills.
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Bruner (1972) referred to the child’s need to play to develop flexibility of
thought to enhance creativity, while Craft (2000) succinctly defined creativity
as ‘possibility thinking’. Using Story Sacks, the child’s creativity is developed
through problem solving, questioning, hypothesising and creating works of
art. The child may be asked to solve problems that the story characters develop
and in this way they are encouraged to develop the skills of lateral or divergent
thinking, which are introduced in a playful manner through using Story Sacks.
The stories chosen often have a spiritual or moral dimension and may focus
on such concepts as helping one’s family, friends and peers. This may involve
making difficult or unpopular decisions and the activities in the Story Sack will
help the young child to explore these difficult concepts in a meaningful way.
Spiritual or moral development is also enhanced through connection with nature
which may be explored through the use of water sounds, bird song, animal
sounds and pictures. Subsequent follow on activities could include nature walks,
visit to the country side or the sea side

Steps to organise a Story Sack
Start with a bag
The first step in creating a story sack is to choose a bag.
Any bag can be used as long as it is strong enough to hold
the materials. Bags need to look inviting and engaging to
children. They can be decorated, painted or customised.
Select a story
It is important to choose a story that is appropriate to the
age and developmental stage of the children. The book
should appeal to prolong the children’s interest and explore
situations or topics relevant to their own experiences. The
more attractive and exciting the story, the more likely the
children will enjoy the reading activity.
Carefully choose appropriate items to fill the bag
Fill the bag with the different props, artefacts, games and
activities that will enable children to learn in a fun and
interactive way.
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Using the Story Sack
Reading the story
The central activity of the story sack is to read the story that
has been chosen to children. Reading a story is an experience
that needs to be interactive, exciting and enjoyable to both
the reader and the listener. How to engage the children’s
imagination, capture their attention and interest depend
on how the story is delivered. As a matter of fact, reading
a story aloud is not something that can be improvised, it
needs preparation, skill and practice. The following section
describes techniques to use when reading aloud to children.
Before introducing the story to the children it is important
to be familiar with the story. This preview of the book allows
the reader to decide where to pause for emphasis, to anticipate
questions or reactions, to expand or shorten parts of the story.
Other effective ways to make reading entertaining is
to dramatize the story through pauses and silences, facial
expressions, changes in the inflection of the voice to fit the
mood or the action of the plot, to vary the pace of the reading
in order to allow children time to firstly, make sense of the
story and secondly, to join in with choruses, repetitive rhymes
and phrases.
Factual book
The factual book should be relevant to the theme of the story
book, and have nice pictures and photos. Factual books give
different reading opportunities to children; they are a good
resource to answer children’s questions and to broaden the
children’s interest on a topic. Numerous fun activities around
the topic of the factual book can be organised. For example,
children can be asked to print with vegetables, record the
weather or take picture of the different buildings around them.
Audiotape
An audiotape is source of multiple activities. Children can
record the story in their own words, act out the story or make
sound effects to accompany the story.
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Puppets and props
Puppets and props are good resources that will extend the
reading experience of the children in an interactive and
enjoyable way. They can be bought or handmade and a
number of activities can be designed around them. For
instance, children can be asked to interview puppets as this
is a fun way for children to develop questioning skills. They
can be used to act out the story, to pretend play or make up
new stories.
Games
When games are introduced to children it is important to
explain the rules in simple words, to talk as the game is played
and to think about the skills that need to be reinforced.
Other materials, such as plain paper and crayons to draw the
story or cut out pictures to make a representation of the story,
can be included in the story sack to prolong and extend the
reading experience of the children.

Research Design
Students of the B.A. Degree in Early Childhood Studies have weekly workshops
designed to introduce practical activities for working with children. These
workshops allow students to integrate theory and practice. The students took
part in two workshops where they explored and used commercially produced
Story Sacks. They worked in small groups and familiarised themselves with
the material in the sack. They read the stories to each other, practising the
correct use of tone and pitch to make the story interesting. They explored the
props available in the sack, particularly when they should be used and how to
involve the children in their use. Students took it in turns to be either adults or
children during this work. This is not ideal, however, beginning in the 20082009 academic year students will work with pre-school and junior/senior infant
children in the newly designed UCC, Early Childhood Studies, Professional
Practice rooms that have been set up in a nearby school.
The students evaluated the Sacks and looked at how they would develop
their own. As students had already had workshops on reading/storytelling with
children they evaluated the books with great insight. Many of the stories had
a moral message and promoted values of caring, honesty, integrity and non-
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discrimination. Students were given one month to develop their own Story Sack
and to present it at a workshop. The workshop facilitators recommended that
they look at thrift/charity shops for books and props, in recognition of the need
to work within a limited budget. It was also important that students realise that
providing appropriate materials for children depends of careful thought and
planning; materials need not be expensive.

Process of development of the project
Students chose a book and familiarised themselves with the storyline and the
characters. In general, they all thought this was a very good exercise for them and
they chose the books very carefully. They made or sought out appropriate props
for this story. Some students relied on found materials and were very creative in
providing props of animals, birds or household items. They made or purchased a
factual book centred round the theme of the story. Where the theme of the story
was broader, they chose an aspect of it for the factual book. This was a difficult
part of the work as the factual books were often designed for older children.
Students may supplement this by designing factual information booklets for
younger children. They made or bought puppets which were very successful
in enhancing the story and they invented or purchased a game. Interestingly,
the games provided with the commercial story sacks were designed to be used
for younger and older children. Card games could be used for matching, snap,
categorisation and sorting for younger children and the more complex games
with rules were more appropriate for older children. Some of the students
expressed concern at the complexity of the rules of some games and it will be
interesting to see them use these games with children next year. The games they
made up themselves for their story sacks were all designed for younger children
and were very appealing and beautifully made. This was not part of the formal
assessment of the degree course, although a small number of marks are awarded
for attendance at the workshops. It is to the credit of these first year students that
they invested so much creativity and time in preparing these resources for use in
the work based Placements in second and third year.
Some very interesting work was done by students interested in European
languages. They modified existing nursery rhymes or songs to introduce
a modern European language e.g. ‘Twinkle, twinkle little estrella (star)’, or
chose stories about characters in other countries that had some basic words
in the language of that country, which could be introduced to the children.
Students were very cost conscious and creative about choosing the actual bag.
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They decorated plain pillowcases with an assortment of accessories that were
sewn on or glued on and wrote the name of the story in coloured marker.
Some students also chose canvas book bags, which were available in some of
the larger retail stores.

Presentation
Students initially worked in small groups and were given time in class to present
their Story Sacks and to discuss them amongst each other. Each member of the
group read the story, used the appropriate props and showed how the games
or activities would be used. They presented a detailed written plan showing
how they envisaged working with children using the story sack. The tutors
facilitated this group work with students receiving both peer and tutor feedback.
Students subsequently presented their Sack to the full class. However, the formal
assessment of the work will take place after their third year Placement, of which
more below.

Ongoing work
Students will use these Story Sacks as they undertake work based Placements in
the second and third years of their degree. In the first Placement they will use
the sack and will evaluate it. This will be interesting as the students work in very
diverse settings on Placement. They will make suggestions on how to modify
or expand it in the light the experience gained while using it in an authentic
early years setting. Part of their course work for this Placement will include an
in-depth reflection on the work with the Story Sack. They will use it again in
the second placement which is undertaken in a completely different setting. At
this stage they will have modified the Story Sack in light of the earlier placement
and the needs of the children in the new setting. Students will also answer
questionnaires regarding this work and this will allow us to fully evaluate this
project, which is as yet in its infancy.
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Conclusion
The use of Story Sacks has gained popularity in a variety of settings including
pre-schools, schools, children’s libraries (Weinberger & Stafford 2004). Their
potential is limited only by the creativity of the adults and children working
with them. They provide a very welcome way for students studying early years
education to develop a theme which is of interest to the children. This work
may be extended by parents and become the basis for collaborative projects.
The efficacy of this work with the third level students remains to be evaluated
until they have had an opportunity to use their Story Sacks in the field while
on Placement.
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Love, Gratitude and the Happiness
of Young Children
Professor Francis Douglas, Professor of Early Childhood
Studies, Education Department UCC
Abstract
This paper builds upon the factors which make adults happy
and applies them to young children.
This is a new way of looking at young children’s
happiness which is not entirely ‘rights’ based nor ‘needs’
based. It stems from a philosophy that argues that human
beings are human beings, regardless of their age, and thus
they share many of the things which make them happy.
The paper concludes by highlighting the following three
factors which may contribute to young children’s happiness.
• Compassion
• Comparisons
• Gratitude and Love

Love, Gratitude and the Happiness of Young Children
“The biggest disease today is not leprosy or tuberculosis, but
rather the feeling of being unwanted, uncared and deserted by
everybody” (Mother Teresa, 1971).

Introduction
This paper sets out a number of factors which contribute to the happiness of
human beings. It suggests that one way forward is to base the factors that make
young children happy on those of adults. This is in contrast to a totally ‘Rights
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based Approach’ or a totally ‘Wellbeing Approach’ although it does not deny
their importance. Unfortunately, space precludes the full development of this
hypothesis but useful pointers do emerge. The factors suggested provide some
guidance for adults in maximising the happiness of young children in their care.
It is important to realise that legislation can only achieve so much with respect
to human happiness. The United Nations Charter on the Rights of the Child, for
example, sets the scene and provides pre-conditions but it does not ensure that
every child in every country will be happy. In order for this to happen a much
deeper analysis of the human condition must be embarked upon.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child has been agreed on by virtually
all countries. Unfortunately, internationally comparable data tend to depict
the situation of children who are living at home and in mainstream education,
whereas the ‘Convention’ requires that particular attention be devoted to
excluded and disadvantaged children such as those living with disabilities, those
who are refugees, those from ethnic minorities, those from immigrant families,
and those being cared for in institutions. It is in this light that one must view
international reports. UNICEF (2007), for example, conducted an overview
of child well-being in rich countries which looked at 21 nations under six
dimensions of wellbeing. These six dimensions were (1) Material well-being, (2)
Health and safety, (3) Educational well-being, (4) Family and peer relationships,
(5) Behaviours and risks, (6) Subjective well being. This research was heavily
dependent on the available data but was guided by a concept of child well-being
that was in turn guided by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child. However, the survey was concerned with all children up to the age of
18 not just pre-school children. The overall results show that Ireland is ranked
ninth out of 21 with the United States ranked 20th and the United Kingdom
21st with the Netherlands coming first. What contributed to Ireland’s lower
position was being ranked 19th under the heading of ‘Material well-being’ and
19th under ‘Health and safety’. What is very interesting is that there is no obvious
relationship in this survey between levels of child well-being and GDP per capita.
The Czech Republic, for example, achieved a higher overall rank for child wellbeing (15th) than several much wealthier countries such as France (16th), Austria
(18th), the United States (20th) and the United Kingdom (21st).
In a most significant publication by Nic Gabhainn and Sixsmith (2005)
Irish children’s understanding of well-being is explored. Again, the report is
concerned with older children - in this case children aged 8 to 19 years. The
sample consisted of 33 groups of children from primary and post-primary
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schools and some interesting findings were produced. The importance of
interpersonal relationships with family and friends emerged strongly. Children
of this age obviously feel that relationships and the activities within the context
of these relationships gave them a sense of belonging, being safe, loved, valued
and being cared for. Two interesting findings revolved around the importance
of pets/animals and the environment/places. These latter factors illustrate the
extent to which children interact with the world around them, as well as the
interpersonal environment in which they are located. These factors have, of
course, been dealt with at length by the great educators, Froebel, Montessori
and Steiner.
There is a considerable body of research which shows that well-being in
children is multi-faceted (Wilkinson and Walford, 1998) and another important
aspect of well-being is one’s overall evaluation of life. Thus in quantitative
surveys of well-being, measures of self-rated health, self reported happiness,
global life satisfaction and the presence of distress, or symptoms, are frequently
included (Torsheim et al., 2001). Notwithstanding all this there is a dearth of
research on well-being with respect to pre-school children and this paper takes
the stance that their overall happiness is the key to their future and that the
essential components of happiness are common to all human beings, adults
and children alike. This is not to deny that a great deal of research needs to be
carried out with pre-school children concerning their own feelings of well-being.
Finally, this paper endeavours to produce some guidelines which may correlate
with increased children’s happiness.

