
OMEP IRELAND

An Leanbh Óg

The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies

Volume 6 • Issue 1 • April 2012

Published by OMEP Ireland

Edited by Rosaleen Murphy

murphyr
Typewritten Text



Published by OMEP Ireland 2012

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

Copyright © 2012 OMEP Ireland
2012 The Authors
Copyright resides with the authors
OMEP Ireland has asserted their moral rights to be identified as the authors

All rights reserved; no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted 
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise without the 
written permission of the publisher.

Published by OMEP Ireland , c/o School of Education, University College Cork

Website: www.omepireland.ie
Email: info@omepireland.ie

Typeset in Adobe Garamond Pro 11½pt by 
www.chandlerbookdesign.co.uk

Printed and bound by  
Ashford Colour Press



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

iii

Editor

Dr Rosaleen Murphy

Editorial Committee 2011-2012

Ms Pat O’Connor President, OMEP Ireland
Dr. Anna Ridgway, Dr Maura Cunneen, Patricia Radley, Lorraine Crossan, Kirsten Tyrell. 
Dr Mary Horgan, Patron, OMEP Ireland
Prof. Emeritus Francis Douglas, Patron, OMEP Ireland

Editorial Associates 2011-2012

Professor Kathy Hall, Department of Education, UCC
Prof. Nóirín Hayes PhD, School of Social Sciences and Law, DIT. 
Prof. Mary Kellett,  The Open University
Professor Kevin Brehony, Roehampton University
Dr. Margaret Kernan, International Child Development Initiatives, The Netherlands
Dr. Máire Mhic Mathúna, Department of Social Studies, Dublin Institute of Technology
Dr Maura O’Connor, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra.
Dr. Jennifer Pope, Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick
Dr Mary Daly, National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
Dr Florence Dinneen, Consultant - Early Childhood Matters.
Dr Philomena Donnelly, St. Patrick’s College, Drumcondra
Jacqueline Fallon, Church of Ireland College of Education
Dr. Shirley Martin, Department of Applied Social Studies, UCC
Arlene Forster, National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 
Irene Gunning, Early Childhood Ireland
Dr. Deirdre Horgan, Department of Applied Social Studies, UCC
Kate McCarthy, Waterford Institute of Technology 
Dr Susan Crawford, School of Education (Sports Studies and Physical Education), UCC
Dr Tracey Connolly, School of Education, UCC.
Lisha O’Sullivan, Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick
Rose Murphy, Childcare Co-ordinator, Waterford County Childcare Committee
Ruth Cullen, Childminding Coordinator, Cork City Childcare Committee Ltd.
Anne White, NCTE/ NCCA
Patsy Stafford, Froebel College of Education



murphyr
Typewritten Text
Erratum: In the table on page 109, column 2 heading should read 'Number of services' instead of 'Number of Children'



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 3

Acknowledgements
OMEP Ireland would like to thank its patrons, Professor Emeritus Francis 
Douglas (UCC)

Prof Nóirín Hayes (DIT) and Dr Mary Horgan (Director of the B.A. (Hons) 
Early Years and Childhood Studies, UCC) for their on-going help, support  
and encouragement.

OMEP Ireland gratefully acknowledges the generous donations and practical 
help received in previous years from The Research Publications Fund of the 
College of Arts, Celtic Studies and Social Sciences, UCC 

The Katherine Howard Foundation, whose support has made the publication 
of An Leanbh Óg possible.

We also gratefully acknowledge the support of:
Childminding Ireland
Dun Laoghaire VEC
Irish National Teachers Association
Portobello Institute Dublin
Froebel College of Education
Waterford Institute of Further Education
Limerick County Childcare Committee
Sligo Family Support Ltd.
Forbairt Naíonraí Teo.
Kilkenny County Childcare Committee
Early Childhood Ireland
Cheeky Cherubs Early Years Schools
Waterford County Childcare Committee
Waterford City Childcare Committee,
Mary Immaculate College, University of Limerick





An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 3

C O N T E N T S

Glossary and selected acronyms used in this volume 1

Editorial 3

Facilitating young children’s voice in contemporary society: a UK  7 
perspective. Keynote address. OMEP Ireland Conference, April 2010 

SECTION 1 PEER-REVIEWED PAPERS 19

Golden Key: Employing Aspects of a Vygotskian Approach to  21 
Education, to Early Years Education in the Northern Ireland Context 

The National Childminding Initiative: History and Implementation  41

Part Two: The Impact of the National Childminding Initiative in  51 
Waterford City and County. 

Unlocking Learning– Evidential Factors Motivating Young Children’s  67 
Learning.  A Study of a Sample of 4 – 6 Year Olds in Irish Primary  
School Settings 

Towards a community of practice: Exploring the experiences of  83 
junior infants in a multigrade class.  

Multicultural Education in the Early Years Care and Education Sector:  91 
An Introduction 

An Exploration of the Practitioner Role in Promoting Information  103 
and Communications Technology as a Learning Tool in Early  
Childhood Education 

Children and Technology: Assessing both the positive and negative  117 
aspects of children’s contact with information technology 

The Parent Child Home Programme in Dublin’s Docklands 129

Supporting the Emotionally Abused Pre-School Child 137

Tús Maith, giving children the best start in life 157

Dance and Children with Special Needs Philosophical and  175 
Practical Perspectives 





Glossary and selected acronyms 
used in this volume

An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 3

1

Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework: A curriculum 
framework for children from birth to age 6, developed by the National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment- see www.ncca.ie 

CECDE: Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education. No longer 
operating since Nov. 2008. Involved in the development of Síolta. 

Childminding Ireland (CMI). A national voluntary membership organisation 
providing information, support and advice to childminders and parents.

City and County Childcare Committees or CCC(s). 33 of these committees 
were established in 2001 to encourage the development of childcare/early 
education locally. They offer a wide variety of services and supports to parents 
and practitioners.

Early Childhood Ireland: 

ECCE or ECEC: Early Childhood Care and Education 

EOCP: Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme (2000-2006)

Health Service Executive (HSE). This is the national structure for the provision 
of health and social services across the county.  

HSE: Health Services Executive

ICPN: Irish Childcare Policy Network 
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IPPA: Irish Preschool Play Association

National Childminding Initiative (NCMI). This initiative was set up to provide 
supports for childminders and for people interested in becoming childminders 
and includes a number of different elements.

NCCA: National Council for Curriculum and Assessment www.ncca.ie 

NFQ: National Framework of Qualifications 

OECD: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development.

OMCYA: Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. www.omc.gov.ie 

OMEP: Organisation Mondiale pour L´Éducation Préscolaire/The World 
Organisation for Early Childhood Education/ Organización Mundial para la 
Educación Preescolar

Pre-School Regulations: The Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations 2006 
outline the standards of health, safety and welfare that must be in place before 
childcare services can commence in any facility. They are monitored by the HSE. 

Síolta - The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education in 
Ireland developed by the CECDE.  www.siolta.ie

UN: United Nations
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Editorial

On behalf of OMEP Ireland, I am delighted to be able to introduce this issue of 
An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies. In this issue, 
you will find a selection of papers from the 2011 OMEP Ireland conferences, 
as well as a range of other papers on early childhood topics.  Submissions of 
papers that may be of interest to our readers are welcome at any time; for details 
of how to submit, please see the guidelines for intending authors at the end of 
this volume.

Volume 6 of An Leanbh Óg opens with Professor Mary Kellett’s keynote 
address from the 2011 OMEP Ireland conference. The topic on which she spoke 
was ‘Facilitating Young Children’s Voice’ and, as she notes in her paper:

In order to have influence, children’s voices have to break 
through cultural boundaries of childhood and navigate 
a shared understanding in the adult world. This is all the 
more challenging for young children for whom a significant 
amount of voice is not expressed in words – least of all adult 
words – but in various forms of non-verbal communication

In Section 1 of this volume, the peer-reviewed papers, many facets of 
early years education and care from the earliest days of infancy to primary 
school are addressed. Frances Clerkin and Sharon O’Driscoll address different 
aspects of the experience of children in infant classes, while Andrea Doherty 
looks at the implementation of a Vygotskian approach in early years education 
in Northern Ireland. Niamh Murphy brings us a preliminary paper from her 
on-going research into multi-cultural education in Ireland.  Two papers discuss 
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information and communications technology (ICT) and children; Damian 
Walshe reviews the positive and negative aspects of the widespread availability 
of such media, while Eileen McDermott explores the role of the practitioner is 
promoting ICT as a learning tool in early childhood settings. In contrast, Maura 
O’Connor takes a look back at the history of early education in Ireland, with 
her paper on Samuel Wilderspin (1792-1866), an influential but lesser-known 
figure in Irish education. 