Happiness
The Dalai Lama (Dalai Lama and Cutler, 1998) has constantly stressed that
the purpose of life is happiness. We have a right to happiness and every young
child who is embarking on life’s journey has this right. He feels that we must
deepen our connection to other people if we are to achieve this. We are social
beings who live in a community. A key area of our journey must therefore be
to develop compassion for others and if we do this we will tackle issues such
as self-esteem, anxiety, hatred and change. Genuine compassion is based on
the rationale that all human beings have an innate desire to be happy and
overcome suffering. By recognising this basis of equality and commonality
a person develops a sense of affinity and closeness to others. With this as a
foundation, you can feel compassion regardless of whether you view the other
person as a friend or an enemy.
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Given the Dalai Lama’s emphasis on the importance of compassion for
ultimate happiness we would do well to encourage it in young children. He
suggests that compassion can be practised in two ways: either by thinking about
others with the deepest possible empathy from outside, or by imagining that you
are actually the other person; and it would not be difficult to encourage young
children to behave like this.
According to Layard (2005) the key feature that shapes our perception and
level of satisfaction is how we feel that we compare with others. That is why
people are happier if they are compassionate and happier if they are thankful
for what they have. Throughout the centuries parents, teachers and priests have
striven to instil these traits of compassion and acceptance.
It is certainly true that children make comparisons between themselves and
other children from a very early age. This is why Sweden has banned advertising
targeted at young children as they are felt to be particularly susceptible to it as it
reinforces difference and is thus detrimental to their happiness.
Layard (2005) gives the following seven factors as affecting adult happiness.
Each of these factors, in line with the philosophy of this paper, has to be subjected
to the question, ‘What are the implications for the happiness of the young child?’
THE BIG SEVEN FACTORS AFFECTING HAPPINESS
(The first five are given in order of “importance”).
(1)

Family Relationships

(2)

Financial Situation

(3)

Work

(4)

Community and Friends

(5)

Health

(6)

Personal Freedom

(7)

Personal Values

(Layard, 2005, p.63)
1.
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Family Relationships. The German Socio-Economic
Panel (Clark et al., 2003) have followed a group of people
throughout the last twenty years of their lives and have

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 3

found that they generally become happier as a result of
marriage, and that this is true for both men and women.
In the two or three years before marrying they are already
becoming happier but the year of marriage is the peak of
happiness. After that first year some habituation sets in, and
people become a bit less happy. But they remain happier
than they were four years before the marriage (Lucas et al.,
2003). The pattern for divorce is similar but in reverse.
Before the divorce people are becoming less and less happy
and the year of the divorce is the worst. After that year
men return on average to their baseline level of happiness,
but women continue to suffer. With respect to the birth of
children there is great rejoicing but within two years the
parents have returned to their baseline levels of happiness
(Clark et al., 2003). The main benefits of marriage or
co-habitation are obvious: you give each other love and
comfort, you share resources, gaining economies of scale;
you help each other. Married people are healthier and live
longer (Gardner and Oswald, 2002). Interestingly, although
co-habitation has become much more common it has not
proved so far to be as stable a relationship as marriage
(Clarke and Berrington 1999). Nevertheless, it is the quality
and stability of relationships that matter more than the
form. We need other people, and we need to be needed.
Increasingly research confirms the dominating importance
of love between adults and between them and their children
if potential is to be maximised (Ryff and Singer, 2003).
2.

Financial Situation. The amount of money you have
contributes to your happiness and happiness increases up to
the point where the family is coping financially and thereafter
according to the comparisons that the income earner considers
to be comparable to him or herself. (Layard, 2005)

3.

Work. We can be needed by our family but most of us need
more than this: we need to feel that we are contributing to
society. Thus work provides not only income but also an
extra meaning to life. That is why unemployment is such
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a disaster: it reduces income but it also reduces happiness
directly by destroying the self-respect and social relationships
created by work. When people become un-employed, their
happiness falls much less because of income than because
of the loss of work itself (Clarke, 2002b, Clarke, 2003a,
Clarke etal., 2001). The German Socio-Economic Panel
findings show that moves between work and being out of the
labour force, such as retirement, cause much less pain than
being unemployed (Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998).
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4.

Community and Friends. According to the Greek
philosopher Epicurus “Of all the things that wisdom provides
to help one live one’s entire life in happiness, the greatest by
far is friendship”. The quality of our community is crucial for
whether we make friends and how safe we feel. Researchers
call this quality of the community “Social Capital” although
it can be difficult to measure. One factor is the level of trust
that each person in the society exhibits. For example, 64%
of the people in Norway say that most people can be trusted
while only 5% say the same in Brazil. Living where you can
trust people undoubtedly contributes to a person’s happiness
(Putnam, 2000; Halpern, 2004).

5.

Health. Most people overestimate the affect of poor health
on a person’s happiness but this is because human beings
tend to adapt to their circumstances (Michalos, 2003; Riis
etal., 2002). But Layard (2005) says that the exception is
that people never adapt to chronic pain or to mental illness
where feelings come from inside the person rather than
from limitations imposed on their external activities. Layard
says that the control of such suffering must become one of
societies’ top priorities.

6.

Personal Freedom. In the West we take for granted two
factors that are lacking in the rest of the globe – personal
freedom and peace. Layard (2005) says that in a study
in Switzerland some remarkable results have emerged
that affect people’s happiness. He says that in every Swiss
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Canton policies are decided to a greater or lesser extent
by referendum. But in some Cantons Citizens have more
rights to demand referendums than others. It turns out
that people are much happier where they have more rights
to referendums. If we compare those Cantons where these
rights are the most extensive with those where they are least
extensive, the difference in happiness is as great as if they
had double the income. These findings are highly relevant
to the role of democracy.
7.

Personal Values. Our happiness depends on our inner self
and our philosophy of life. Obviously people are happier
if they are grateful for what they have; if they do not
compare themselves with others; and if they can control
their own moods. Young children and adults can learn to
control their emotions and there is a huge pay-off in terms
of human happiness.

Young children are deeply affected by these issues not least because the adults
they live with are profoundly influenced by them. And it should also be noted,
with regard to adult happiness, that except for health and income all the other
factors are concerned with “Relationships”. This has huge implications for the
education and care of young children.
The Dalai Lama and Cutler (1998) say that happy people are generally
found to be more sociable, flexible and creative and are able to tolerate life’s daily
frustrations more easily than unhappy people. If you feel better towards other
people you feel better towards yourself. You get more from life if you try to “do
good” than if you try to “do well”. But is this what we say to our children?
And, most important, they are found to be more loving and forgiving
than unhappy people. Above all, the bottom line, as Mother Teresa says in the
quotation at the start of this paper is that people, and especially young children,
must not be allowed to feel “unwanted, uncared and deserted by everybody”.
One of the most important skills that a parent, or an adult, can develop in
helping the young child to become the social being whose attributes are itemised
by Layard above is that of listening. However, listening, according to Scharmer
(2007), can take many forms and can receive and transmit love and gratitude to
children in different quantities and qualities.
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The first type of listening is not really listening at all. You are listening from
habit and are saying “Yes Darling” but it makes little impact on you and the child.
The second type of listening is object focused and factual. Here you listen
and pay attention to the facts that the child is transmitting. You focus on what
differs from what you already know. Your listening has to switch from your inner
knowledge to that which the child is saying. This type of listening is the basis
of science as we have been taught it. You ask questions about the child, and you
carefully observe the responses that the child makes.
The third type of listening concerns empathy. The adult has to know how the
child feels. Such adults can put themselves in the child’s shoes and can see the world
through their eyes. This type of listening, unlike the first two, moves the adult out
of themselves into another world seen by a young child. This means that for the
moment the adult forgets about their own agenda and in many cases, because of
this insight, can predict what the child is going to say and do next. This means that
this adult is in a unique position to discern whether the child is using the correct
words for the situation that they find themselves in. This type of listening is a skill
which can be developed with practice in exactly the same way as we can practice
other skills in order to become more perfect. This type of listening is listening from,
and with, the heart as you deeply emphasise with a young human being.
The fourth type of listening is where we feel that our experience cannot
be expressed in mere words. There is a feeling of being connected to something
larger and more powerful. We no longer emphasise with someone in front of
us. We are in an altered state, in a state of “communion” with the higher being.
A person realises that they have been at this higher level when they begin a
conversation with a young child and experiences at the end of the encounter
that they are a different person and that their life has changed forever. It may not
happen very often, if at all, but if it does it becomes a defining moment in that
person’s life and they will never forget that moment.
Each of us uses, in any action we take, one of these four different ways of
paying attention. We access one of these layers of consciousness whether we
act alone or in a large group. In order to engage with children in a meaningful
way we must have the answers to “Who are we?” “What are we here for?” and
“What do we want to create?” The answers to these questions can be given from a
purely materialistic deterministic point of view (which encapsulates the first two
types of listening) or they can be given from a more holistic perspective that also
includes the more subtle mental and spiritual sources of social reality creation
(listening categories 3&4: (Sharmer, 2007). Listening is about relationships.
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Conclusion
World organisations such as the OECD and UNICEF are limited in the
information that they can provide concerning children’s happiness due to a
lack of comparable statistics, especially for the younger child. There also tends,
rightly, to be an emphasis on the disadvantaged child at the expense of the
average child. Their documents, understandably, do not establish a rating for
the inner happiness of each and every child in a particular society (if indeed this
will ever be possible). This paper attempts to chart a different path. It attempts
to look firstly at what makes adults happy and by extrapolation suggest ways in
which young children can be nurtured so that they grow up to be happy too.
However, there are three major threats concerning young children’s happiness
now and in the future.
The first, is that we have a global economy that leaves 850 million people
starving. 80% of the World’s population live on 15% of the World’s total GNP.
(World Hunger Fact Sheet, 2008). Coupled to this is the fact that we invest
significant amounts of money in agriculture and food systems only to create
non-sustainable mass production of low quality junk food that pollutes both
our bodies and the environment. And in spite of an alarming scientific and
experiential evidence for an accelerated climate change, we as a global system,
continue to operate the old way – as if nothing much has happened.
The second, is that we spend enormous resources on healthcare systems
that merely tinker with those systems and are unable to address the root causes
of health and sickness in our society. Our health outcomes are not any better
than those in many societies that spend far less and we must never forget that
40,000 children die of preventable diseases every day (The State of the World’s
Children, 2008).
And the third, is that we pour considerable amounts of money into our
education systems but we haven’t been able to create schools and institutions
of higher education that develop people’s innate capacity to sense and shape
their future. This significant disconnection between the education system and
the person has implications for the creative knowledge economy of the future
(Scharmer (2007).
Scott (2008) has conducted a range of studies showing how the behaviour
of parents influences the life trajectories of their children, even when genetic
predispositions are taken into account. Scott (2008) maintains that there is an
interaction between your genetic make-up and the way you are reared. With
respect to such character traits as anti-social behaviour, aggressiveness, stealing
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and lying this interaction is of paramount importance. If a child has poor self
control and a “highly strung” personality and this child is brought up in a harsh
environment the result is likely to prove challenging. But if that child has the
same type of character and is brought up in a reasonably calm, soothing way,
then they will do well.
Scott (2008) further maintains that low income parents are producing more
badly behaved children than higher income parents and goes on to question how
poverty interacts with parenting. Scott is very clear when he says that financial
poverty is a factor but not a central one. He emphasises that what matters is the
poverty of the parent child relationship which does not necessarily equate to
financial poverty. The key to the young child’s happiness here are ‘boundaries’
and ‘discipline’. They have to have what Montessori describes as ‘Freedom
within Limits’. The boundaries must be constantly explained so that the child
understands why they are there. Punishments for transgression must be quickly
and appropriately applied as soon as possible after the ‘rule’ was broken. The
reason for the punishment must again be explained. The love and compassion
of the care-givers impacts greatly on the life of the young child for it is common
sense that the early development of the spiritual, emotional and physical ‘self ’
all takes place during one’s upbringing.
Compassion, Comparisons and Gratitude and Love provide three areas
which will impinge on young children’s happiness now and in the future.

Compassion
Young children have to be taught to respect others. This includes human
beings, nature and a deeper sense of awe and wonder. It is based on the fact
that ‘our feelings’ are ‘their feelings’. If I were a tree would I want someone to
cut me? This has to be balanced with human needs. Thus, I do not need to
cut down more trees than I need to exist. I must minimise the ‘hurt’ to our
environment. If I were another child in the playgroup how would I feel? Can
I make any contribution to the poor people in our world? What does it feel
like not to have enough to eat?
Young children have to be taught that life is full of ‘plusses’ and that
they need to concentrate on them if they want to be happy. If the positive is
accentuated and the negative played down their state of happiness will increase.
There are a multitude of ways in which this can be done in the everyday lives
of young children. However, adults working with young children will have to
examine their conscience with respect to how positive they themselves are in
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everyday life as their attitudes will have a profound effect on the positive outlook
of the young child in their care.
If we wish our children to be happy the message is clear. People gain far
more happiness by “Doing Good” than by “Doing Well”. In our materialistic
competitive society this is one of the most difficult attitudes to teach young
children. If they are to survive in our imperfect society there has to be a balance
between the two situations. This can be arranged in the pre-school whereby
there are ample opportunities through helping other members of the group and
focussing on nature and the environment which will benefit everyone. A happy
life is not about the ego of the individual but the benefits which can be made to
the corporate whole.

Comparisons
Young children are human! They make comparisons from a very early age and
they are surrounded by adults who make them too. Family relationships, their
financial situation, their work/play, their community and friends, their health,
their personal freedom and their personal values affect them in much the
same way as these aspects of life affect their parents/carers. The problem arises
because of the constant comparison with others, aided and abetted by the media,
which can lead to negative feelings of inadequacy, victimisation, dispossession,
inferiority and lack of self esteem. If positive feelings of gratitude for what we
have, rather than negative feelings for what we have not, can be encouraged, then
we have the means to fight back. We thus have to do our best to inculcate feelings
of gratitude into the lives of our young children. We have to bear in mind that
they are not responsible for their position in the world and the way the world
treats them and they must not feel that they are.

Gratitude And Love
In a life full of ‘plusses’ it is not difficult to feel gratitude and to be thankful for
what we have. However, young children have to feel it themselves. It cannot be
imposed on them by adults saying that they should feel it. Rather it flows from
a sense of awe and wonder which results from a clearly orchestrated pre-school
environment. Love follows gratitude and ranges, in the young child’s mind,
from significant adults to material objects, to stories. Exploring our world is a
fascinating experience.
Prayer or Meditation forms the fuel for wisdom. Without contemplation
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wisdom will be depleted although it can also be acquired by imitation and
experience. Without gratitude our young children are unlikely to be happy.
Without love they certainly will not be. But love stems from many sources. The
beauty of our earth, the beauty of our universe contrast strongly with the often
disrupted and fragmented human relationships which surround us. It is only by
healing these relationships which apply to all aspects of our existence that we
will find true wisdom for ourselves and our children. The key to wisdom and
happiness is thus ‘Relationships’.
Listening takes a variety of forms. We must train ourselves as adults to listen
very carefully to young children and to show them the utmost respect. We must
ourselves be aware of the holistic nature of our existence and feel empathy with
our fellow human beings, our world and our universe. It is in this context that
our focus as a ‘listener’ will be enhanced. A good listener is filled with empathy
and compassion and the speaker knows the joy of being the most important
person in the world for that moment of time.
Finally, the Dalai Lama makes an important distinction when dealing with
“self confidence” as he says that you have to look at the underlying sense of “self ”.
He says that there are two types. One sense of self is “ego” and is concerned
only with the fulfilment of one’s self interest, one’s selfish desires, with complete
disregard for the well being of others. The other type of ego, or sense of self, is
based on a genuine concern for others, and the desire to be of service. In order
to fulfil that wish to be of service, one needs a strong sense of self, and a sense
of self confidence. This kind of self confidence is the kind that leads to positive
consequences he says (Dalai Lama and Cutler, 1998).
The happy child must be confident for as Yeats says with respect to “The
Child Dancing in the Wind”
Dance there upon the shore;
What need have you to care
For wind or water’s roar?
Yeats (1912) in Yeats 1992, p.173.
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Children of the Electronic Village:
Issues and Concerns
Patricia Radley, University College Cork.
Abstract
Children in the 21st century are now more technologically and
media savvy than ever before. This is due mainly to the huge
increase in the types of media at their disposal. Television,
although still featuring heavily in the lives of children, is
now being used in conjunction with other media, such as the
Internet and video games. This paper will discuss these ‘new’
digital media and the issues and concerns that many parents
and practitioners have surrounding their usage.
Keywords: Media; technology; television programmes;
Internet; video games

Introduction
Childhood it seems is increasingly saturated by technology.
From television to the Internet, video games to personal
computers, camcorders to mobile phones, children engage
with and exercise competence in a whole range of technology
used at home, at school, and in the wider world. The increasing
interplay between children and technology poses critical
questions for how we understand the nature of childhood in
late modern society.
(Hutchby and Moran-Ellis, 2001, p. 1)
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This paper gives an overview of the various forms of media at the disposal
of young children and discusses the impact that these media have on their lives.
The village the children of the developed world now inhabit is the electronic
village of mass communications and entertainment and the majority of them
spend at least as much of their leisure time on screen based activities as they do
with the real people in their lives. Therefore, ‘what children watch on television,
film and DVD and what they do on computers and console games clearly affects their
development, play, friendship and culture’ (Palmer, 2006, p. 227).
Contemporary childhood is characterised by early and frequent media
use, preparing children for lifelong relationships with communication
technologies. The home environment is an important and vital context as
parents make technology available and play a role in socialising children to use
media in specific ways. It is also within this environment that parents have the
opportunity to establish and enforce boundaries that influence their children’s
media use (Nathanson, 2001). Even young children (infants, toddlers and
preschoolers) are growing up in homes where media play as central a role as
the family (Scantlin, 2008).
In recent decades, as screen based activity has grown, what happens in
the playground has increasingly moved under the control of the marketing
industry. Many parents are unaware that behind television programmes and
computer games keeping their children entertained lurks an army of anonymous
manipulators employed by big companies to capture the hearts and minds of
the next generation of consumers (Palmer, 2006). Buckingham (2007, p.75)
noted that:
Childhood is now permeated even in some respects defined,
by modern media – television, video, computer games, the
Internet, mobile phones and popular music and by the
enormous range of media-related commodities that make up
contemporary consumer culture
Much of this technology is targeted specifically at children and young people,
and ‘many of the new cultural forms that have emerged – such as computer and video
games – are at least primarily identified with them’ (Buckingham, 2007, p.76).
Children have become an increasingly important niche market, as is evident
from the continuing expansion of specialist children’s television channels and the
growth of online provision. The up-take of satellite and cable television, video,
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digital cameras and home computers has been much higher in households with
children than those without (Buckingham, 2007).

Types of Media Utilised by Children
The majority of families in the Western World are now immersed in media
technology. Woodard and Grindina (2000) reported that almost half of American
families possessed four media staples: television, a video cassette recorder (VCR),
a videogame console and a computer. Although, a lot of attention is now
focused on researching media, and in particular new media and its impact on
all aspects of children’s lives, it is not a new phenomenon. As early as the 1960s,
it was apparent that children were spending more time watching television
than they were in school. The advent of new screen based media has resulted
in a slight decline in children’s television viewing, however, ‘children spend more
time with media on a whole than they do on any other activity apart from sleeping’
(Buckingham, 2007, p. 75). Scantlin (2008, p. 53) noted that ‘there is a clear
disconnect between the goals of media industries (to attract audiences and increase
profits) and the goals of parents, medics and educators (to advocate for the health and
wellbeing of children)’. How children spend their time can influence numerous
developmental outcomes and can provide learning opportunities. Also, the time
spent with media activities can affect children’s cognitive, social, emotional and
health related development in positive ways (Subrahmanyam and Greenfield,
1996; Wright et al., 2001). However, due to the constraints of this paper, it is
not possible to look at these effects in great detail.
Television watching for many children begins not long after birth and the
practice has been commonplace in Japan since the late 1980s, when research
found that four and five month old babies were happily watching more than sixty
minutes of television daily. A Japanese educational programme With Mother,
became the first broadcast tailored to the under-twos, and although it was more
than a decade before English speaking programme makers explored this market
The Teletubbies eventually led the way. Children’s television viewing patterns have
changed considerably since the growth of cable, satellite and digital broadcasting
in the 1980s. Until then there was a fairly restricted range of child specific
television programmes and the majority were aimed at adults, with children
joining them in the early evening to watch as a family. The growth of specialist
television channels aimed directly at children – Nickelodeon, Disney, Fox Kids,
CBBC – has meant, according to Palmer (2006, p.257) ‘a constant diet of tailor
made programming is now available 24 hours a day’. The average television set is
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turned on for over eight hours per day in a typical American household (Nielsen
Media Research, 2005). At the same time that families bring new technologies
into the home, they are often uneasy about them. The domestic television screen
has become the delivery point for an ever broader range of media and means of
distribution. The number of channels has grown spectacularly with the creation
of cable, satellite and digital television, whilst the screen is also being used for
video in various forms, as well as computer games and the Internet.
Television reaches children at a young age and for far more time than any
other socialising institution (Huston and Wright, 1996). Rideout and Hamel
(2006) conducted a study in the USA with parents of children aged 6 months to
6 years. The study revealed that nearly all children (99%) live in homes with at
least one television set; 84% live in homes with two or more; 80% have access
to cable or satellite television and 93% have a VCR/DVD player in the home;
33% have a portable DVD player. A consequence of families purchasing newer
television sets and an ever growing family discord about control of the airways,
due in part to the ever increasing choice of channels and programmes, has
led to a huge increase in the number of children who have televisions in their
bedrooms and who can now view programmes at any time they wish, relatively
unsupervised Palmer (2006). Rideout et al., (2003) found that a quarter of
children aged six and under had televisions in their bedroom.
Buckingham (2007, p. 78) pointed out that ‘new media typically builds upon
existing forms of children’s culture, rather than eclipsing or displacing them’, and, as a
result it makes little sense to discuss ‘new’ media in isolation from ‘older media’.
Therefore, it is important that when new media is considered, it is done so in
terms of convergence and not displacement. However, this convergence of media
is also driven by commercial motives. Integrated marketing is becoming more
and more the rule: television programmes, for example, have become increasingly
linked with movies, books, comics, computer games, toys, clothes and other
merchandise. Contemporary children’s media culture is rarely medium specific as
it crosses the boundaries between texts and traditional forms of media.
Going online and playing video games are a central part of young children
and young people’s lives and are rivalling the traditional forms of media
consumption (watching television programmes or films) whilst also providing
platforms for traditional forms of media to converge (e.g. interactive video
games containing pieces of film; television available on demand via the internet)
(Ofcom, 2007). Such technologies offer a range of opportunities unheard of in
previous generations – opportunities for learning, for play, for communication,
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for skill development, for creativity and for having fun. Video games are among
the most popular leisure pursuits of children and young people. While the
average UK gamer is in their late 20s, almost 50% of games sold are suitable
for children under the age of 12 and sales for the under 12 age group represent
nearly three quarters of the total UK video retail market (Ofcom, 2007).
The Internet provides advertisers with very accurate ways of reaching
particular kinds of consumers and of gathering detailed data about their
consumption habits and preferences. Seiter (2005) observed that in relation to
children, the Internet represents a highly effective means of niche marketing.
It has become increasingly accessible for children and young people and the
growth of broadband technology allows for faster, easier and almost immediate
access to online information than ever before (Ofcom, 2007). The World Wide
Web (www) makes certain types of content, often deemed unsuitable, available
to children (Alexander, 2008). By bringing a two way communication system
into the home, the Internet allows the outside world into the family space. Even
though in the modern world media are an integral part of the home environment,
they can often seem like the uninvited stranger.

Issues and Concerns
Technology offers extraordinary opportunities for all of society including
children and young people. The Internet allows for global exploration which
can also bring risks – the online world paralleling but, also in some ways
diverging from the offline world, and video gaming offers a range of interactive
experiences to children, however, some of these are designed for adults (Byron,
2008). Buckingham (2007, p. 75) noted that the advent of digital technology
‘represents a relatively recent addition to the media saturated environment’. New
media are often met by public concern relating to their impact on society and
indeed children’s use of the Internet and video games has been seen by some as
directly linked to violent and destructive behaviour in the young. These debates
exist within a risk averse culture where parents are increasingly limiting children’s
out of home experiences due to a fear of harm. Everyone, regardless of age, is
constantly manipulated by the mass media. However, adults are savvy enough to
recognise the manipulation, understand the differences between real and make
believe, enjoy what is seen on television and make rational decisions based on
what they view. Children, however, are not and the younger they are, the more
the distinction between television and reality is blurred.
Livingstone (2002) pointed out that technology is also being used in
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a more individualised way and that children in the Western World are now
enjoying a media rich bedroom culture, which compensates, at least partly, for
a decline in independent mobility outside the home. Many of these new media
are interactive, in the sense that they require an ongoing input on the part of the
user. Buckingham (2007, p.77/8) pointed out that:
Computer games and the Internet are sometimes referred to
as pull media, as distinct from older media, such as television
that push content on the user. Many new media are non
linear meaning that they can be accessed at any point and the
user can navigate their own pathway through the material
Papert (1996) warned of a digital generation gap, as children who have grown
up with digital media are apparently living in a different world from their
parents who grew up with television. Buckingham (2007, p.76) noted that
young people’s media experiences today appear very different from those of
earlier generations and ‘children today can zap and surf with apparent ease and
fluency from one medium to the next’. Compared with the children of previous
generations, where the arrival of a third television channel was the limit of
technological innovation, the ‘media world’ of contemporary children is one of
infinite diversity and creative potential (Buckingham, 2007, p. 76)
Buckingham (2007, p.87) noted that, ‘far from corrupting children,
technology is seen to be creating a generation that is more open, more democratic,
more creative and innovative than their parent’s generation’. Prensky (2001) spoke
of the generational divide in terms of digital natives – those who have grown up
with this technology – and digital immigrants – those who have come to it later
in life. He argues that digital natives have a very different style of learning: they
crave interactivity; they value graphics before words; they want random access;
and they operate at the twitch speed of video games and MTV. As a result, they
are dissatisfied with old styles of instruction, based on exposition and stepby-step logic; they see digital immigrants as speaking in an entirely different
outdated language.
Byron (2008, p. 2) noted that she found when compiling The Byron Review
that the generational divide was very evident and commented that:
This means parents do not necessarily feel equipped to help
their children in this space [and] this can lead to fear and
a sense of helplessness, which can be compounded by a
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risk averse culture where parents are inclined to keep their
children in doors despite their developmental needs.
				