We also have a number of papers on issues related to the importance of early 
intervention when children are at risk of disadvantage of one kind or another. Edel 
Daly discusses Infant Mental Health, drawing on the literature and on her own 
experiences as a social worker to highlight the importance of support for parents 
and families in the crucial early years of the infant’s life. Lorraine O’Connor looks 
at one aspect of such support, advocating the provision of play therapy in women’s 
refuges as a means of supporting children who have witnessed violence in the 
home. Two papers, one by Beth Fagan of the National College of Ireland on the 
Parent Child Home Programme in Dublin’s docklands and the other by Siobhán 
Greene and Mary Corrigan of Barnardos describing the Tús Maith preschool 
programme, show how early, timely and appropriate intervention can improve 
children’s life chances and increase their later success at school. 

The paper by Sharon Phelan builds on and extends the papers on dance 
written by her that have appeared in earlier issues of An Leanbh Óg. In this 
paper, she discusses dance and children with special needs, arguing that it can 
be a valuable tool for self-expression and making some practical suggestions for 
implementing it when taking specific needs into account. 

Early childhood education and care in Ireland is, as has frequently been 
noted, characterised by a patchwork of provision, both formal and informal. 
Childminding is an important part of this range of services, although by and 
large it is under-researched and often invisible. The National Childminding 
Initiative had as an objective the raising of standards in this area, and the two-
part paper by Mary Daly in this volume introduces us to the history of the 
National Childminding Initiative, and presents the results of an evaluation of its 
impact in Waterford city and county. Since there has been no national evaluation 
of the initiative, this report is of more general interest to all of those working in, 
and concerned with  childminding and early years care more generally. OMEP 
Ireland has always been supportive of childminding and childminders, and in 
the second part of this journal, the section entitled From the Field: Perspectives 
on Practice, we bring you once again a report of the annual survey conducted by 
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Childminding Ireland among their members. It identifies some some current and 
on-going issues, and is of particular interest in the light of the preceding papers 
on the Childminding Initiative.

OMEP has also always had cordial and mutually supportive relationships 
with other national voluntary childhood organisations. In the last volume of 
An Leanbh Óg, we noted that IPPA, the Irish Preschool Play Association, had 
celebrated the 40th anniversary of its foundation in 2009.  In 2011, a further 
momentous event took place, with the coming together of IPPA and the 
National Children’s’ Nurseries Association to form Early Childhood Ireland. 
OMEP will continue to collaborate with Early Childhood Ireland and with 
other organisations such as Childminding Ireland, Forbairt Naíonraí Teoranta, 
the Irish National Teachers Organisation, Start Strong and others to promote 
the well-being of children in Ireland. Our particular focus is on bringing early 
childhood professionals from different backgrounds and institutions together, 
and on sharing the most up-to-date research with them through this publication 
and our annual conference. The number and variety of papers included in this 
issue of An Leanbh Óg once again reflect the vibrant and many-faceted nature 
of early childhood care and education in Ireland. The enthusiasm and creativity 
of those who work with young children is obvious, as is their concern that all 
children should have the best possible start in life. 

Once again, we thank all our contributors and supporters, and in particular 
our authors, external reviewers and the hardworking editorial team who make 
publication of this journal possible. As always, we welcome submissions for our 
next issue; please see the guidelines for authors at the end of this volume for 
details of how to submit a paper.

Dr Rosaleen Murphy Editor, 
An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies
April, 2012. 
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Facilitating young children’s voice in 
contemporary society: a UK perspective. 
Keynote address. OMEP Ireland 
Conference, April 2010

Mary Kellett, The Open University

Introduction
A fundamental repositioning of the status of children in society, spearheaded 
by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and its 
global focus on children’s rights, resulted in children being acknowledged as 
human beings rather than human becomings.  Children who had previously 
been thought of as objects of exploration came to be regarded as subjects and 
participants. Articles 12 and 13 of the Convention compelled governments to 
find more effective ways of engaging with children through improved listening 
and consultation processes:

Article 12 State Parties shall assure to the child who 
is capable of forming his or her own views the right to 
express those views freely in all matters affecting the 
child, the views of the child being given due weight in 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child…The 
child has the right to express his or her opinion freely and 
to have that opinion taken into account in any matter or 
procedure affecting the child. 

Article 13 The child shall have the right to freedom of 
expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive 
and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of 
frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of 
art, or through any other media of the child’s choice. 
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In the UK, the 1990s were characterised by increased consultation with children 
and a focus on childhood professionals developing better listening skills. Early 
attempts were criticised for being tokenistic (Alderson 2000; Sinclair, 2004) 
and more emphasis was demanded on initiatives that fostered meaningful 
participation and children’s involvement in decision-making about matters 
affecting their lives. Policy shifts to accommodate this widening participation 
agenda were ensconced in Every Child Matters (Green Paper, 2003, Children’s 
Act, 2004) and new legislation was passed to facilitate, and monitor, the 
expression of children’s views (Education and Skills Act, 2008). In spite of these 
efforts, young children are still being marginalized in this process, casualties 
of the qualification in Article 12 which constrains their right to express a view 
to adult judgements about their competence. Moreover, cognisance of those 
views is mediated by their age and maturity. Engaging children’s voices remains 
a challenge (Leitch and Mitchell, 2007). In part, this is due to traditional 
hierarchical adult-child power relationships that pervade all sections of society 
(Devine, 2003).  This paper explores these and other modes of facilitating voice 
in young children and, in doing so, poses three fundamental questions:

• Is child voice in the domain of human rights or gifted 
by adults? 

• Do age and competency issues limit the reality of 
child voice? 

• To what extent is child voice mediated and silenced 
by adults?

What do we mean by children’s voice?
Voice is a social construct shaped by cultural contexts and overlain by social 
practices and negotiated meanings (Hart, 2002; Maybin, 2001).  In order to 
have influence, children’s voices have to break through cultural boundaries of 
childhood and navigate a shared understanding in the adult world. This is all 
the more challenging for young children for whom a significant amount of voice 
is not expressed in words – least of all adult words – but in various forms of 
non-verbal communication.  Lundy (2007: 933) conceptualises voice as being 
constituted in four parts not one:
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Space: Children must be given the opportunity to express a view
Voice: Children must be facilitated to express their views
Audience: The view must be listened to
Influence: The view must be acted upon as appropriate 

This perspective emphasizes that the right conditions have to be in place before 
children can exercise voice and mechanisms afforded to carry that voice to an 
audience. This means being proactive rather than passive in the creation of space 
for children to express their views in safe spaces without fear of reprisal. 

Spaces to develop voice
Several writers support the notion that children’s voice cannot just happen. As 
Lundy (2007) demonstrates, there is an important prerequisite to voice in the 
discursive spaces required to enable children to experiment with and develop 
voice. This chimes with Lensmire’s (1998) assertion of voice as ‘project’, as 
requiring work to be done. Children need to take ownership of discursive 
spaces in order to have their voice heard. However, such spaces commonly 
have political structures imposed upon them which are more familiar in adult 
forums and focus on standards and accountability. Smyth (2006) advocates 
less emphasis on these kinds of criteria and more on ‘relational reforms’ which 
address the emotional and personal needs of children and build confidence, 
trust and respect. There is a need for child-friendly spaces to be created which 
reflect local needs, interests and children’s preferred ways of engagement so 
that children’s voices do not become a tool for reinforcing adult governance 
(Wyness 2006). At the United Nations Special Summit on Children’s Rights 
(United Nations, 2002) children and young people identified some of these 
discursive spaces as access to child-friendly information, sufficient time to 
digest the issues on which they have a view, a child-led infrastructure in which 
to formulate views and training for adults in how to overcome their resistance 
to child voice (Bennett Woodhouse 2003). 

Audiences to receive voice
The requirement for audience emerges from another phrase in Article 12 
which refers to the right of children’s views to be given ‘due weight’. This is, 
arguably, the most powerful mandate in the Article, since adults are tasked 
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with listening to children and not just hearing what they have to say. Of course, 
many children do not express their views in words. Thus to accord young 
children their full rights adults must learn to listen effectively and know how 
to interpret non-verbal cues appropriately. It is a sobering thought that even 
with all this pre-occupation about effective listening, adults still have the power 
to decide how to listen. Indeed, they can listen and then choose not to act on 
anything they hear. Once voiced, children’s views do not necessarily progress 
to a point of influence.  

Optimising children’s voice as influence
A combination of circumstances is needed for child voice to have influence, 
not least a pre-disposition on the part of adults to value what children have to 
say and to appreciate the uniqueness of their perspective. Better understanding 
of children’s lived experiences leads to better provision for their needs. This is 
entirely dependent on good will and explains why there are so many discrepancies 
in the way child voice is received globally. The UNCRC Special Summit 
(United Nations, 2002) required governments to demonstrate how they provided 
opportunities for children to participate in decision-making A similar mandate 
could require feedback to children, after consultation processes, on what actions 
have been taken to address their concerns. While there are some excellent 
examples of consultation activities which do this, and joint research projects 
where children’s voices have influenced policy outcomes, these are relatively 
sparse on the overall canvass. 

Why is it important that young children have a voice?
Children have expertise on what it is like to be a child. They see with different 
eyes, have different concerns and priorities, ask different questions and have 
immediate access to a peer culture where adults are outsiders. Young children 
are introduced to participation through everyday family practices and it is our 
role as educators to develop these skills and provide opportunities for them to 
exercise agency.  An excellent example of this is the Mosaic approach (Clark 
and Moss, 2001). This is a collection of child-friendly participation activities 
that together form a picture of young children’s experiences of their early years’ 
settings. Children are given disposable cameras with which to photograph 
particular aspects of their learning environment they like or dislike. The 
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photos are used in child interviews as prompts to elicit discussion about 
their experiences.  Another tool of the Mosaic method is a practice in which 
children take adults on a guided tour of their early years setting. This is a very 
informative way of accessing children’s experiences. The parts of a setting they 
choose to show to an adult and how they describe and explain these places to 
that adult divulge much about how they are experiencing it. Other features of 
the Mosaic approach include staff observations and inviting children to draw 
maps or pictures of their settings. The power of the approach is in pulling 
together all the different sets of information which, in isolation, may only tell 
part of a story but when pieced together provide a rich montage of a young 
child’s lived experiences – as the name suggests, a ‘mosaic’.

Circle time is a well known activity used to develop self esteem, strengthen 
social skills and promote well being (Mosley, 2006). However, circle time is also 
an excellent means of building capacity and creating opportunities for child voice 
and accessing children’s experiences. It is popular in Early Years settings and in 
personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) curricula in primary schools. 
Sitting in a circle enables children to see one another easily and also negates 
power differentials. Ground rules are established between teacher and pupils 
beforehand such as:

• only one person speaks at once,

• everyone has to listen with respect, 

• everyone gets a turn to contribute, 

• no negative comments are allowed.

Games and props help to facilitate child contributions. For example, passing a 
favourite toy or object around the circle. A child can make a contribution (or 
choose to pass) when holding the toy before giving it to the next child in the 
circle. Children can only talk when they are holding the toy. Themed prompts 
can be used to shape the session such as sentence completion e.g. I feel unhappy 
when...,  I am afraid of..., I get embarrassed if... , I am most proud of... etc. 
This can easily be adapted to accommodate advocacy themes that will introduce 
children to participation in the pedagogical and social community of their 
school. Thus sentence completion themes might be e.g. 
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I like lessons which…., 
In the lunch break I would like to …, 
A good school rule is … 
or A bad school rule is … etc.

Examples of young children’s voice initiatives
This next section explores a number of UK examples of initiatives that have 
successfully accessed young children’s voice and in doing so contributed valuable 
knowledge to our understanding of young children’s worlds. The examples cited 
are underpinned by cyclical consultation pedagogy: 

Listen Record

Reflect

Act

Feedback

Fig. 1. The cycle of consultation

The Outdoor Learning project (Waller, 2006) was based at a state nursery 
school located in a mixed housing estate on the outskirts of a large town in the 
English midlands.  Children’s views about the outdoor play area were sought 
using an active participation method.  The three and four year-olds were given 
digital cameras to film and record their perspectives by taking photos of their 
happy and special places. Through discussion of the photos with a practitioner 
they then created a learning story.
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Zachary’s Story 
One morning Red group visited the park shortly after a light 
snowfall. Zoe noticed some tracks in the snow made by birds. 

Look, look a goblin’s foot print, she said. 

A small group of children (Charleigh, Jessica, and Zachary) 
came over to see the footprints. They followed the tracks 
and Zoe took a photograph on a digital camera.  
The children followed the track to a pump house where  
they stopped. 

I think he lives in there, Zoe said—pointing to the pump house. 

The children tiptoed over towards a blue door and  
then stopped. 

You go Julie—we’re scared. 

Julie (a practitioner) knocked on the door. The children 
ran away. 

Don’t worry—there is no one at home today. 

Following this the children named the pump house the 
“Goblin’s House.” 

Zachary then collected some sticks and cleared some space 
on the ground. 

This is for the flowers to grow, he said. 

He then placed the sticks around the flowers, as if to protect 
them. Zachary then said, 

There might be butterflies. I’m making a butterfly garden. 

After a few seconds, he turned and pointed to the steps behind, 

You have to go right up there to see the ducks.  
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Zachary drew a picture to represent the goblin’s footprints. 
It is interesting to note that he also drew the Butterfly 
Garden, which is near to the “Goblin’s House” and is 
an area of the park to which he has consistently given 
attention. (Waller, 2006: 90)

Ben’s Story
Ben asked to use the video camera; he picked it up and 
turned it on. He then walked up the path past a large open 
meadow. 

I am trying to find dinosaurs. Ssh. Ssh. You have to be very 
quiet. That looks like where I play football with Mathew – he’s 
my older brother.

He then walked up the path towards the woods.

You have to b very quiet to look for dinosaurs. Let me look 
through the camera to see if I can see any dinosaurs. See 
here – it’s fantastic, you can see them right over there. Look 
– it’s pointing that way.

He put the camera down and picked up a stick.

This is to beat dinosaurs up with. Found some nearby 
dinosaurs.

Ben ran off into the woods waving his stick in the air.

Ssh. Only I can talk! (Waller, 2006:91)

In another example, funded by the National Children’s Bureau, staff at a nursery 
in Leeds set out to find out what their young charges felt about nursery staff 
wearing uniforms. At the time staff wore a ‘uniform’ that included a T-shirt with 
the nursery logo on it. In order to access the views of all the children, including 
babies aged 3-16 months, the staff created a non-verbal ‘listening’ activity. They 
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put different items of clothing and fabric into an attractive basket along with 
some nursery staff T-shirts. Familiar carers supported the children to explore the 
textures and colours of the items and to express their views. The findings were 
quite surprising.

• Babies of 3-16 months loved the different textures, 
bracelets and beads in the basket but showed no 
interest in wanting to explore the staff T-shirts. 

• Toddlers of 16-24 months selected favourite items but 
staff T-shirts did not feature among any of these.

• Children aged 2-3 yrs selected and discussed favourite 
items but showed zero preference for the staff T-shirts. 

• Children of 3-5 yrs dressed up a member of staff 
to make her look ‘beautiful’ but eschewed the staff 
T-shirts in their choices of desirable attire.

The exercise proved invaluable to staff in learning what the children really felt 
about their ‘uniforms’. It helped them to see that the children found individual 
dress much more interesting and therefore they abandoned this policy in favour 
of the diversity of individual clothing. All the children, whatever their age or 
cognitive ability had been able to participate in this consultation (see www.ncb.
org.uk/ycvn).

The final example relates to accessing young children’s feelings and anxieties 
about their care provision in Early Years settings. Since 2004, three and 
four-year-olds in England have been entitled to 12 and a half hours free 
early education per week. From 2010 this was increased to 15 hours of 
‘flexible’ provision and family needs were to be accommodated where possible. 
Hertfordshire county council was one of the first to offer the 15 hours’ 
provision and decided to undertake an evaluation of how 58 young children in 
10 Early Years’ settings were experiencing the new, flexible entitlement.

Play-based methodology was employed to elicit children’s views about 
how young children experienced their Early Years settings. These included staff 
observations, puppetry, children guiding adults on walking tours and also using 
cameras in photo elicitation activities. Findings highlighted many positives 
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about the children’s experiences but also uncovered some anxieties. Children 
were confused about whether they were there for a whole or a half day, and were 
particularly upset about not knowing if they were staying for lunch (a favourite 
time) and whether or not their friends would be coming that day.

Am I staying for lunch today?

Freddy, he’s not here, he’s gone home?

The findings enabled recommendations to be made about minimising 
disruptions, ensuring children were able to spend regular time with friends and 
staff they knew well and better management of beginnings and ends of differently 
timed sessions. Outcomes demonstrate that three and four-year-olds can exercise 
voice in a meaningful way and influence policy and practice.

Conclusion
The potential for meaningful facilitation of child voice is clearly evident in the 
examples cited in this paper. The reality is more opaque. One interpretation of 
voice implies a passive role for children, a perception of voice as a gift in the power 
of adults to bestow rather than a fundamental right. Terms such as ‘giving children 
a voice’ do little to dispel this (Hamill and Boyd, 2002; Lodge 2005). This places 
children as dependent on adults to provide opportunities where their voices can be 
heard. Historically, Western children have been silenced either through oppressive 
conventions that prize children being ‘seen and not heard’ or by their voice 
being distorted in the mediated accounts created by historians, anthropologists, 
sociologists and psychologists (Hendrick, 2000; Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2000).  The 
contention that adults have power over children is indisputable and has a significant 
bearing on the control they exercise over how children’s views are accessed. 