A second issue which came to light during the compilation of The Byron
Review was the ongoing debate in society and the research community relating
to the effects of media on society. Part of the challenge for adults, Byron
(2008) believed is that while they want to protect their children from harm,
and in most areas of life, feel equipped to do so, they generally lack knowledge,
confidence, understanding and skills related to online space and video games
and they often do not know how to use the tools available to keep their
children safe. Also, many parents are unsure about how to teach their children
risk management skills in a world that they themselves do not fully understand.
This is particularly the case for new media. They have confidence when using
television and associated hardware and software as they have grown up with it.
Children however, have grown up with an increasingly sophisticated use of the
Internet and video games. They have greater experience of these worlds which
often merge with their offline lives (Byron, 2008).
The generational divide for many adults is impossible to navigate. Roles are
often reversed with children understanding and being far more adept in the use
of technology than their parents. Byron (2007, p. 23) noted that:
For adults to educate, empower and protect children about
issues they are less familiar with, have less experience,
understanding and knowledge of, makes for an uncomfortable
dynamic between the adult and child.
This divide can leave many adults feeling disempowered and anxious about
the use and effects of such technologies. One of the boundaries which is
being blurred is that between adults and children; the problem is that the new
technologies give children access to topics and issues which used to be kept
hidden from them. This situation has led to growing calls for stricter regulation
and censorship and to the search for a ‘technological fix’ (Buckingham, 2007,
p.86) which can be seen in the form of filtering software that will prevent
children from gaining access to material that is deemed to be undesirable.
Digital technology enables material to be easily copied and circulated and
can also be sent across national and international boundaries. The Internet allows
children to communicate much more easily with each other and with adults,
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without having to identify themselves as children. As with older technologies, the
argument is that children are a particularly vulnerable audience: easily influenced
and exploited, at risk from all sorts of commercial interests and particularly
from those who have less than savoury motives. Digital technology is being held
responsible for the wholesale destruction of childhood as we know it, just as
television used to be (Cordes and Miller, 2000).
The typical child in the United Kingdom, Unites States of America and
Australia sees on average between 20,000 and 40,000 television advertisements
per year. Research has shown that up to the age of eight, children are not
aware of the intent of adverts and see them mainly as an enjoyable form of
entertainment and information. It is only at about eleven or twelve years of
age that they can show a critical understanding of marketing messages and
by this age they have already been influenced greatly by advertisements.
Scantlin (2008, p.57) commented that ‘television has long been criticised for
taking children away from or displacing other more worthwhile endeavours such
as reading or socialising with family and peers’. However, research findings
do not support the simple hypothesis that television displaces other valuable
activities (Huston et al., 1999).
Orleans and Laney (2000) noted that similar concerns have been voiced in
relation to children’s use of the Internet and other interactive media, based on
the assumption that there is only a limited amount of time and energy available
to devote to social and non-social activities. In contrast to this static model, it
is important to note that children no longer use only one medium exclusively
or to the exclusion of other media. They will now often engage in multitasking
in which they experience several activities simultaneously. Therefore, hours of
total exposure may be higher than hours of use, because it is commonplace for
children to engage in two, three or even four activities at the same time. The
main concern relating to the ready availability of television for young children is
that it is very easy to use it as an electronic babysitter. In essence, children learn
by doing, not watching and they acquire language skills by interacting with real
speakers, not through exposure through screen based ones (Palmer, 2006).
The Internet and video games are very popular with children and offer a
range of opportunities, for fun, learning and development. However there are
concerns over potentially inappropriate material, which range from content
through to contact and conduct of children in the digital world. Children need
to be empowered to keep themselves safe and Byron (2008, p.2) believes that
this is not just about a top-down approach and noted that ‘children will be
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children – pushing boundaries and taking risks’. Technology affords extraordinary
opportunities for all of society including children and young people. The
Internet allows global exploration which can often bring risks, which mirror the
offline world. Video and computer games offer a range of exciting interactive
experiences for children; however some of these are designed for adults. Children’s
use of the internet and Video games has been seen by some as directly linked to
violent and destructive behaviour in the young.
The Internet is a vast many-to-many network which allows users to
communicate freely with others all over the world and ideas can be spread
quickly, cheaply and freely. One consequence of this is that there is no obvious
single point at which editorial control can be exercised. Parents also have a key
role to play in managing children’s access to such material. There is a range of
technical tools that can help parents to do this, but they only work effectively if
parents understand them. Therefore, restricting children’s access to harmful and
inappropriate material is not just a question of what industry can do to protect
children (e.g. developing better parental control software), but also of what
parents can do to protect children (e.g. by setting up parental control software
properly) and what children can do to protect themselves (e.g. by not giving out
their contact details online). Just like in the offline world, no amount of effort
to reduce potential risks to children will eliminate those risks completely. The
Internet can not be made completely safe and because of this it is important the
parents and other adults build up children’s resilience to the material to which
they may be exposed so that they have the confidence and skills to navigate these
new media waters in a safer manner.
Byron (2008) believed that it is helpful to think about the risks on the
Internet in the same terms as letting children go outside or to think about video
game risks as letting a child watch films designed for adults. However, there are
also differences that need to be taken into consideration. In relation to the Internet
anonymity, global reach, speed of change and the generational gap between
children and parents all affect what the risks are and how they can be managed.
Globally, the video game industry is thriving and the popularity of video
gaming amongst children is widespread. Games are diverse and developing
rapidly, especially with the growth of online gaming and increasing convergence
with other media, such as film. A sophisticated approach to classifying games
and managing children’s access to them in the context of this diversity and
convergence is what is needed according to Byron (2008). She continues
to comment that it needs to be recognised that there is no single solution to
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the problem of children and young people playing games that might not be
appropriate for them. Children, it was found, see the benefits of games but also
recognise that there are some risks. Parents are concerned about the opportunity
costs related to their children’s gaming habits and about the content of some
games, but they are less aware of the potential risks of online gaming. In relation
to content, parents want better information on which to base their decisions, but
importantly, they do see it as their role, because only they can take into account
the characteristics of their children and the context in which they play. There is
some evidence of short term aggression from playing violent video games, but
no studies looking at what the long term effects are. Also, there is a correlation
between playing violent video games and aggression but there is no evidence that
one causes the other (Byron, 2008).
Byron (2008, p.11) noted that ‘there is a strong body of ethnographic research
which argues that context and the characteristics of each child will mediate the effects
of playing video games’. This essentially means considering the media effects
evidence in relation to what is known about child development. There are new
risks presented in online gaming, many of which are similar to the potential risks
to children of other internet use. These games also offer new opportunities for
social interaction between children and there are a number of potential benefits
for children and young people from playing video games, including cognitive
and educational gains and simply having fun. Byron (2008, p.12) noted that:
A number of measures have already been put in place,
particularly by the video games, retailers, advertising and
online industries, to help inform parents and children of the
age-appropriateness of games and to restrict inappropriate
access by children and young people.
However, more could be done, especially ‘to simplify and reform the age
classification system and to raise awareness of parents about age-ratings on games
and the tools available to help control what their children play’ (Byron, 2008, p.17).
Gaming enthusiasts have argued that the best computer games can increase
players’ IQ, perseverance and concentration, but most games for the under tens
involve little more than a few undemanding choices, coupled with mouse control
and hand-eye coordination. The potential ill effects of on-screen violence have
been widely discussed, but there is little attention of the long term effects of
encouraging an ironic, adult mocking, anti-authority attitude in young children
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(Byron, 2008). The majority of concerns raised about the risks to children and
young people from video games centre on two areas: content and excessive use.
Research on how children learn and develop as they grow up has helped define
what material children should have access to and has allowed the development
of an age-rating system for video games. However, perceptions of what is
appropriate for children, as is the case with other media will vary across cultures
and families in relation to individual children (Bryon, 2008).
In the main, the majority of adults seem quite content with the electronic
village and it is an infinitely more interesting, comfortable and entertaining
place than the world that previous generations inhabited. Television has the
power to tackle and challenge ancient prejudices and social evils and the global
electronic village has the potential to become a truly democratic community.
However, this vision depends on all inhabitants of the village sticking to
democratic principles, which in turn means that ‘all children need to be able
to think, learn and behave well enough to get themselves an education and keep
component parts of the village working’ (Byron, 2008, p.254). Children need the
security of a real human family, opportunities to experience and learn about
the world at first hand, real friends and neighbours, and human values that will
help them to resist the calls of the market. For this to happen, Palmer (2006,
p. 254) commented that ‘we have to round up the remote controls and reinvent
the ‘off switch’.

Conclusions
The emergence of new media has presented unique opportunities and concerns
for parents, policy makers, teachers, early years practitioners and children. It
has opened up a whole new world of information, ideas and opportunities for
development, socialisation, and a greater understanding of different cultures.
However, there are many concerns regarding the content, age appropriateness
and general suitability of media for children. Many parents worry that their own
lack of understanding of certain types of new media may prevent them from
protecting and supporting their children in their online lives.
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Friedrich Froebel: A Relic from the Past,
A Vision for the Future
Marcella Towler, Department of Paediatrics and Child
Health, UCC
Abstract
‘Old fashioned ‘,‘Outdated’, ‘Dry’, ‘A relic’
The above descriptions of Friedrich Froebel highlight both
a misinterpretation and misrepresentation of the values,
ideals and approach of the founder of the Kindergarten. This
paper will attempt to trace the origins of the mechanistic
representation of Froebel in Irish education and proposes
that far from being a relic from the past, Froebelian principles
are embraced in our vision for early years education in
the future. The suggestion that recent early years curricular
and framework guidelines in the Republic of Ireland have
absorbed principles which could be considered Frobelian in
origin will be put forward.

Introduction
When I commenced study on my PhD, fellow students often asked ‘what is your
PhD research about’. The word Froebel evoked a variety of responses accompanied
by some unusual facial expressions. Surprise, in some cases disapproval, and in
many cases stifled yawns! In other cases, I was asked ‘what’s Froebel?’ In addition
to the variety of facial expressions, many commented on what they thought
about the subject. The words ‘old fashioned’, ‘outdated’ ‘dry’ ‘a relic’, represent
some of these comments. Others could not be printed in an academic paper!
The overwhelming negative attitudes prompted me to explore the idea that the
Froebel we know may be based on the way Froebel has been represented in the
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relevant literature, representations which may not always be accurate.
This paper will firstly provide a synopsis of Froebel’s educational apparatus,
known as gifts and occupations, as it was this aspect of his educational approach
that was introduced into Irish schools. An historic overview of initiatives in the
name of Froebel in Irish education will then be provided and it will be suggested
that this is where the mechanistic misconception and misunderstandings began.
Evidence from guidelines and practice at that time will show that what was
aspired to by the Commissioners of National Education was not always what
was implemented in the classroom in the early 1900s. Reference will also be
made to the implementation of Froebelian methods in the United Kingdom in
an attempt to highlight how Froebel was adapted to suit underlying agendas in
both countries. Such references are necessitated not only by the fact that Ireland
was under British rule at the time but also by the fact that those who introduced
Froebel and Kindergarten into the training colleges had travelled to England
and visited Kindergarten’s there in order to learn about the subject. What
emerges from the discussion is evidence of adapting Kindergarten and utilising
it as a means of introducing manual and practical instruction. The resultant
mechanistic representation of Froebel in Irish education may partly account for
why it is considered ‘dry, old fashioned and outdated’.
Having established the possible origins of some of the prevailing
misunderstandings, the second section of the paper will discuss recent curricular
and framework guidelines in the Republic of Ireland. The suggestion that
our vision for the future in early years care and education, as outlined in these
documents, has absorbed principles which could be considered Frobelian in
origin will be put forward. It is acknowledged that there is overlap between
many of these principles and those of subsequent theorists and educators.
However, the focus in this paper is not to compare Froebel’s approach to that
of others but to highlight the Froebelian aspects of current curricular and
framework guidelines, thus negating the idea that Froebel’s approach is old
fashioned and outdated.

Historical overview
Friedrich Froebel was a German educator who is most remembered as the
founder of the Kindergarten in 1840. The materials used for self activity in the
Kindergarten became known as gifts, later known as gifts and occupations. They
were not gifts in the form of presents but objects through which the children
could express the natural gifts inherent within themselves, therefore indicating to
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the adult which areas of the child’s interest to encourage and develop (Liebschner,
2001). Although simple wooden toys were available in Germany before this,
Froebel’s gifts and occupations were designed for specific educational purposes
(Weston, 2000). Froebel described a ‘System of Gifts and Occupations’ in 1850,
yet the distinction between the gifts and occupations was never distinguished
(Brosterman, 1997, p.35). Froebel’s followers however made many attempts to
make a clear distinction between them.
It were also Froebel’s followers, who devised ‘slavish’ activities to be carried
out with the gifts and occupations. Froebel encouraged spontaneity in games to
be played with the gifts but this is rarely referred to. With the exception of the
first five gifts whose meaning was outlined in detail, Froebel had only written
short articles on ‘Paper Folding’ and ‘Stick Laying’ and had not indicated how
the other activities were to be carried out.
While instructions for all the gifts may not have existed or been finalised,
there was a logical sequence which they followed. Three dimensional objects
such as the sphere and the cubes are first used, this progresses to representing
area using flat wooden tablets, then lines are represented in the form of sticks and
then points in the form of peas and stones (Liebschner, 2001). (See Appendix
(a) for more detail on Froebel’s gifts and occupation). It is important to note
that the Kindergarten was not merely about activities with the aforementioned
gifts; nature study, singing and movement games were also included. Planting
vegetables in individual and communal plots of ground was highly emphasised.

Froebel and Irish Education in the private sector
Froebel’s influence on Irish education is mostly associated with the Revised
Programme which was introduced into National Schools in 1900. However,
Froebelian influences were evident in the private sector in the mid 1800s.
Eleonore Heerwart founded a private kindergarten on 81-82 Rathmines Road in
Dublin in the 1850s /1860s. Eleonore Heerwart was trained by Froebel’s 2nd wife
Luise in 1853, just a year after Froebel’s death. The exact date of the opening
of this kindergarten varies according to different sources with Kernan (2006)
placing the date as outlined in Heerwart’s autobiography as 1862. Weston (2002,
p.4) has noted that Heerwart ‘...in the early 1850s established a kindergarten in
Dublin’. Charles Eason, whose children attended Heerwart’s kindergarten, in
a letter dated 1882 refers to helping Miss Heerwart when she came to Dublin
sixteen years earlier, therefore placing the date at 1866 (Eason, 1882). Other
initiatives in the private sector included a kindergarten in Alexandra College in
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1889 and the Rathgar Kindergarten and Junior School which was founded in
1919. Kernan (2006) has noted that these schools were attended by children of
middle class families as was the case in the Cork High School and Kindergarten
which was founded in 1876 and situated on Sydney Place. The comments of
one of the founders of the Cork Kindergarten illuminated this class distinction:
It began by the late Mr. Goulding and myself taking pity
on the infants of the better class whose teaching was of a
very trying kind compared with that of little children in
National schools taught by trained teachers. It was also
noted that the infant school was ‘...for children under
eight years of age of the more respectable people of the
city’. (Archdale, cited in Educational Endowments (Ireland)
Commissioners, 1888, p.114).
These initiatives in the private sector were confined to those who were willing
to pay the fees. A similar class divide was associated with Kindergarten in the
United Kingdom. Fee paying private Kindergarten enterprises were associated
with ‘...a liberal middle-class group...’, while ‘...children of the working class
attended babies’ classes and infant schools...’. (Read, 2006, p.309). Education
provided in the national schools in Ireland was also to have an influence which
was Froebelian, albeit in name.

‘In the name of Froebel’ in National Schools
Although Froebel’s influence on national school education in Ireland is most
associated with the Revised Programme of Instruction (1900), ‘Kindergarten’
was practised almost two decades earlier, as early as 1881. In that year, the infant
school in Marlborough Street was organised on Kindergarten lines (Fitzgerald,
1983). Kindergarten was an optional subject on the teacher training curriculum
as early as 1885 and remained optional until 1896 (O’Connor, 1987, Fitzgerald,
1993). The Training College of Our Lady of Mercy, for Roman Catholic
Mistresses, Lower Baggot Street also had infant and Kindergarten departments
attached to it (Commissioners of National Education, 1884). The Commissioners
of National Education Report (1884) refers to Kindergarten being introduced
to schools in Belfast, Carrickfergus and Monaghan in that year. Kindergarten
was practised in 357 schools by 1896 (Commission on Manual and Practical
Instruction, Final Report, 1898), four years prior to its formal introduction to
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National Schools. It was with these initiatives that the seeds of misinterpretation
were sown. Froebel and the Kindergarten became associated with the repetitive
methodical use of the gifts and occupations.
Prior to the introduction of Kindergarten into the Central Model
Schools and Training College in Dublin, Miss Stephens, the head mistress,
visited Kindergartens in England which were run by Froebel’s disciples.
According to the Commissioners of National Education (1884, Appendix P,
p.405), ‘...she has thoroughly mastered the whole subject’. The description of
Kindergarten activities in the report, refer briefly to the adults involvement.
For example, when describing activities with the third gift that have been
introduced into the Central Model School by Miss Stephens, it is noted
that: ‘With this gift and all others that follow, the children are taught to make
forms of life, knowledge, and beauty, as the Kindergarten teacher expresses it.’
(Commissioners of National Education, 1884, Appendix P, p.405). However,
the activities described in Miss Stephen’s book Kindergarten Education (1892,
p.10-11), indicate that the use of the gifts and occupations was systematic,
didactic and done in drill. Firstly, before the gifts were distributed, the
children were required to enter and leave their desks ‘according to the rule
for dual desks’. (See Appendix (b)). When distributing the boxes of cubes,
they were all placed in the same position on each desk. At the beginning of
the exercise, a signal was sounded and each child extended their right hand.
A second signal indicated that ‘...the children to the right, pass each box to
those to their left’. The boxes were ‘...drawn to the centres of desks’ when
a third signal was given. The boxes were then turned over, once to the left
and turned again so that they stood on the lids. The lids were then to be
withdrawn using right hands and held up, the boxes having been pushed back
to the centre of the desk. Finally, ‘last signal, boxes are lifted from cubes,
reversed and set in places at right hand top, lids being dropped in from left to
right diagonally’. Stephens (1892, p. 10-11) noted that:
There seems a good deal of routine in what has just been
described. Some people might call it waste of time, but
nothing is waste of time, which secures orderly habits, and
surely infancy is the period to lay the foundation of habits,
which may present much discomfort in after-life. On no
account should these rules be deviated from.
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Froebel did suggest that the gifts should be opened by partly opening the lid,
then turning the box upside down, removing the lid and lifting the box off to
reveal the cube. However, it was never suggested that this be done ‘in drill’
or by following the ‘rules for entering and leaving dual desks’ as outlined by
Miss Stephens. This could be described as the play equivalent of rote learning.
Although it could be argued that Froebel was very prescriptive about how his
material was to be used, there are distinct differences in the role of the adult in
Froebel’s writings relating to the third gift and the activities put forward by Miss
Stephens (1892). In the first instance, it must be noted that Froebel wrote three
different versions of activities with the third gift which illustrate his struggles to
provide directions relating to the exact amount of freedom to be given to the
child. In the final version written in 1851, Froebel emphasises that the teacher
must have their own set of gifts ‘...so as not to interfere with the children while they
are playing’ (Liebschner, 2001, p. 86). This is the antithesis of the adult signalling
and directing activities described in Kindergarten Education (1892).
The author would argue that it was with the early initiatives that the seeds
of misinterpretation were sown. Froebel and the Kindergarten became associated
with the repetitive methodical use of the gifts and occupations instead of an
overall approach to education. This is similar to what Brehony (2000, p.196)
refers to as ‘fetishing Froebel’s apparatus’.

Kindergarten is formally introduced into National Schools
Reform of the national school curriculum and the method of its delivery began in
1896 with the Belmore Commissions’ review of manual and practical instruction.
The final report (1898, p.9) acknowledged that the Kindergarten system ‘in its
integrity’ had not been implemented as part of National Education in Ireland.
The reasons cited included the exclusion of the three R’s (reading, writing and
arithmetic), and the large numbers of staff required for the ‘individual character
of its teaching’. The Final Report of the Commission on Manual and Practical
Instruction (1898, p. 8-9) refers to such misconceptions and commented that:
...to reduce the whole system of Kindergarten teaching to a
mere instruction of the children in the working out of a set
of prescribed exercises, has to be carefully guarded against...
But the Kindergarten system is sadly misapplied when this
portion of it is perverted into a mechanical reproduction
of set exercises. The mere reproduction of anything is
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inconsistent with the fundamental principles of the system:
children exercise little thought in merely copying what is put
before them. So- called Kindergarten work done on such a
line, is not, in any true sense of the word, Kindergarten work
at all. And not only does it deprive the children of practically
all the advantages of real Kindergarten teaching, but it gives
rise to a prejudice against the system, which very naturally
obstructs the introduction of it into the schools.
Despite the accurate interpretation and warnings about reducing Kindergarten
to the methodical use of gifts and occupations, the author would argue that the
seeds of misinterpretation were sown. As is evident from the discussion above,
the version of Kindergarten in the training colleges emphasised the methodical
use of the gifts and occupations. Kindergarten was considered to be a subject
to be taught, included as a slot on the timetable and a relief from typical school
work. When Kindergarten was first introduced, the Commissioners of National
Education Report, (1884, Appendix P, p.407) cemented this view with the
comment that ‘The children take such pleasure in their handiwork that they come
from it to their ordinary routine lessons with their minds bright and cheerful, and
free from the dullness and weariness produced by over mental strain’.
It could be argued that these practices and presumptions were embedded in
teacher training and classroom practice prior to the less prescriptive interpretation
of Kindergarten outlined in The Final Report of the Commission on Manual and
Practical Instruction, (1898).
Although the views undoubtedly proposed an improved educational
experience for children, the reason for their introduction related to an attempt to
reform the social and economic problems by investment in education. In reports
of the Commissioners of National Education, Kindergarten was discussed
under the heading of technical and industrial education. The introduction
of Kindergarten seemed to have ‘...an undercurrent of manual and practical
instruction’ (Fitzgerald, 1983, p.13). Nonetheless from the perspective of the
school experience for young children in Ireland, the introduction of Kindergarten
was a pivotal pedagogical progression.
The tendency to use Kindergarten as a means of introducing alternative
aims and/or methods of education, was not confined to the Irish experience.
Brehony (1998, p. 282) commenting on the introduction of hand and eye
training in the United Kingdom has noted that:
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...Froebelian arguments were used to justify educational
practices alternative to those which may be thought of as
being traditional. These alternatives, which were aimed at
making the elementary school curriculum more ‘practical’,
were supported by many Froebelians but they also brought
about the accentuation of certain Froebelian ideas and
practices and the downgrading of others.
Further evidence of the use of Froebel to promote alternative educational aims
can be taken from England in the late 1880s. There, a system of handwork
from Sweden, known as Sloyd, was introduced for children who were too old
for Kindergarten and was advocated by Froebelians until 1898 (Brehony, 2000).
Parallel to the Irish situation, infant schools and babies classes in London in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth century utilised the Gifts and Occupations
‘...as a device to teach the basics of handwork as preparation for the manual training
appropriate for working-class children’ (Read, 2006, p.322).
The Commission on Manual and Practical Instruction, (1898) despite its
admiration of Froebel’s Kindergarten, was hesitant in prescribing a ‘one size
fits all’ approach to the introduction of Kindergarten in Ireland. In particular,
recommendations relating to the age when the introduction of the 3 ‘R’s should
begin, were non prescriptive. Furthermore, the difficulties of implementation in
schools which had only one teacher for all classes were acknowledged and it was
noted that modifications would be necessary in these cases.
The Revised Programme of Instruction was introduced into national schools
in Ireland in 1900. The Froebelian aspects of the Revised Programme were
hindered not only by the misunderstandings about the meaning of Kindergarten
but also by financial and environmental constraints including lack of equipment
and large class sizes. ‘Perhaps, after all, Kindergarten remained a method and never
became an approach in Irish schools’ (Fitzgerald, 1983, p.14).
The First National Programme was introduced in 1922 and the National
School Curriculum was seen as a method of transmission for the Gaelic revival.
The focus was on reading, writing and arithmetic. All subjects were to be taught
through the medium of Irish at infant level (Horgan, 1987). On the surface
it would seem that this is when Froebel ceased to be part of Irish education.
However, the influence of the Froebelian training colleges cannot be ignored.
Alexandra College in 1920 introduced a Froebel training course and in 1943,
the Dominican Sisters in Sion Hill also organised a Froebel course. Graduates
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of these courses mostly worked in private schools but also worked to spread
Froebelian theories beyond these. In 1959, the course in Sion Hill was recognised
by the Department of Education and it was the 1960s before the course in
Alexandra College was recognised, but this course was discontinued in 1970 (O’
Connor, 2008). The Froebel College in Sion Hill in association with Trinity
College, continues to provide teacher training in a Bachelor of Education Degree
which incorporates a Froebelian approach (www.froebel.ie).
Although there were subtle changes in the teaching of infant classes in
1948, it was not until 1971 that a new curriculum was introduced. The 1971
curriculum emphasised the use of play as a means of learning. A Revised Primary
School Curriculum was introduced in 1999. The author would argue that there
are more authentic Froebelian principles in our early years education initiatives
today than there was in 1900.

Froebel in our vision for the future
During the last two decades in Ireland, improvements in the quality of early
years care and education has been the subject of much debate and discussion.
Three publications, which have the potential to and are intended to influence
early years education, will be discussed in terms of their inherent Froebelian
principles and/or content. The guidelines chosen for analysis are the Revised
Primary School Curriculum (Department of Education and Science,DES,1999),
Síolta The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education
(Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, CECDE, 2006)
and Towards a Framework for Early Learning, (National Council for Curriculum
and Assessment, 2004).
The Froebelian aspect of the discussion will firstly refer to Froebel’s writings
such as The Education of Man, Mutter- und Koselieder and additional secondary
sources. It will also use as a comparison, Elements of a Froebelian Education
as outlined by the Froebel Educational Institute, (FEI), in Weston, (2002).
These elements were chosen as they provide a synopsis of Froebel’s approach
to education in terms of principles, pedagogy and environment. They are a
contemporary representation of the composition of Froebelian education. As
Bruce (2008, p.7) has noted:
It is of fundamental importance to keep revisiting Froebelian
principles and to challenge them through different practical
situations and different cultural contexts. Otherwise they
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become entrenched to the degree that they begin to hold back
the development of practice.
The first principle to be considered is that of the uniqueness and potential
of each child. The FEI have identified a ‘recognition of the uniqueness of each
child’s capacity and potential’, as a principle of Froebelian education’ (Weston,
2002, p.115). This principle is embraced in all three of the documents under
discussion. The PSC (1999) ‘celebrates the uniqueness of the child, as it is expressed
in each child’s personality, intelligence and potential for development’. (Department
of Education and Science, 1999, Introduction, p. 6). The CECDE (2006)
have stated that ‘early childhood…is a significant and unique time in the life of
every individual’ and that ‘…quality early years experiences can support each child
to realise their full potential.(www.síolta.ie). The NCCA considers that ‘each
child is unique, developing and learning at different rates’.(National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment, 2004, p.36).
Secondly, the integrity of childhood in its own right is a principle which the
FEI has identified. The PSC, Síolta and Towards a Framework for Early Learning
refer to childhood as a distinct phase of learning and development. Froebel has
commented on a similar theme, the dangers of expecting children to act like
adults as it forces them to skip stages of development.
Parents and fathers, in other respects quite sensible and
efficient, expect not only that the child should begin to
show himself a boy or a youth, but, more particularly, that
the boy, at least, should show himself a man, that in all his
conduct he should be a man, thus jumping the stages of
boyhood and youth.
(Froebel, 1895, p.25).
Thirdly, the view of the child as part of a wider social context which was
inherent in Froebel’s writings and practice, is a further theme evident in
the aforementioned publications. The importance of working with parents
and community underpinned all of Froebel’s work. Froebel’s first school in
Kelihau was a community endeavour. The gifts and occupations for use in
the Kindergarten were produced by craftsmen within the community and the
Kindergarten was centrally located and there was a bench for ‘Visiting Parents
and Friends of Children’ (Liebschner, 2001, p.26). The gardening activities
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in the Kindergarten also incorporated the community theme, each child
had their own plot for gardening but there was also a communal plot where
children worked together. The local community was also used as a source of
learning in both the school and Kindergarten as children explored the locality
and learned about nature and the landscape. In the Mutter-und Koselieder
Buch (The Mother Song Book, 1895), Froebel encouraged mothers and nurses
to not only use the community to teach their children about nature but also
to learn about the different occupations of people in the community, therefore
highlighting the idea of interdependence. Liebschner (2001, p.27) considers
that one of the book’s main purposes was ‘…Lebenseinigung, the living and
working together of people in unity, harmony and respect for each other.’ Conrad
(2008, p.5) noted that:
On the basis of the union of mother and child, Froebel
lets the child explore the world holding its mother’s hand.
The area it is allowed to explore becomes bigger and bigger,
leading towards the goal of letting go of its mother and
moving towards a life of independence but also of sharing.
The Mutter-und Koselieder was a family book which promoted joint activities
between parents and children (Conrad, 2008).
In the Education of Man (1887, p.230)1, Froebel stated that ‘in the family
the child grows up to boyhood and pupilage; therefore, the school must link itself to
the family’. The Froebel Educational Institute has noted that the child’s learning
environment is ‘…an integral part of the community it serves, working in close
partnership with parents and other skilled adults.’ (Weston, 2002, p.115). The
PSC (1999) considers that the child is ‘…deeply affected by their relationships
in the home and with other people in society.’ (Department of Education and
Science, 1999, Introduction, p.6). It further notes the importance of working
in partnership with parents. Síolta and Towards a Framework for Early Learning
also highlight the importance of working in partnership with parents.
Further common elements evident in all of these documents include
enriching environments, both indoor and outdoor, the importance of play
and self activity in learning, and the significant role which staff and teachers
can contribute to the child’s education. However, it is not just the underlying
1