In recent years, the political pendulum has started to swing towards 
greater acknowledgement of child voice. Coad and Lewis (2004) note that the 
concern to hear children’s voice has grown to the extent that any child-related 
policies or research in the UK now carries an imperative to consult children. 
‘Acknowledging’ child voice and ‘consulting’ children are leagues away from 
‘recognising’ child voice and ‘listening’ to children but do indicate that children’s 
right to be heard is creeping up policy agendas. Certainly there appears to be a 
new respect for the worth of children’s views and the value of their knowledge 
and understanding of their own lived experiences. 
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As Early Years professionals, we are guardians of young children’s voice and 
have a duty of care to wield this power responsibly. Children’s voice cannot just 
happen it needs to be nurtured. Best practice prizes opportunities for facilitation 
over gatekeeping. 

The author: Prof. Mary Kellett is Professor of Childhood and Youth in the 
Centre for Childhood Development and Learning at the Open University, UK.  
Correspondence address:  m.kellett@open.ac.uk
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Golden Key: Employing Aspects of a 
Vygotskian Approach to Education, to 
Early Years Education in the Northern 
Ireland Context

Andrea Doherty, PhD Student, Queen’s University Belfast

Abstract
‘Golden Key’ schools are based on the cultural-historical theory of 
Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934). The first ‘Golden Key’ 
school opened in Moscow in 1989.  These schools aim to remove 
the barriers that exist in society between learning and playing, in 
order to improve understanding about the value of play in relation 
to educational development (Holzman 1997). They consider play 
as a precursor to academic learning.  In Northern Ireland similar 
barriers exist.  People still undervalue play as a learning activity. 
This paper presents PhD research that aims to observe, monitor 
and adapt the process of introducing aspects of the Golden Key 
programme to a Northern Ireland Early Years Unit (Nursery 
(3years) to P2 (6years)).  The methodology, theoretical construct 
and some initial findings are described.  Initial findings indicate 
that the introduction of a ‘family’-based, mixed age structure, 
coupled with increasing parental involvement with home play, has 
provided for improved learning outcomes from play activities.

The Research Project
This paper is based on a PhD study. It adopts aspects of the Golden Key 
approach to play in education in a Northern Ireland primary school, using a co-
constructed, projective methodology.  The primary school houses an Early Years 
Centre consisting of a Nursery class and a Reception class, attended by children 
from 3 years to 4 years.  In addition, it provides schooling for 4-11 year olds.   
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The researcher, school staff, parents and children were all involved in the 
planning, carrying out and evaluation of the project, as well as contributing to the 
implementation process. 

Context
In January 2007, in Northern Ireland, the Foundation Stage was introduced to 
all Primary schools (BBC, 2007).  The Foundation stage (comprising primary 
1 and primary 2) adopted a “play for learning” attitude, that is, play was 
incorporated as a statutory element of the curriculum.  Thus, in conjunction 
with Preschool services, children aged from 3 years to 6 years would have play in 
school, as part of the curriculum. 

Play is a very widely researched concept and activity but a widely accepted 
definition for ‘play’ has yet to evolve.  From the literature we see play described as 
“irreplaceable in childhood” (Yudina, 2007:4) and as a vital necessity to children’s 
development (Reaney, 1927).  Pressure from Governments, politicians, policy 
makers and parents, however, has resulted in play being labelled as unnecessary 
“mucking about” (Ivimey, 1974:17).  Consequently, all around the world early 
years practitioners today face the dilemma of allowing children time to play, or 
teaching academic skills (Bodrova and Leong, 2007).  Bodrova and Leong (2007) 
and Kravtsova (2007) criticised this supposed dichotomy.  They explained that 
play and education “are not at odds” (Kravtsova, 2007:8) with each other.  Rather, 
play is one of the most important contexts where young children gather and 
internalise skills and abilities, which then allow them to function in academic 
environments.  In Vygotskian theory specifically, play is referred to as a precursor 
to academic learning (Bodrova and Leong, 2007).  The following section 
considers Vygotsky and provides a brief insight to his work and views on play.

Who was Vygotsky?
Lev Vygotsky was a 20th century developmental psychologist most widely known 
for the cultural-historical theory he developed.  He investigated the development 
of the human cognitive function, observing and experimenting in children’s play 
at different developmental stages.  He developed a number of concepts, which 
form part of his cultural-historical theory of development, including the ZPD 
(zone of proximal development) and had firm beliefs about the importance of 
play in education and learning.  His 1933 paper “Play and its Role in the Mental 
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Development of the Child” showed clearly the emphasis he placed on play as a 
leading (developmental) activity. 

During certain types of play children are expected, by their peers, to 
follow certain rules- they have to behave, dress, speak and use language specific 
to the game they are playing.  By adhering to these rules, the child is exhibiting 
their ability to control their being.  Children, in play, act “a head taller” than 
themselves (Vygotsky, 1933:16) and display abilities, which in reality would be 
deemed too advanced for them.  Vygotsky described play as creating a ZPD. 
The concept of a ZPD was initially used as a measure of intellect (van Oers, 
2007).  In this respect it was defined as the difference between what a child 
can achieve unaided and what the child can achieve with help.  It considered 
the potential skills and abilities that the child is en route to developing and 
that ‘these functions could be termed the “buds” or “flowers” of development rather 
than the “fruits” of development’ (Vygotsky, 1978: 86). The use of the term ‘bud’ 
here emphasizes the idea of something in the making- something that will 
develop.  Through play with peers and with adults these buds are mobilised 
and developed.

As Vygotsky’s thinking developed he focussed more on the ZPD as an 
educational concept and on the conditions necessary for its success.  The 
ZPD gives the teacher the ability to “delineate the children’s immediate future” 
(Vygotsky, 1978:87).  The teacher can see what the child has already developed 
and what they are currently developing towards, therefore, the teacher can plan 
for that child’s next steps. Play permits this personal, one-on-one approach.  
During play a teacher can advance an individual’s play very subtly (Kravtsova, 
2010). Intervention by the teacher can come through the introduction of a 
new prop, a new language term, through bringing other children to the play or 
through their own physical intervention.

Unfortunately, Vygotsky’s research was cut short when he died in 1934 
at the age of 37.  Many of his works remained incomplete and unpublished. 
Stalin, the Russian leader at that time, opposed Vygotsky’s work and the 
entire research area of paedology (literally, ‘the study of a child’), which was 
considered ideological.  Many of Vygotsky’s works were shunned (Newman 
and Holzman, 1993) and, along with his name, these works were banned in 
the Soviet Union for 20 years, until Stalin’s death in 1983 (Offord, 2008). 
Changes in Russia brought about by Perestroika in the 1980s enabled Elena 
Kravtsova (Vygotsky’s granddaughter) and 23 of her colleagues to promote her 
grandfather’s work in Russia.  Vygotsky was already becoming highly influential 
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in Western education systems.  Kravtsova et al. created a curriculum and a 
school model based entirely on Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory.  The first 
of these schools opened in 1989 in Belaya Kalitva, in southern Russia and 
became the flagship Golden Key School.  Of all the improvements shown 
over the years, one of the most surprising was that children from this school 
showed much higher levels of physical and mental well-being than the average 
for Russian schoolchildren, despite living in an area of high social disadvantage 
(Kravtsova, 2010).  Vygotsky’s work has been used and referred to all over 
the world but these schools are perhaps the most concentrated focus on his 
cultural-historical theory.

Golden Key Schools
The ethos of Golden Key schools is based on five principles (Kamen and Murphy, 
2011).  These principles are shown in Figure 1 below:

Figure 1: The Five Principles behind a Golden Key School  
(Adapted from Kamen and Murphy, 2011)
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Whilst all five principles form the basis of a Golden Key school, two specific 
principles were selected for implementation in a Northern Ireland Early Years 
Department. Upon discussion with teachers and other academic staff, this 
PhD study is currently focusing on introducing mixed-age teaching and on the 
strengthening of the home-school link because both aspects were highlighted as 
being key to early years education.

Mixed-age Play
In Golden Key schools children range in age from 3 years to 10 years and 
are arranged into “families,” who are involved in mixed-age and single-age 
teaching.  Each ‘family’ has between 15 and 25 children between the ages of 
3 and 10.  The mixed-age approach taken is said to suit under-achieving and 
over-achieving children and not just the “average” child of a certain age group 
(Evangelou, 1989:1):

The greater diversity of maturity and competence present 
in a mixed-age group, as compared to a same-age group, 
provides a sufficient number of models to allow most 
participants to identify models suitable for their learning. 

The main benefits of mixed-age teaching from Golden Key teacher’s experience, 
is the improved level of learning.  They claim that the children learn some 
things better from each other than from their teachers (Berezkhovskaya, 2010).  
The younger children learn from the older children who model the skills and 
activities and the older children deepen their understanding and reflect their 
learning as they teach the younger children.  Appropriate adult intervention 
also ensures that older children are challenged at all times, for example teachers 
encourage older children to teach younger children games and stories or the 
adult may introduce problems and obstacles for the older children to overcome 
in their own play.

Home-School Link
In Golden Key schools learning does not stop at the end of the school day- the 
education process is continued into the home setting (Berezkhovskaya, 2010).  
Parents are a vital part of the school system and are regarded as teaching partners.  
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They are an everyday component of the Golden Key classroom.  Golden Key 
teacher Jhana Shopina (2010) emphasised this point by describing the school as 
“a family event, which is lived together.”  The children are not members of the 
school; the entire family is a member of the school.  By involving the family, the 
Golden Key programme claims that morals and values are shaped and developed 
and that learning is ongoing (Kravtsova, 2010).  It aims to develop a healthy 
attitude to learning and to the education system.  Parents are involved to a very 
high extent in Golden Key schools: they plan and lead celebrations in the school 
and help to arrange lessons and events, which is a very different situation to that 
currently in Northern Ireland. 

The next section considers the methodology being used to implement such 
approaches to early years education.

Methodology
Finding an appropriate methodology for a research project is a challenging and 
difficult task, acknowledged by Vygotsky:

The search for method becomes one of the most important 
problems of the entire enterprise of understanding the 
uniquely human forms of psychological activity…the 
method is simultaneously prerequisite and product,  
the tool and the result of the study. (Vygotsky, 1978: 65).

The discovery of a method must be deliberated and piloted to ensure it reveals 
the information the project has set out to find.  This research project aims to 
track the process of implementing aspects of Golden Key schools to another 
context, therefore, the methods used will form the actual study.  In this project 
the researcher uses action research and employs a constructivist paradigm of 
beliefs in a projective methodology.

General methodology
A relativist ontology asserts that there exist “multiple, socially constructed 
realities” (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:84).  This project uses socially co-constructed 
methodologies.  The researcher does not plan, carry out or evaluate the project 
alone.  At all stages children, parents, teachers and the researcher work together 
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to get the most appropriate and most beneficial form of implementation possible.  
The project is based in a real situation with real obstacles and real problems and 
so a collaborative approach was deemed most appropriate.  No single person 
knows exactly how best to arrange the process, but together we attempted, and 
are still attempting, to socially construct a method to suit the situation.  This 
subjectivist epistemology affirms the view that inquirer and inquired-into are 
interlocked and that the findings of this investigation are the literal creation of 
the inquiry process (Guba and Lincoln, 1989).  

The project has adopted what Vygotskian scholars refer to as a projective 
methodology.  This relates to Vygotsky’s genetic-epistemological method in 
that it allows for the process of development to be modelled and focuses on the 
process rather than the outcome (Kravtsova, 2010).  Kravtsov and Kravtsova 
(2010) claimed that the projective methodology be used within the leading 
activity of the society in which the participants live and communicate within.  
In this research project the leading activity for the participants is play and so 
this research is play-based.  A projective methodology sets up the scenario where 
abilities and skills can be developed and mastered while participants take part in 
the actual research.  As a result this process of development of skills and abilities 
becomes evident throughout the research and becomes visual.  This project 
follows the process of implementing two new teaching approaches to the Early 
Years and aims to observe how these affect child learning.  As the play scenarios 
are set up and children participate in the activities, the development of both 
the children themselves and also of the actual implementation procedure can 
be tracked.  As the project progresses the methods may change to adapt to the 
outcomes we have identified and according to the stage of progression.  

Action research or teacher-as-researcher research (Wang et al., 2010) is 
teacher-led, and plays a key role in this research project.  Reason and Bradbury 
(2008:1) define action research as:

…a family of practices of living inquiry that aims, in a great 
variety of ways, to link practice and ideas in the service of 
human flourishing.   

It reduces the gap between theory and practice and between knowing about and 
doing (Pedretti and Hodson, 1995).  One of the main aims of this research study 
is to empower teachers in leading the research.  An action research approach will 
encourage this.
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Methods
Some specific methods used already in the project include the play initiative, 
focus groups, observations and the completion of reflective diaries.  This section 
will detail how these methods were used in the specific contexts.

Mixed-age Play Methods
The first Golden Key principle being implemented in the Northern Irish school 
is the use of mixed-age teaching.  In Northern Ireland children are allocated a 
place in school in accordance with their age and without reference to their actual 
developmental level.  In the Revised NI curriculum (2007:9), however, it states 
that children should be, 

…actively involved in practical, challenging play-based 
learning in a stimulating environment, which takes account 
of their developmental stage/needs.

The current set-up already shows inconsistencies with the developmental aspect 
of this, with classes today still being based on age and not actual levels of 
development. According to the Revised Curriculum, all children up to P2 
(6 years) should learn through play.  In 2010, the Minister for Education in 
Northern Ireland, Caitriona Ruane, released a draft Early Years Strategy with 
two of its aims as follows:

1. A more integrated approach to early years provision in 
order to better manage transitions between the different 
stages, to assist children’s progress in learning and 
development.

2. The role of parents and carers is vital. Children will 
achieve more if parents and carers, early years providers 
and schools work closely together.

Taking into consideration the first aim the researcher asked the question; why 
keep play sessions, based on age, separate when realistically a mixed-age approach 
is easily implementable?  As talks progressed with the school it was agreed that two 
1-hour sessions per week would be designated for “Integrated Play”: 
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TEACHERS

Figure 2: Integrated Play Set-up

During these sessions children participated in free play where they chose 
what, with whom and where to play.  Four learning bases were available (all 
linked by a common theme) and children were free to move between areas and 
chose which activities they preferred (Figure 2).  Classroom assistants (CA) 
remained in each learning base whilst teachers moved around completing 
targeted assessments (Figure 3).  Teachers observed and recorded the activities 
and language of specific children and worked with them to develop at least 
one learning outcome, which they had previously identified as a “bud” in the 
child (* in Figure 3).  When the child had developed this specified outcome 
the teacher could move on to another child for targeted assessment, until all 
children had mastered a budding skill or ability:
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Figure 3: Targeted Assessment during play

This free play approach was viewed as successful in the beginning with improved 
peer interactions and with great opportunities for staff development, in that 
adults could share experience and provide each other with suggestions for play 
intervention.  However, as time elapsed some initial problems started to surface:

• Children reverted to playing in groups of children 
their own age.

• Children were not settling down to a task and seemed 
to enjoy moving from classroom to classroom instead 
and therefore there was very little learning.

• Children were parallel playing and using very little 
language. 

• Some learning bases were congested whilst others 
were empty- children seemed to find some areas more 
exciting than others.

• Staff found it difficult to track and target children, as 
they were constantly moving.

• Adult-child interaction proved difficult as children 
were not concentrating or remaining in one place for 
an extended period of time.

TEACHER 
OBSERVATION

TEACHER 
INTERVENTION
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Having considered these problems, school staff and the researcher decided 
this model of mixed-age play could not continue, so the Golden Key concept 
of “families” was introduced.  Children from playgroup to Primary 2 would 
be placed into four families of mixed age.  Teachers grouped children into 
families in accordance with ability, age, siblings (kept separate) and friendship 
circles (also kept separate), with the main aim being to improve the mixing of 
children and improve the level of learning from peer interactions.  By keeping 
siblings and friends as separate as possible it was hoped that children would 
mix more and therefore develop personal capabilities such as confidence and 
general social skills.  Staff were present to aid in encouraging this mixing.  They 
were involved in advancing the interactions between the children as much 
as possible and challenged children, suggesting activities for them to do or 
modelling activities or abilities for the children, especially how to play and the 
social behaviours within play.

The four learning bases, each with a designated type of play, were available 
and a ‘family’ was in each base for one week at a time.  The types of play offered 
included construction play, imaginative, role-play and creative play, physical and 
outdoor play and messy play and art.  Each ‘family’ then moved onto other bases 
in the following weeks.  Teachers and the researcher designed monthly planners for 
the programme based on a common theme, for example ‘Fairytales’ and ‘Spring-
time’.  Learning outcomes were identified for each play area and staff were given a 
copy of planners so they knew what objectives were needed in what learning bases.  

Home-School Link Methods
Focus Groups
To introduce parents to the project and to encourage participation the researcher, 
together with members of the school staff presented the new play approaches and 
gave an insight to improving parental involvement in the school.  To the researcher’s 
surprise, numerous parents remained behind to express their interest and to 
volunteer to be part of the focus group.  Following this, five families were selected 
in accordance with a number of factors including willingness to participate, family 
size, child ability and child age.   One-on-one meetings between the parents and 
the researcher were then completed to discuss the researcher’s aims, the parents’ 
aims and how we could meet both sets of aims through the project.  A Flip video 
camera was provided for each family, so that video footage of the children at play 
in the home setting could be recorded.  No discussions of what constituted play 
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took place, so what the parents would record was left for them to decide.  With 
such a wide of range of play definitions both inside and outside of school the 
researcher thought it would prove interesting to see what and why parents recorded 
as scenarios of play.  This could add to the debate on the concept of play.  