As Froebel’s original works were written in German, the dates of the translations used have been cited.
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principles of our early years initiatives that can be compared to a Froebelian
approach; some of the activities suggested in the PSC (1999) can be directly
compared to Froebel’s writings and practices with children in his school and
Kindergarten. The subject S.E.S.E (Social, Environmental Scientific Education)
for infant classes, shows striking similarities to the activities in Froebel’s school
and Kindergarten. This subject of the curriculum is subdivided into geography,
history and science. The geography section proposes that children explore,
collect and investigate a variety of natural materials from the local environment.
As part of the activities in Froebel’s school in Keilhau, children were encouraged
to collect leaves, stones and other natural materials from the environment. The
use of exploration in the local environment was also strongly emphasised in
Kindergarten activities. (Froebel, 1915). The geography section also suggests
observing, discussing and investigating water in the local environment. One
of Froebel’s first lessons with his nephews was showing the effects of erosion.
Froebel made a dam on the water of a local stream to show the effects to the
children (Liebschner, 2001). The geography section of the curriculum also puts
forward the idea of making drawings of the school, immediate surroundings and
journeys to and from school. In Froebel’s school at Keilhau, pupils drew maps
of the locality while sitting on the top of a hill and then compared them to the
official maps (Froebel, 1915).
Seasonal change also features as a focal point for learning in Froebel’s
Theory of Education and in The Primary School Curriculum (1999). The
science section of S.E.S.E suggests exploring the conditions for the growth
of bulbs and seeds which was an implicit part of the Kindergarten gardening
activities. The observation of colours in the local environment and exploring
dark and bright colours can also be traced to Froebelian ideas in The Education
of Man (1887). Froebel notes that the colours must first be learned prior to
exploring the intensity of colours. Comparison to objects that show the colour
is suggested as a mode of learning. The exploration of how shadows are formed
as referred to in the science section of S.E.S.E features in one of Froebel’s Mother
Songs, The Light Bird on the Wall. Introducing children to plants and wildlife in
the locality as noted in the S.E.S.E curriculum is a similar idea to the intentions
in Froebel’s Mother Songs (1895) such as The Fish in the Brook, The Nest, The
Flower Basket and The Pigeon House.
It is evident that there has been an absorption of Froebelian ideas and
principles into our future vision for early years education- a type of educational
osmosis. Whether this has been directly through the work of those who
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implemented Froebelian ideas in their training and practice, or indirectly
through the overlap of Froebel’s educational approach and principles with
that of subsequent theorists and educators cannot be clearly distinguished.
Nevertheless, these principles and approaches even if replicated and absorbed by
others, can still be attributed to Froebel. If the aforementioned guidelines are
enacted as envisaged, then principles which reflect those of Froebel will permeate
early years education in the Republic of Ireland.

Conclusion
At the beginning of the last century, the Froebelian aspects of The
Revised Programme of 1900 failed to be implemented as a consequence of
misunderstandings of the approach, lack of financial investment and large
class sizes. At the beginning of this century, a number of positive initiatives
in early years education are evident. Learning from past mistakes will ensure
that history does not repeat itself.
The Síolta workshop model will undoubtedly enhance understandings of
how to incorporate the quality framework into practice (Fallon and Mahony,
2008). The consultation process and portraiture study undertaken in compiling
the Framework for Early Learning will ensure that stakeholders and children’s
perspectives are considered. The issue of large class sizes remains (albeit not as
large as in 1900). We are still ‘...light years away from the government’s promise
to reduce class sizes for young children to less than twenty’. (Carr, 2008, p.1).
It remains to be seen whether the continued investment needed in early years
education will be made.
At the time of going to press, it appears that the necessary investment has
been thwarted by the worldwide economic downturn. Funding for the CECDE
was withdrawn at the end of November 2008. The Framework for Early Learning
will remain an online publication due to the costs of printing, and the necessary
funding for implementation workshops will not be provided. Are the mistakes
of the past being replicated with regard to implementation? The answer to that
question will be explored in another paper.
At the OMEP conference in 2008, the author argued that Froebel needs a
PR guru to ensure that the misinterpretations are corrected! It is less important
that the name of Froebel be remembered, but the principles which the name and
approach embodies must be applied to ensure quality early years education for
all children in Ireland. The following aim may then be realised:
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If three hundred years after my death my method of education
shall be completely established according to its idea, I shall
rejoice in heaven’.
(Froebel cited by Von Marenholtz Bulow, 1877,p.17).
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A P P E N D I C E S
a) Overview of Froebel’s Gifts and Occupations
The first gift was a soft ball on a piece of string. It was intended to be used
with the infant from the second month after birth (White, 1907). The ball
was intended to be used in play between the mother and infant. These actions
were to be accompanied by language at all times. To link the ball to real life,
the adult can make it ‘fly like a bird’ (Liebschner, 2001, p. 73). Later editions
of the gift consisted of six soft balls in colours derived from the rainbow. The
use of a ball or sphere as the first gift is significant as the sphere is a symbol of
unity (Liebschner, 2001). In Irish National schools, the first gift was used in
the infant classrooms.
The second gift consisted of a wooden sphere and a cube with a wooden
cylinder added to later versions. It was intended for use with a child from the
beginning of his second to the conclusion of his third year (White, 1907).
The wooden sphere is similar to the first gift in shape but different in its
characteristics. It can be rolled more easily and makes a noise when rolled across
a table top. The shape of a cylinder is suggested if the cube is spun around its
own axis by using two pieces of string attached to the cube on opposite corners.
A cylinder was therefore included in later editions of the gift. The sphere and
the cube can later be used for symbolic play, for example representing a doll by
placing the sphere on top of the cube (Liebschner, 2001).
The third gift consists of a wooden cube divided in height, breadth and
thickness to form eight smaller cubes. The cube is the same size as the cube in
the second gift, thus emphasising unity. However it differs in the way that it
is divided. The gift is enclosed in a wooden box with a lid. When presenting
the gift to the child, the lid is opened slightly, the box is turned over, the lid
slides out and then the box is removed. The child is thus presented with the
cube as a whole. The idea of relativity is introduced, the whole in relation to
the parts and the parts in relation to the whole. It was intended for use with
children aged between three and five. Froebel considered that this gift fulfilled
the child’s natural desire to pull things apart and put them back together again.
The adult is encouraged to speak to the child about what he/ she builds and
perhaps recite rhymes and tell stories where appropriate. Froebel theorised
that children will represent objects from their environment such as a table
or chair etc. These were referred to as ‘Forms of Life’. The child may also
produce unrecognisable forms which may look to the adult like a star or a
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flower. These are referred to as ‘Forms of Beauty’ (Liebschner, 2001). Froebel
also refers to ‘Forms of Knowledge’. For example when the child has the cube
assembled together, he has one whole. Froebel provided rhymes to accompany
these ‘Forms of Knowledge’ (White, 1907). The fourth gift comprises a
wooden cube which is divided three times horizontally in thickness and once
in height, thus producing eight bricks. It is similar to the third gift in form
but is different in division. This gift is also included in a wooden box and
presented in the same way as the third gift. The child is again encouraged to
produce forms of life, forms of beauty and forms of knowledge with this gift
(Liebschner, 2001).
The fifth gift consists of a wooden cube divided into twenty- seven
smaller cubes. Three of these smaller cubes were halved diagonally, producing
six prisms. A further three cubes were quartered diagonally, producing twelve
smaller prisms. This leaves twenty one whole cubes. It is to be presented to
the child in the same way as the third and fourth gifts. In contrast, however,
the forms of knowledge are to be introduced first as Froebel believes this is
the child’s natural inclination. The child also has greater scope for building
the forms of life and forms of beauty with the increased number and shape
of these bricks. (Liebscher, 2001).
The sixth gift is comprised of thirty oblong blocks. Six of these are divided
in breadth and a further three are divided in length (Brosterman, 1997). Froebel
hinted at this gift but no explanations were written for it. It was his followers
who developed ideas relating to it.
The remaining gifts or occupations included flat wooden tablets, wooden
sticks, metal rings, pricking holes in paper, drawing lines using squared paper,
paper cutting and folding, paper plaiting, stick weaving, sewing, pea work,
sand and stones, and modelling in wax, loam, clay, potatoes, turnip stalks and
soft wood (Liebschner, 2001). As already noted, Froebel did not finalise how
activities with these remaining items were to be carried out, it was his followers
who devised specific activities.
(b) Rules for Entering and Leaving Dual Desks (Stephens 1892)
As marching to the sound of music is one of the interesting sights of a well
organized Infant School, the furniture should be arranged in the manner best
suited for conducting the exercise in an easy graceful style. Jostling and colliding
must be strictly avoided, or else disorder is sure to follow. Dual desks suit best,
when arranged in rows. Each row should be separated from the one beside it by
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a gangway sufficiently wide to admit of a double line of children marching side
by side. There should also be a good space round the outside of the entire set of
desks, so that they shall not go close to a wall.
When entering the desks, a single line of children marches along the
outside, while double lines pass along the gangways. The teacher knows how
many the desks will accommodate, so that only the exact number should be sent
on. Each child continues to move till arrived beside the desk he or she is to enter,
and then stands still. As the children enter the desks from the head of the room
where the teacher stands to direct their movements, their backs will be towards
her. When all are standing beside their own desks, the teacher1.

Sounds her signal and the children face round towards her.

2.

At second signal each child steps into place.

3.

At third signal all sit down.

4.

At fourth signal feet are placed on the rests.

5.

A double signal means hands behind.

When well done this is quite a pretty little drill, and really does not take up
much time.
1.

To leave the desks, a signal is sounded and all stand.

2.

At second signal they step out of desks to right and left.

3.

At third, they face down the room and march out.’
(Stephens, 1892, p. 57-58).
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Childminding Ireland 2007
Survey of Members
Mission Statement
Childminding Ireland, as the National Association, is committed to promoting
the development of quality in family based care for children by providing a range
of services for Childminders, developing training for the Childminding sector
and promoting the development of local Childminding networks.

Background
Childminding Ireland was set up 25 years ago by a handful of Childminders
wanting to create a support network for parents and childminders and to
achieve recognition for their work. It is now a registered charity and a
membership organisation with over 1,000 members.

Childminders
The Central Statistics Office estimates that there are 37,000 Childminders
in Ireland. 70% of parents of pre-school children who use childcare use a
Childminder and this figure rises to 83% for primary school children. A large
number of Childminders remain in the informal economy while others - for
example relatives working on an unpaid basis - may work as Childminders
but may not consider themselves as such. Approximately 1,000 Childminders
were Registered Members of Childminding Ireland at the time of the survey
and as such cleared by their GP and holding appropriate childminding
insurance cover.
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Survey
Childminding Ireland’s survey is anonymous and provides a unique chance to
capture a picture of Registered Childminders nationally. The survey is now in its
fourth year and additional questions have been asked to reflect current trends in
the profession. This year, a very successful 30% response rate has been achieved.

Respondents
The age spread of the respondents was as follows:
• 34 years and under

34%

• 35-44 years

44%

• 45-54 years

13%

• >55 years

9%		

100% of respondents were female, up from 99% in last year’s survey. The
majority of respondents have been Childminding between 2-5 years (34%).
A further 34% have been Childminding for longer than 5 years.

Childcare Qualifications
• Nationally accredited childcare qualification e.g.
FETAC. (48% of the respondents)
• The Quality Awareness Programme (52% of
respondents)
• First Aid training proved to be the most popular with
81% of respondents having undertaken training in
First Aid - this is a substantial increase on the 43% of
respondents who had a First Aid qualification in 2006
• 34% of respondents had training in Special Needs
• 58% had another Childcare qualification, including
Child Protection, Diploma in Montessori,
Childminding Ireland’s Registered Childminders’
course, NNEB and teaching qualifications
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• 1% of respondents had no Childcare qualifications.
All respondents in 2006 had qualifications, while 2%
of respondents in 2005 did not. These figures may
reflect the fact that those holding qualifications could
be more inclined to complete the survey.