Reflective Diaries
A scrapbook and other stationery items were provided for each family.  This 
‘reflective diary’ comprised a mode of contact between the researcher, the 
teacher and the parent.  In this book parents and children drew/ wrote/ stuck 
in the child’s work and made any comments they felt necessary.  The researcher 
observed video footage of the children playing at home, and added her comments 
into the scrapbooks. Teachers filled out weekly outcome sheets about the child’s 
current development in play in school, and where the child is developing towards 
and these were put into the scrapbooks (Figure 4).  These templates were created 
by teachers in line with Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD in the respect that 
they consider developing abilities and skills, instead of focusing just on those 
that have already developed.  All parties were constantly updated through the 
scrapbooks and the children took great ownership and pride in them.

Figure 4: Weekly Outcomes Sheets



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

33

During play-time, teachers completed targeted assessments (see Figure 5).  They 
observed and recorded the child’s movements, any language they used, their 
social relations and also any activities they had participated in.  Following the 
completion of the observation teachers identified their next steps in working 
with this particular child and, in the next play session, carried out and evaluated 
any progress made.

Figure 5: Targeted assessment sheets

When teachers completed both targeted assessments and the weekly outcome 
sheets, the findings were compared to a play skills ability baseline that was 
drawn up by staff at the beginning of the intervention.  This baseline presented 
the skills children should develop through play, right up until 6 years of age. 
It was developed following consultation with numerous documents, including 
the Early Years Strategy, speech and language documentation and curricular 
guidance documents for the school.  “From birth to 5 years: Children’s 
Developmental Progress” by Sheridan et al was also used in this task.  This 
baseline provided adult participants with a model to identify where children 
would be developing towards so they could help them reach these targets.
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Methods Summary
What is important in this study is how the methods were changed and adapted 
during the processes we employed in reaching the outcome.  As the project 
has progressed, the research participants have employed both formal and 
informal data collection methods, including those mentioned above and the 
use of detailed field notes, video, photography, diaries, scrapbooks, assessment 
records and interviews. These methods are adapted and used as necessary, to 
suit the context and the needs that arise, as the situation and context change.  
If a method being used is deemed unsuitable and another more appropriate 
one identified, the methods change to include the more appropriate method, 
as described above in changing the organisation of the play programme.  This 
occurs throughout the entire project as different methods suit different aspects 
of the investigation.

Initial Findings
Some findings are emerging through the implementation of the programme 
and must be described as provisional at this stage.  Although they are restricted 
to a specific and limited context they are important for the particular school 
environment and are seen as progression by all involved.  The sources of these 
findings are varied and include focus group discussions, reflective diaries, 
parent interviews, staff feedback and field-notes.  The findings are divided into 
two sections below, in line with the two implemented aspects of the Golden 
Key schools.

a. The mixed-age play approach has become much more 
established in the current setting and the following benefits 
have been noted:

• Improved interaction between children of different 
ages and abilities- one observing Key Stage 2 teacher 
commented that he could not tell the difference 
between age groups.

• Easier access to children for focused observations and 
assessment.

• Children are more settled and concentrate for longer.
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• Adult-child interactions have become richer with 
children engaging, not just with the adults, but  
with each other also- the adults encourage child-child 
interactions.

• Language is the focus with lots of opportunity for 
talking and listening.

• Staff to child ratio is much more appropriate and as a 
result, staff can work better to benefit the children.

• Staff are members of the families and therefore  
move with the children from one play base to the  
next and experience the dynamic play experiences  
the children enjoy.  

With these initial findings arising the next step in the 
study is to analyse and interpret the data collected from 
group interviews with children, staff questionnaires, 
reflective diaries, field-notes and parent interviews.

b. In Northern Ireland parental involvement is very limited 
in most schools and many parents involved in the project 
claim to know nothing of what their children do in school.  
Some parents involved in the project have claimed to rely 
on what their child tells them, which is usually very limited. 
This lack of information, they claim, has led to them feeling 
insecure about their child’s level of development.  At an 
interview with the researcher, one parent involved in the 
project spoke of feeling helpless when trying to work with 
her child at home.  Parental involvement, similar to that 
in Golden Key schools, could not be expected and would 
not be achievable in the Northern Ireland at such an early 
stage in the project.  It has taken the Golden Key schools 20 
years to achieve their level of parent participation.  However 
discussion between the researcher, the school staff and 
parents has resulted in a suitable scheme of involvement for 
this particular setting.  Parents submitted the reflective diary 
once weekly with video footage of their child playing, which 
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they had recorded.  The initial findings arising from this are 
as follows:

• Children involved in the project are becoming 
increasingly confident in their relationship with the 
researcher and teachers.

• Differences in settings and how a setting affects how a 
child acts, is very interesting.  For example a 4 year-old girl 
involved does not speak very much in school- she is very 
shy.  With involvement in the project the researcher and 
teacher have witnessed how confident and how boisterous 
she can be at home. With more information about this 
child, the teacher and researcher managed to work with 
her more closely and engage with what interests her at 
home to make her more confident in school.  Already she 
has begun directing play in the classroom and her social 
skills can be seen to be improving greatly.

• Parents are kept informed of their child’s development 
and are given advice on how to continue this learning 
at home.  One parent has commented that she loves the 
scrapbook as it gives her more insight to her child’s level 
and that it makes her feel more confident about the 
things she is doing at home with her child. 

• The parent-teacher relationship has been improved.  
Parents and teachers alike have described how their 
interaction with each other has become much more 
meaningful and much more emotional.  Parents have 
told of how teachers excitedly tell them what their 
child has achieved and teachers have commented on 
explaining their comments to parents to ensure they 
understand them.  Overall, cooperation and interaction 
has improved.

Although this parental involvement is not as developed as 
in Golden Key schools, it currently suits the specific school 
context and participants and it is continually developing 
and adapting with time.
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Conclusion
A number of interesting factors have arisen thus far in the project from the data 
already collected and from any obstacles faced.  These are presented below:

• Perceptions of what play is- by allowing parents 
freedom as to what they recorded at home, a huge 
variety of play activities have been collected.  Doing 
jigsaws, setting the dinner table and making breakfast 
are all activities that have been recorded by parents as 
situations of play.  This adds to the debate as to what 
play is and what it involves.  

• Differences in behaviour in different settings- as was 
described previously some children have been seen to 
act in very different ways between home and school.  
This adds to the debate as to how the environment 
affects how a child acts and plays.

• Play and the Values- already in the project initial 
findings seem to suggest that the mixed-age play 
aids learning, but even more obviously it has been 
seen to impact on morals and values.  In some of the 
mixed-age families the older children have taken an 
adult role over the younger children and have been 
seen cleaning younger children’s noses and reading 
to them.  The development of care and respect for 
each other is evident and will be interesting as to the 
validity and value of play.

In this paper I have described this PhD research study and its progress thus far.  I 
have identified some developing ideas and perceptions arising from it and I have 
introduced the constructivist methods I believe are vital to educational research 
in its applicability to the real classroom.  What I hope to achieve is a concrete 
and useful resource for schools and teachers who would be willing to develop 
their own approach to mixed-age education in their education centres, schools 
and classrooms.
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The National Childminding Initiative: 
History and Implementation 

Dr Mary Daly

Abstract
Childminding is valued as an important option for parents when 
choosing the type of childcare that best suits them and their 
children. It represents the largest type of childcare for families 
of pre-school children in Ireland today and the Childminding 
Ireland website states that over 73,000 families around the country 
use childminders as their favoured model of childcare (www.
childminding.ie). This paper consists of two parts. The first part 
discusses the National Childminding Initiative (NCMI) which 
was set up by the Irish Government to support the childminding 
sector in Ireland. It summarises the history of the National 
Childminding Initiative and gives its background history. 

The second part of the paper, ‘An Evaluation of the Impact 
of the National Childminding Initiative on the Quality of 
Childminding in Waterford City and County’ explains how 
the evaluation of the NMCI was undertaken in Waterford  and 
outlines the main findings, conclusions and recommendations of 
the evaluation (Daly, 2010) . The evaluation shows that collectively 
the elements of the NCMI (Voluntary Notification System, the 
Quality Awareness Programme, access to training and networking, 
the availability of grant funding, and the work of the local Childcare 
Committee and Childminding Advisory Officer) have been of 
significant benefit to the childminding sector in Waterford.
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Part One: The History of the National Childminding Initiative 
Introduction
In 1999 the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform published ‘The 
National Childcare Strategy Report of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working 
Group on Childcare’. This report set out a plan to integrate the different 
strands of childcare and early education services in Ireland. Childminding 
was included despite the fact that childminding largely took place outside 
the formal economy as the report recognised that ‘childminding is the most 
common (childcare) arrangement among women with paid jobs and the 
second most common overall’ (p.V). Following the publication of the Report 
(DJELR, 1999) the Irish Government implemented a number of supports and 
initiatives for the childcare sector including the establishment of a National 
Childminding Initiative (NCMI) to provide supports for childminders and 
for people interested in becoming childminders1. The NCMI is made up of a 
number of different elements including:

1. National Guidelines for Childminders (Office of the 
Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 2008);

2. The Childminding Development Grant (CMDG); 

3. The Quality Awareness Programme (QAP);

4. Information, training and networking opportunities for 
childminders; 

5. The Voluntary Notification of Childminders.

The City and County Childcare Committees (CCCs) have responsibility for 
supporting the implementation of the NCMI at a local level.  In the 2006 budget 
the Government also introduced the Childcare Services Relief which allows 
an individual (a voluntary notified childminder) to mind up to three children 
in the minder’s own home tax free, provided the annual earnings are less than 
€15,000. The Childcare Services Relief also facilitates childminders to make an 
annual PRSI contribution. Notified childminders (who come within the scope 

1 As this paper uses a large number of acronyms, a Glossary is included at the end of the paper to 
aid the reader.
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of the Childcare (Preschool Services Regulations) (Department of Health and 
Children, 2006) are not permitted to avail of this tax relief. 

Legislation and Inspection
The Child Care Act (Department of Health and Children, 1991) and the 
Childcare (Pre-school Services) Regulations (Department of Health and Children, 
1996 and 2006) are the key pieces of legislation for children and for childcare in 
Ireland, including those in childminding settings.  The Health Service Executive 
(HSE) has statutory responsibility enshrined in Part 1 of the Child Care Act 
(DHC, 1991) to promote the well-being and welfare of all children. The HSE 
Childcare Services Managers are responsible for the governance and quality 
assurance of childcare services, including those childminders covered under the 
Child Care (Pre-school) Regulations (Department of Health and Children, 2006). 

In accordance with the 2006 Regulations, a person minding more than 
three pre-school aged children from different families is obliged to notify the 
HSE of their service. (A pre-school child is defined as a child who is under six 
years of age and who is not attending a national school or a school providing 
education similar to a national school). A childminder is  precluded from looking 
after more than five pre-school children including her own pre-school aged 
children. A notified childminder is required to be Garda vetted and is open to 
inspection by the Pre-school Services Inspection Team of the HSE. The team 
includes a Pre-school Services Officer  and an Environmental Health Officer.   

For childminders who are not required to notify there is the option of 
voluntary notification.  The HSE has entered into Service Level Agreements 
(SLA) with City and County Childcare Committees to support the voluntary 
notification of childminders. The 2006 Regulations state that childminders who 
are exempt from the provisions of the Regulations (DHC, 2006) because they are 
caring for three pre-school children or less can avail of the voluntary notification 
and support system which has been put in place by the City/County Childcare 
Committee/Health Service Executive (DHC, 2006, p.50). 

The role of the Childcare Committees in the NCMI
In accordance with the objectives set out initially by the Department of Justice 
Equality and Law Reform (DJELR) under the Equal Opportunities Childcare 
Programme (EOCP) 2000-2006 33 City and County Childcare Committees 
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(CCCs) were established. These were tasked with the local co-ordination and 
development of the childcare sector including childminders. This task continues 
under the National Childcare Investment Programme (NCIP) 2007 – 2010 (the 
Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) and the CCCs 
have been funded under both the EOCP and NCIP Programmes to plan and 
deliver a programme of activities to support childminders on an annual basis.

Until 2010, as part of the NCIP, a dedicated budget was allocated 
on an annual basis to each Childcare Committee specifically for the local 
implementation of the NCMI. The budget was allocated for actions under three 
specific areas including: 

• Information 

• Training  

• Networking. 

Additional funding was made available for the Childminding Development 
Grant Scheme.  From 2010 onwards the NCMI budget allocation was included 
as part of the main programme budget for the CCCs. The Childminding 
Development Grant Scheme ceased at the end of 2010 and there are at present  
no plans to reinstate it.

As part of the NCMI, a range of supports were made available from the 
CCCs to childminders including:

• Help when setting up a childminding service, 
including  a support visit to the home by the 
Childminding Advisory Officer (CMAO); 

• Ongoing support for established childminding 
services; including  a support visit to the home by the 
Childminding Advisory Officer (CMAO); 

• Ongoing training opportunities including the Quality 
Awareness Programme (QAP); 

• Guidance on record keeping including policies 
and procedures, and working agreements (working 
contracts between parents and childminders); 
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• Access to funding including a Childminding 
Development Grant (CMDG) and help in accessing 
equipment and play resources; 

• Provision of support through a local network of 
childminders; 

• Information and advice;

• Facilitating contact between parents and childminders 
through a Directory of Services (DOS). The DOS 
is a list of childcare providers including crèches and 
pre-schools as well as notified and voluntary notified 
childminders that is available to parents seeking a 
childcare service in their area. 

Childminding Advisory Officers in the NCMI 
Since 2003 most City and County Childcare Committees receive Section 39 
Funding from the HSE specifically for the employment of a Childminding 
Advisory Officer (CMAO).  However, in some areas the CMAO is employed 
directly by the HSE and is not placed with the CCC. A core function of the 
CMAO is to carry out the voluntary notification of childminders on behalf of 
the HSE and to implement the NCMI locally on a day to day basis.  

CMAOs provide support, training, information and networking 
opportunities to the childminders on an individual and group basis. There are 
provincial and national CMAO networks where CMAOs can benefit from peer 
support and collaborative working relationships. The provincial network meets 
typically on a quarterly basis. The national CMAO network meets on a biannual 
basis. Issues pertaining to NCMI identified by the networks are channelled to the 
National Co-ordinating Childcare Committee (NCCC) through the Regional 
City/County Childcare Committee Networks. 

The CMAOs also work closely with Childminding Ireland (CMI). CMI 
is a national voluntary membership organisation providing information, 
support and advice to childminders and parents. CMI was consulted in the 
development of the NCMI and continues today to advocate on behalf of 
childminders in Ireland to ensure they are recognised as a viable participant 
in the formalised childcare sector.   The different elements of the NCMI are 
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looked at next, beginning with the National Guidelines for Childminders 
(OMYCA, 2006/2008).

National Guidelines for Childminders
An important part of the NCMI was the development of National Guidelines for 
Childminders (Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) 
in 2006 to assist childminders by providing guidance for good practice  These 
were revised in 2008 and include:

• National agreed guidelines for good childminding practice; 

• Information on statutory notification to the Health 
Service Executive (HSE); 

• Information on the Voluntary Notification process; 

• Services provided to childminders by the City/County 
Childcare Committees, the Childminding Advisory 
Officers and Childminding Ireland; 

• Contact details of relevant organisations. 

Four ‘nationally recognised core areas for childminders’ are set out in the 
‘National Guidelines for Childminders’ (OMYCA, 2008, p.6). These include

1. Suitability of the person – The childminder must be 
a person aged 18 or over who is genuinely interested in 
caring for children and is of a suitable character to do so. 

2. Well-being of the child – The childminder must have 
a commitment to providing quality childcare, which 
ensures that the well-being and development of the child 
is paramount. 

3. Physical environment – The childminder’s home should 
provide a secure and happy environment in which the 
health, safety and welfare of the child is assured and in 
which the developmental needs of the child are met. 
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4. Health and safety – The childminder must provide 
evidence that adequate health and safety procedures are 
in place. 

Details of the childminders responsibilities in these four core areas are outlined in 
Sections 2.2 to 2.5 of the National Guidelines for Childminders (OMYCA, 2008). 

The Childminding Development Grant 
The Childminding Development Grant (CMDG) established in 2004 was 
designed to help childminders with the cost of safety items, childcare equipment, 
play resources or minor household adaptations. The maximum grant was €1000 
and was limited to 90% of the total cost of purchases. Childminders could 
re-apply for a grant every two years. The National Childminding Guidelines 
(OMYCA, 2008) application criteria for the Childminding Development Grant 
were that the childminder must:

• Be caring for a minimum of two children (one full 
time, one part-time); 

• Have completed the QAP (or equivalent training)  
OR be voluntary notified; 

• Have notified the HSE about their service if minding 
more than three pre-school aged children as per the 
Child Care (Pre-School Services) (No. 2) Regulations 
(DHC, 2006). 

• Undertake to stay in operation for two years after  
the date of the grant to receive the maximum  
grant amount.

The grant was available for the duration of the NCIP 2006-2010.  The grant 
scheme ceased at the end of 2010 and there are no plans at present to reinstate it.