Number of Children minded per Childminder
The average number of children minded by respondents was 3.8, a slight decrease
on last year’s survey, possibly as a result of the Revised Regulations (2006),
limiting the number of children minded to 5 instead of 6 under the age of six.
• 48% of respondents provided after-school care
• 52% of respondents provided care for a baby (under
15 months old)
• 92% of respondents minded children aged between
15months and 6 years.
• 83% of respondents were not related to any of the
children they minded.
• 17% of respondents were related to at least one
minded child.
• 11% of respondents are minding a child with special
needs. The nature of the special need included
Downs Syndrome, Autism, ADHD, PKU and
Cerebral Palsy.

Rates of Pay
Survey results revealed significant variances in fees for Childminding throughout
the country:
• The overall national average rate for a full-time place
is €155 per week compared with €138.65 in 2006 and
€128.90 in 2005
• Prices range from €100 to €300 per week depending
on the area
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• The average part-time rate is €6.20 per hour
• 85% of respondents who mind siblings offered a 20%
discount on average for siblings.
The level of service offered varies e.g. they may include meals and transport.

Hours Worked
On average, respondents worked 40 hours a week. Many Childminders work
part-time, 31% work less than 40 hours a week. 69% of respondents worked
over 40 hours, and 32% worked 50 hours or more each week. Most respondents
(81%) had a Contract or Agreement in place with parents.

Garda Vetting
• 36% of respondents have applied for Garda Vetting,
and a further 41% intend to apply.

Holidays & Sickness
• Most (80%) of respondents get paid as usual if
the child does not attend due to a parent or child
being sick.
• Over half (56%) of Childminders are not paid for any
holidays.
• Of the 44% who get paid for holidays, on average
they received holiday pay for 15 days (3 weeks).

Types of Childcare
• 9% of respondents provide overnight Childminding.
• 8% of respondents provide weekend Childminding
• 48% of respondents provide after-school
Childminding
• 14% of respondents provide drop-in care
• 19% of Childminders have a formal playgroup session
as part of their Service.
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Tax
• 43% of respondents avail of Childminder’s Tax Relief.
• 67% of Childminders are registered for tax compared
to 56% in 2006 and 66% in 2007.

Issues, Concerns & Challenges
The following issues were highlighted as being challenging regarding managing
the professional aspect of the respondents work:
• Childminders continue to struggle with dealing/
negotiating with parents. 38% of Childminders cited
this as a challenge
• There has been a drop in the number of
Childminders struggling with Book-keeping from
35% in 2006 to 29% in 2007
• A similar trend applies to Childminders struggling to
keep up to date with legislation - 44% in 2006 down
to 22% in 2007
Respondents did not find the childcare element of their work challenging.
Childminders have cited the following as most important to them:
• Being valued by parents (80%)
• Training and ongoing professional development
(54%)
• Information on regulations and quality
improvement (48%)
• Insurance (36%).
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Breastfeeding and Adolescent Attitudes
Julie Doherty, UCC
Abstract
The general area of research undertaken was breastfeeding
and adolsecent attitudes. The specific research question was as
follows: What Effect Does An Educational Awareness On The
Advantage Of Breastfeeding Have On Adolescent Attitudes?
The overall aim of this reaseach was to discover the main
attitudes that a group of Fifth Year students hold regarding
breastfeeding. The methodology used to obtain the necessary
findings included qualitative research of audio-taped, semistructured interviews with each of the eight participants.
An analysis was then made to determine whether or not an
educational awareness on the advantage of breastfeeding
affects adolescent attitudes.

Introduction
The decision to research this particular area rests on a variety of reasons and
are listed as follows: my interest in the importance of breastfeeding, Irish
breastfeeding practices and Irish breastfeeding education and attitudes. The main
research question in this paper is what effect does an educational awareness on the
advantage of breastfeeding have on adolescents’ attitudes?
To begin with the importance of breastfeeding, one must ultimately
recognise the promotion of appropriate infant nutrition by the World Health
Organisation (WHO). In their Global Strategy for Infant and Young Child
Feeding (2002) the evidence is once again reiterated that ‘infants should be
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exclusively breastfed for the first six months of life to achieve optimal growth,
development and health’ (p, 7-8).
In this strategy it is stressed that even though breastfeeding is a natural
act, it is also a learned behaviour. Virtually all mothers can breastfeed on
the basis of being provided with the necessary information. This necessary
information is found in areas such as support within family, community and
the health care system.
In relation to Irish breastfeeding practices it is relevant to acknowledge the
various documents published by the Department of Health, which later became
the Department of Health and Children. The National Breastfeeding Policy for
Ireland in 1994 outlined the various procedures in promoting breastfeeding in
maternity hospitals and units and at a community care level as well as involving
health care professionals and voluntary support groups. (DOH, 1994)
Following on from this policy, Ireland, in 1998, put in place a suitable
framework for the Baby Friendly Hospital Initiative and in 2002 established
a National Committee on Breastfeeding. In 2005, that national committee
launched the document ‘Breastfeeding in Ireland: Five-Year Strategic Action Plan’.
This specific plan consists of five targeted action areas, each with a correlating
strategic goal.
The fifth targeted action area of this five-year action plan highlighted
the importance of creating environments that are supportive of health. The
correlating strategic goal is that Ireland acknowledges and supports breastfeeding.
An aspect of supporting breastfeeding in Ireland the action plan presents
is the inclusion of a suitable breastfeeding education curriculum in the already
existing school curriculum. The action plan emphasizes the importance of giving
students access to the necessary information on the benefits of breastfeeding in
order to cultivate a positive attitude. The action plan stresses that this can only
be achieved through an alteration in current curriculum strategies of teachers,
through interaction of students and breastfeeding mothers and through an
incorporation of the necessary breastfeeding information and materials in the
students’ curriculum. (DOHC, 2005)
This action plan ultimately recognises the importance of providing
adolescents with the necessary information on breastfeeding. The plan
acknowledges that these adolescents will be the potential parents of the future
and their knowledge and understanding in the area is vital. The fifth targeted
action area of the five-year plan is viewed as much of a crucial area as the
other four.
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Despite promotion and intervention, statistics in 2005 have shown that
Ireland’s breastfeeding rates are alarmingly low compared to other countries.
According to Cuidiú and a survey of seventeen hospitals in the Republic of
Ireland, the initiation rate was 49%.
It is important to contrast these figures to those of breastfeeding rates of
Ireland’s counterparts. The initiation rate of breastfeeding in England begins at
78% according to the Infant Feeding Survey 2005. Scotland being the second
highest in this survey averages at 70%. Both Wales and Northern Ireland fall into
the percentage category slightly below the other two countries being at 67% and
63%. (Cuidiú, 2008; Information Centre, 2005).
Ireland’s 2005 action plan ultimately recognises the importance of providing
adolescents with the necessary information on breastfeeding. What I hoped
to discover was ‘what are the main attitudes of a group of fifth year students
regarding breastfeeding’.

Literature Review
Three key areas that have been discussed are as follows – the importance of
breastfeeding, Irish breastfeeding practices and Irish breastfeeding education.
The key words – breastfeeding, adolescents, attitudes, awareness, knowledge,
advantages, influences, promotion, education, policies – were used to search
various datatbases including Science Direct and Academic Search Premier. At
the beginning of the search many results were found by using the key words
individually. The concept of ‘breastfeeding’ was searched initially along with the
key words ‘adolescents’ and ‘attitudes’. A combination of these three key words
was also searched and results were more defined. As the search progressed and
became more specific, there was very little information to be found. Information
that was retrieved and analysed mostly related to mothers and their attitudes to
or knowledge of breastfeeding and to adolescent mothers and their attitudes and
knowledge. An example of this is the evidence found by Amin (2003) on a school
based programme for pregnant adolescents and their atitudes in a particular school
in the United States. Another example of the relevant information discovered
through the use of databases included a study in Liverpool by Dewan et al.,(2002)
who determined to assess the attitude and knowledge that adolescent mothers held
regarding breastfeeding. Very little information from journals was found and the
effects of their existing awareness on their attitudes to breast feeding.
Results from specific searches on governmental on departmental websites
brought about only the already mentioned documents along with other various
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breastfeeding policies and action plans. One must acknowledge that there is a
vast amount of information on breastfeeding, its advantages, relevant support
services and implementation at a personal, social and environmental level. For
the purpose of this specific research question, however, it must be highlighted
that information on the area of adolescents and breastfeeding has been found to
be extremely limited.
In other words, the purpose of this research was to analyse the current
attitudes of female adolescent students in the area of breastfeeding in the light of
their existing awareness of its advantages. Do adolescents continue to maintain
a negative attitude or is the teaching they receive effective enough to create and
encourage a positive attitude?

Methodology
This type of research comes under the category of a qualitative research method.
Qualitative research focuses on the specifics of an area. It looks at the questions
that begin with ‘why…’, ‘how…’ or ‘what…’. Its aim is to discover more than
just the statistics of a certain area but to contextualise and gather information
on the questions that are asked. A quantitative method will not be used for this
research as it is only useful for gathering information on questions that consist
of ‘how much…’, ‘how many…’ or ‘to what extent…’.
With regard to a qualitative research method, various techniques can be
used and include some of the following: focus groups, observations, interviews,
data collections and case studies. This specific area of research – attitudes
and breastfeeding – used semi-structured interviews to acquire the specific
information sought. A semi-structured interview is also known as a focused
interview and for the purpose of this research consisted of various questions that
were open ended while covering specific key areas. Each interviewee was asked
the same questions but an acknowledgement on the variety of the answers was
made. (Dunn Galvin, 2007)
Interviews were held in a secondary school in the Cork area with eight
female participants. Before the interviews were held, written consent from the
principal was obtained along with each student’s parent’s/guardian’s permission.
Each interview was audio taped for the benefit of analysis at a later stage.
The interviewer had a list of questions that the participant was asked and the
interviewer listened and responded to each answer. (Appendix 1).
Notes were not taken during the course of the interview, which lasted
between ten to fifteen minutes. Each interviewee was asked to sign a consent
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form stating that she agrees with the terms and conditions of the interview. Each
participant and her parent were informed on the purpose of this research, why it
was being carried out, where the information will go, how it will be used, along
with the anonymity and confidentiality of each participant.
Eight students were interviewed on the impact of the educational material
on perceptions of breastfeeding. Students reflected on how they felt about the
concept of breastfeeding before and after material was studied in their Home
Economics curriculum.

Results
I acknowledge that this is only a very small insight into research in this area as I
only interviewed one group of students in one particular school.
Upon analysis of my interviews my results showed that the educational
material had an impact on the student’s perceptions in a variety of ways. Three out
of the eight students believed that the material covered in their Home Economics
class helped reinforce the positive attitude they held regarding breastfeeding
Positive (consistent)
“I feel the same now. It (material) just kinda confirmed that
breastfeeding is good.” Christine, aged 17
Two out the eight students believed the material created a positive attitude
for them.
Positive (undecided)
“I think when you do Home Economics you realise the benefits of
it. I never really knew the benefits before and how good it is for
the child and their immune system.” Lisa, aged 17
Three out of the eight still admitted to maintaining a negative attitude toward
breastfeeding regardless of the material they covered.
Negative
“I prefer bottle feeding because it’s easier. Breastfeeding seems way
harder. There’s so much more work involved…like having to eat
well and stuff.” Vivenne, aged 17
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For those who still held a negative attitude I wanted to find out what
barriers they felt existed for them. In a societal context many of these students
admitted that not seeing women breastfeeding did affect how they felt about it. It
was something they were not in constant contact with. Some students admitted
that even when they did see someone breastfeeding they felt “squeamish” and
uncomfortable.
In an educational context all of the eight students highlighted that there
is not enough information on breastfeeding available for them. One student
commented on the lack of information in her senior cycle Home Economics
book compared to her junior cycle book.

Conclusion
To relate back to an earlier statement from the 2005 Strategic Action Plan – these
students are society’s future mothers. Interestingly, three out of the eight students
still held a negative attitude toward breastfeeding regardless of the positive
information they had been given.
My research has highlighted that the already existing information on the
advantages of breastfeeding does give evidence of having some positive effect
on adolescent attitudes. But, it must be noted that there is still a huge gap in
affecting those with an existing negative attitude.
With what information is available to students in the educational system
it has managed to create a positive attitude and help reinforce for some of those
students an already existing positive attitude.
The 2005 Strategic Action Plan has in almost three years managed to have
some impact in affecting adolescents and their attitudes to breastfeeding. My
research has shown that the impact is positive but there is still a major short fall
in the provision given to students. Five out of the eight students believed that
the information given to them in their curriculum was helpful and positive.
Though my results have shown that the information available has managed to
create a positive attitude in five of the eight students it is important to note that
no attitude or belief exists in a vacuum! One must acknowledge the link between
attitudes and behaviours. Documents and policies outline strategies and action
plans for creating a positive attitude to breastfeeding but the final measure of the
success of any health promotion intervention is in behavioural outcomes.
My final thought for all readers is “What will these girls do in the future?”
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APPENDIX 1 : QUESTIONNAIRE
Student Name:

Date:

Research Area: Breastfeeding and Adolescent Attitudes

Question: What Effect Does An Educational Awareness On The Advantages Of
Breastfeeding Have On Adolescent Attitude?
1. Before Home Economics
•

Your thoughts on breastfeeding

•

Something you were familiar with/exposed to?

•

e.g. around family, friends, public

•

Something you were comfortable with?

•

Were you relaxed/comfortable?

•

Breastfeeding/bottle feeding – would you hold distinct views on each?

•

e.g. against bf/against bf or would feel that both are the same

2. During Home Economics
•

Any material in the course that surprised you?

•

Anything that interested you?

•

Did you find any of it helpful?

•

e.g. bonding, antibodies, positive effects on child later in life (resp, gastric,
allergic diseases)

3. Your thoughts at present on breastfeeding
•

Have they changed/altered in any way?

•

Where do you stand or how do you feel about the breast versus bottle debate?
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Asthma
Katie McCormack. Student, UCC
The following paper presents the results of a research project on childhood
asthma. The research for this paper was carried out as part of my child
paediatric module and was presented as part of the OMEP Conference
Cherishing Childhood - April 2008.

The reasons for my choice of this topic :
Through my research and studying as part of my course I have learnt that
asthma is a common chronic illness that affects 20% of children. I have also
learnt about the importance of knowing what procedure should be followed
during and after an attack. This information mainly came from the Asthma
Society of Ireland based on their recent publication called Best Practice Asthma
Management Guidelines for Primary Schools in Ireland. During my course I
have had the opportunity to carry out work placement in two types of setting
- primary school and a crèche setting. This lead to my interest in comparing
and contrasting the level of knowledge from these two different settings. I was
interested to see if the primary schools have adopted the guidelines in their
setting and where crèche workers acquire their knowledge (if any) on best
asthma practice and who, based on the information gathered, appeared to have
the best knowledge on asthma practice.
My method for this project is a mixed method between qualitative
and quantitative. I firstly gathered my information on asthma and created a
questionnaire with open ended questions. I then created a cover letter as well
as consent forms and I chose the two settings I was going to compare (Inner
city crèche in Cork and a primary school in Galway). I then sought written
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permission from management from both settings. When granted I handed out
the questionnaire, collected them and assessed the results.
As I have said above the aim of the research project was to compare and
contrast primary schools teachers and crèche workers level of knowledge of best
asthma practice.
The following are my results which are based on eight questions and my
information came from nineteen participants (12 - crèche workers / 7 - Primary
School Teachers).
I began my research project by asking if the participants received any training
regarding best asthma care management. 33% crèche workers replied that they
have received some training. This varied from first aid training, family members,
from their course, FETAC level 5 and self learning through reading literature,
varying from time lengths of 4 to 12 months of training . One participant noted
that she had received specialised training from an asthma clinic and this training
took place only four months ago. None of the primary school teachers participating
had received formal or specialized training. I then asked if they were aware of
any guidelines for the care of asthma suffers as the Asthma Society has produced
a management document for Primary School Teachers (PST). 58% of teachers
stated that they were familiar with guidelines but all failed to mention the “best
practice asthma management guidelines”. Instead PST guidelines mentioned
courses of action such as knowing basic rules of Self care/ regulation, use of
nebulisers & inhalers, avoiding smoky and irritating atmospheres. One PST stated
that Asthma should not inhibit a child’s participation in school. Children should
be encouraged to carry and use when necessary their inhalers. School environment
should be friendly towards asthma suffers i.e. pet free, dust free, odour free
environment and keeping stress to minimum
41% of crèche workers also replied that they were familiar with some
guidelines similar to the ones used by PST:
• Keep asthma suffers calm
• Out of an over warm room
• Keep inhalers close by
• Don’t smoke in the vicinity of asthma suffers
• Dust free
• No carpets
• No pets with fur
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My next section focused on adaptations to the setting. 33% of crèche
workers said that it was necessary to make adaptations such as removal of
carpets and ensuring that the setting is cleaned daily, make sure heating is at
a comfortable setting and that windows are open to keep free air coming in.
16% of crèche workers mentioned that they were not sure if they ever had a child
with asthma in their care. 28% of PSTs stated that they had to made adaptations
which included increasing air flow in room ventilation. Also black boards were
replaced by white boards to reduce chalk dust in classrooms.
I followed on by asking the two settings if they were aware of any
organisations that specialise in asthma. 83% of the crèche workers named the
Asthma Society of Ireland compared to 42% of the PST who also named the
Irish organisation.
My second last section focused on the asthma policies in the two settings
and what procedure is followed regarding administrating medication. 83% of
crèche workers said that that there were no separate guidelines/policy for asthma
suffers but there was an overall medical policy which they described – “No asthma
policy but there is a medical policy to give us permission to administer inhalers.
Parents show staff how to administer inhalers and sign consent form. Parent informs
staff if their child suffers from asthma.” Surprisingly 16% of the crèche workers
in the same crèche were unsure of whether there was a medical policy in their
setting.
85% of the teachers responded that there was no separate section in their
policy for asthma suffers but again there was a section for administration of
medication. Again parental permission must be given by parents in writing for
the administration of medication to a child. 14% of teachers responded that they
were unsure if there was a separate policy for asthma suffers.
My final section focused on previous experience of asthma attacks. One
crèche worker said that she had firsthand experience of an attack. She described
the procedure that they followed as (a) reassure the child (b) keep the area well
ventilated (c)loosen the child’s clothing (d) give the inhaler (e) contact the
child’s parents. The rest of the group (91%) gave examples of what procedure
they thought they would follow if they found themselves in a similar situation.
The main examples they gave were: loosen the child’s clothing; give inhaler; stay
calm yourself; calm child down; ring parents; in the worst case, ring 999 after
five minutes if symptoms do not improve; if the child does not have an inhaler,
then calm them and ring parents and medics. These examples are in line with
the Asthma Society’s five minute rule.
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Like the crèche workers, only one primary school teacher had an experience
of a child having an asthma attack. But compared to the crèche workers, the
primary school teachers’ responses as to what they would do in that situation
were much more limited. One teacher said that they would contact the school
health and safety officer, or a colleague with first aid training. One surprising
(and very worrying) finding was the response from one teacher that in the event
of an attack he would remain calm and provide the child with a white paper bag
to breathe into. This is not a recommended action to follow.

Conclusions
From my results I have concluded that a third of the crèche workers have had
some form of training in caring for children with asthma in the past year through
asthma clinics, course work, first aid training or by a family member whereas
none of the primary school teachers had any formal training. None of the two
groups especially the primary school teachers mentioned the Asthma Society
Guidelines (2006). Instead they mentioned suggestions such as reducing dust,
keeping inhalers close by, no pets in the setting, reducing stress and avoidance of
aerosol use. Both groups mention similar adaptions to their environment such as
no carpets, daily cleaning, heating regulated and that windows are opened daily
for ventilation. The primary school teachers also mentioned the elimination of
blackboards and chalk to reduce dust. Regarding naming an organisation, only
42% primary school teachers named one, compared to the crèche setting. 83%
of the participants named the Asthma Society of Ireland.
Neither the crèches nor the primary schools in the study have an asthma policy
but they both have guidelines for the administration of medication. Both settings
said that they insist on parental consent before medication is administrated. In
two of the questionnaires from the primary school, teachers mentioned they were
unsure if there was a policy regarding administration of medication.
My final question focused on the procedure they would follow if/when an
asthma attack occurred while a child was in their care. Only one care worker had
ever experienced an actual attack. The crèche workers mostly responded with:
• loosen clothing
• give inhaler (if the child does not have the inhaler,
ring parents immediately)
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• stay calm yourself
• calm the child down
• ring parents
• and if necessary ring for medical assistance after 5
minutes if symptoms do not improve. (Guidelines
from the Asthma Society of Ireland)
Again, of the primary teachers, only one had experienced an attack. Their
responses to the questionnaires concurred with the care workers as seen below:
• Contact school health and safety officer/colleague
with first aid training
• Remain calm and keep child calm
• Loosen any tight clothing use inhalers if applicable
• Depending on severity or ability to control attack call
for medical help
• Slow down the rate of breathing
• Phone parents
• Keep calm allow them to use their inhaler (if they
had one)
• Use white paper bag to stop hyperventilation (not an
adequate response to an asthma attack)
It appears from my research that crèche workers compared to the primary
school in question have had more training in dealing with a child with Asthma.
Each setting has tried to make their environment more asthma friendly but
unfortunately neither of the settings has an asthma policy. I would recommend
that both settings should consider implementing the Asthma Society guidelines.
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About OMEP
OMEP (Ireland) is a registered charity (Charity Number CHY 14213) dedicated
to working for children’s needs in Early Education and Care.
Membership of OMEP (Ireland) is open to any person or organisation
that supports its aims, including professionals from any discipline with an
interest in the well-being of children and their families, administrators, parents
or politicians. The benefits of full membership include the twice-yearly
International Journal of Early Childhood, a regular OMEP Ireland newsletter
and a copy of the Proceedings of the OMEP Ireland annual conference.
OMEP (Ireland) is affiliated to OMEP – the World Organisation for Early
Childhood Education. This is an international, non-governmental organisation,
founded in 1948 to benefit children under the age of 8 years throughout the
world. OMEP is currently established in over 70 countries and has a consultative
status with UNESCO, UNICEF, the Council of Europe and other international
organisations. The aim of OMEP is to promote for all children the optimum
conditions that will ensure their well-being, development and happiness in their
families, institutions and communities.

OMEP (Ireland)’s Aims and Objectives
OMEP (Ireland)’s aim is to promote the optimum conditions for all children, in
order to ensure their well-being, development and happiness, both within their
family unit and the wider communities in which they live.
OMEP assists in undertakings that have the objective of improving early
childhood education and care in its broadest interpretation.
The organisation is founded on, and will continue to have a commitment
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to education for peace. It also continues to champion children’s rights under the
UN Convention.
OMEP supports scientific research that positively influences the conditions
in which children live, grow and develop. To this end, OMEP
• champions children’s rights under the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child
• supports research which may influence the conditions
in which children live, develop and play.
• helps in any undertaking which will improve early
childhood education
• carries out projects which contribute to an
understanding between peoples and to peace in
the world.
• includes all those who wish to make the world a
better place for children, whether as a parent, carer,
researcher or policy maker. This includes all those
who are interested in health, social policy, early
education, psychology, sociology, the law as it relates
to children, special education, disadvantage etc
The Patrons of OMEP (Ireland) are Prof. Francis Douglas and Dr. Mary
Horgan, Dept. of Education, UCC, and Dr. Nóirín Hayes, Dublin Institute of
Technology.

Mission Statement
OMEP Ireland’s objective is to use every possible means to promote the optimum
conditions for the well-being of all children, their development and happiness
within their families, institutions, and society. To this end, OMEP assists any
undertaking to improve early childhood education, and supports scientific
research that can influence these conditions.
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CONTACT OMEP
Dr. Anna Ridgway, President, OMEP Ireland
Email: info@omepireland.ie
URL: www.omepireland.ie
OMEP: World Organisation for Early Childhood Education
OMEP: An Eagraíocht Dhomhanda um Oideachas agus Chúram Luath-Óige
OMEP Éireann: An Eagraíocht um Oideachas agus Chúram Luath-Óige
PLEASE SEE OUR WEBSITE (www.omepireland.ie) FOR OMEP NEWS,
INFORMATION, LINKS TO EARLY YEARS WEBSITES. YOU WILL ALSO
FIND FULL DETAILS OF OUR PUBLICATIONS ALONG WITH ORDER
FORMS AND MEMBERSHIP FORMS
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Notes for intending contributors
An Leanbh Óg- The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies is a peerreviewed journal presenting research on topics relating to young children. An
Leanbh Óg welcomes articles relating to the field of early childhood studies in
the broadest sense, including those relating to early years education and care,
social studies, child health, child development and policy issues. An Leanbh
Óg especially welcomes papers from practitioners, and those with an interest in
relating theory to practice.

Submission of Papers:
Papers submitted should meet the following criteria in terms of presentation and
content:
Papers should be original; they should not be under consideration by
another journal and they should not have been published elsewhere. Papers
should be written in a clear straightforward style, avoiding technical jargon as
far as possible. Papers should not exceed 3,000 to 5,000 words in length; shorter
papers are acceptable. The name, address, institution or affiliation if applicable,
and contact details (phone, e-mail) of the author(s) should not appear on the
paper itself, but should be given on a separate sheet, along with an abstract of
100 words.
It is the responsibility of authors to show that they have addressed any
ethical issues that may arise in connection with their research and that they have
obtained the necessary consent from children, parents and settings if they wish
to include photographs, examples of children’s work and so on. A statement to
this effect should accompany papers submitted.
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Papers should be submitted in Word format. They should be 1.5 spaced,
in Times New Roman 12 point. The use of sub-headings is recommended
to enhance readability. Diagrams, tables etc should be clear and legible. Any
photographs or other illustrations should not be incorporated into the text, but
should be sent separately, with the place where they are to be inserted clearly
indicated in the text, e.g. Photo 2 here.
The author, date system should be used for citations in the text, e.g.
Murphy, (2006). All works referred to in the text should be included in the list
of references at the end of the paper. The required style for references and citing
works in the text along with the other academic conventions in papers is to be
found in Exploring Children’s Lives: A Handbook of Early Childhood Research
(2006), available from OMEP Ireland, c/o Dept of Education, University
College Cork.
Academic papers received will be sent for peer review, and authors will
be notified of the results. Totally non-academic papers (e.g. suggestions for
activities to promote early learning or factual accounts of programmes or visits)
may be submitted for publication in Part 2 of the journal From the Field at the
discretion of the editorial committee, and these will not be sent for peer review.
All papers should be submitted to the Editor, Dr. Rosaleen Murphy, by
e-mail to omepireland@eircom.net , with a copy also to info@omepireland.ie
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