The Quality Awareness Programme
A key part of the NCMI is ensuring childminders have access to training and 
education.  All CCCs offer a Quality Awareness Programme (QAP) to introduce 
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childminders to the concept of childminder training. This is a free 10 hour 
course which focuses on different aspects of quality childminding practice. There 
are usually five modules in the QAP in line with the core requirements of the 
National Guidelines (OMYCA, 2008): 

1. Suitability of the Person; 

2. Well-being of the child; 

3. Physical Environment; 

4. Health and Safety; 

5. Play. 

As outlined in the National Guidelines for Childminders (OMYCA, 2008) 
childminders are not required to complete the QAP in order to voluntary notify. 
However, they are encouraged to undertake it by CMAOs when becoming 
voluntary notified.

Information, Training and Networking Events
Information is circulated to childminders about the NCMI in a number of 
ways, for example, the CCC websites, information leaflets, letters, text messages, 
email, network meetings and seminars, newsletters, and radio/newspaper 
advertisements. Once childminders know about the NCMI, they can begin 
to engage with the CMAO and can learn about the training and networking 
opportunities that are available to them, such as the QAP or other local training 
via their CCC or by availing of accredited training options available locally. 

In the network childminders can share experiences and learn from one 
another.  Some training opportunities are also offered through the childminding 
networks which are organised by the CMAOs. The network provides avenues for 
informal training as well as facilitating the identification of additional supports 
or training that childminders might want to access.  A variety of networking 
events are run around the country including play mornings, annual summer 
trips, Christmas events, art/photo exhibitions, workshops on different topics, 
events during National Childminding Week and annual Family Fun Days. 
Sometimes parents are invited to network events while at other times events are 
for childminders and children, and some events for childminders on their own. 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

49

Voluntary Notification
The Explanatory Guide accompanying the Child Care (Pre-school) Services (No 2) 
Regulations  states that “childminders who are not statutorily obliged to notify should 
contact the City/County Childcare Committee or the Health Service Executive and 
avail of the voluntary notification and support system” (Department of Health 
and Children, 2006, p.50). As already outlined, the CCCs in many counties 
have a Service Level Agreement (SLA) with the HSE to carry out the voluntary 
notification process. The SLA sets outs the terms of the voluntary notification 
process. Key to the provision of the voluntary notification process is the role of 
the CMAO who facilitates the childminder’s voluntary notification. Voluntary 
notification opens up access to a range of services and supports for childminders. 
To become voluntary notified, the potential childminder contacts the CCC 
seeking information and is put in contact with the CMAO. The CMAO sends out 
information and organises an advisory visit. In Munster, a ‘Step by Step Guide to 
becoming a Professional Childminder’ (Munster CMAOs, 2007) information pack 
has been published to help childminders with this process. In other areas around 
the country similar information packs have been put together. At the advisory 
visit the CMAO goes through the contents of the pack and answers any questions 
the childminder may have. Advice is also offered on the home environment, 
training, policies and procedures, working agreements. The childminder receives 
the training and event calendars and is encouraged to participate in the QAP, First 
Aid, and Child Welfare and Protection training, as well as other upcoming training 
and networking events.  When ready to become voluntary notified the necessary 
documentation is sent to the CMAO. This documentation includes:

1. The completed Voluntary Notification Self-Evaluation Form. 

2. Two written references preferably from parents of minded 
children. 

3. First Aid Certificate (current or pending). 

4. Fire Safety Procedure including Evacuation Plan. 

5. Copy of Insurance. 

The voluntary notified childminder’s name is then added to the Directory of 
Services. The childminder continues to receive the on-going support of the 
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CMAO as well as receiving information on training, networks etc. However a 
key difference between a notified and a voluntary notified childminder is that 
the voluntary notified childminder is not required to be Garda vetted and is not 
open to inspection by the Pre-school Services Inspection Team of the HSE. 

Implementation of the National Childcare Strategy Report 
of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on Childcare 
(DJELR, 1999.)
Through the NCMI many of the recommendations of The National Childcare 
Strategy Report of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on Childcare (DJELR, 
1999) were implemented. However some critical recommendations were never 
implemented. For example,  the Report recommended that ‘All those providing 
childcare services for one or more children, in addition to their own, including 
persons employed by the parent/s of the child, either in the child’s home or in 
the childminders home, should be required to register.’ This recommendation has 
never been implemented. There is no registration process for any type of childcare 
in Ireland – crèches, pre-schools or childminding settings. 

The Report (DJELR, 1999) made additional recommendations to overcome 
the barriers preventing childminders from moving into the formal economy (and 
potentially stopping them from becoming registered). These included:

• Childminding income should be disregarded when 
eligibility is being determined for social welfare and 
ancillary benefits such as medical cards. 

• The introduction of personal tax relief for parents, 
who would receive relief at the standard tax rate based 
on receipts. 

Neither of these key recommendations has been implemented. Has the lack of 
implementation of these recommendations had a negative impact on the success 
of the NCMI? The answer to this question is unclear since to date no national 
evaluation has been carried out to establish whether or not it has been successful. 
However an evaluation of the NCMI has been carried out in Waterford City and 
County to see if the NCMI has had an impact on the quality of childminding. 
Many of the findings, conclusions and recommendations of the evaluation may 
have national significance and are outlined in the second part of this paper. 
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Part Two: The Impact of the National 
Childminding Initiative in Waterford City 
and County.

Dr Mary Daly

Following the publication of the  ‘National Childcare Strategy Report of the 
Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on Childcare’ (DJELR, 1999), the Irish 
Government implemented a number of supports and initiatives for the childcare 
sector. The National Childminding Initiative (NCMI) was set up to provide 
supports for childminders and for people interested in becoming childminders. 
It included the following elements:

6. National Guidelines for Childminders (Office of the 
Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 2008);

7. The Childminding Development Grant (CMDG); 

8. The Quality Awareness Programme (QAP);

9. Information, training and networking opportunities for 
childminders; 

10. The Voluntary Notification of Childminders.

In addition the Government introduced the Childcare Services Relief (tax relief ) 
in the 2006 budget. The City and County Childcare Committees (CCCs) have 
responsibility for supporting the implementation of the NCMI at a local level. In 
many places around the country the CCCs also have responsibility for the voluntary 
notification process through a service level agreement with the Health Service 
Executive.   (For more information on the NCMI please refer to the preceding Part 
One of this paper, entitled The History of the National Childminding Initiative). 
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The Evaluation Process
Evaluation Question
To date no national evaluation of the NCMI has occurred. However in 2010 
Waterford City and County Childcare Committees and the Health Service 
Executive South East (HSE SE) decided to commission an evaluation of 
the NMCI in their areas. The evaluation was undertaken by Dr Mary Daly, 
Independent Early Years Specialist, and the Foreword to the resulting report was 
provided by Ms Moira O’Meara, Head of the Childcare Directorate, Office of 
the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. The Evaluation Report (Daly, 2010) 
was launched by Ms Fiona McDonald, National Specialist Early Years Services, 
Office of the Director of Children and Family Services, in the Granary, Waterford 
on February 1 2011. The aim of the evaluation was to see “What impact, if any, 
has the National Childminding Initiative (NCMI), including voluntary notification 
and the Childminding Development Grants, had on the quality of childminding in 
the home in Waterford City and County?”  The elements of quality as highlighted 
by the evaluation participants and the four nationally recognised core areas for 
childminders set out in the National Guidelines for Childminders (suitability of 
the person, well-being of the child, physical environment and health and safety) 
(OMCYA, 2008, p.6) were kept in mind when conducting the evaluation. 

Evaluation Methodology
The evaluation was summative and used a mixture of quantitative and qualitative 
methods from both primary and secondary sources. Whilst the NCMI began as 
part of the National Childcare Strategy in 2001, it was agreed to use the year 
2006, when the National Guidelines for Childminders (OMCYA, 2008) came 
into effect, as the baseline for the evaluation. Informed consent, confidentiality, 
ethics, freedom of information, data protection, validity, reliability, limitations, 
and transferability were all been taken into consideration in the evaluation 
(See Daly, 2010 for details).  The data from both childcare committee areas, 
Waterford City and Waterford County, was combined in the evaluation to 
provide an overall picture of the impact of the NCMI on the whole of County 
Waterford. Based on the evaluation brief, it was decided that the evaluation plan 
would involve looking at each of the elements of the NCMI to see what impact, 
if any, each of these different elements was having on the quality of childminding 
settings in Waterford City and County. 
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The methodology agreed by the evaluator in collaboration with the CCCs 
and the HSE steering group was a multifaceted approach which included 
self-reported questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, art and 
written contributions from children, and telephone interviews. A range of 
secondary research including both national and regional relevant publications 
was also included. A wide range of stakeholders were involved in the evaluation 
including childminders and HSE and CCC personnel. Parents and children 
were also included.  The CEO of Childminding Ireland also contributed and 
the recently retired Director General of the OMCYA agreed to take part in a 
telephone interview. (See Table 1 for full details of evaluation participants). 

Table 1: Research participants and the different  
methods used in the primary research

Research Participant Research Tools used N

‘Voluntary Notified’  Childminder Questionnaire 

Interview 

Focus group 

85 

‘Notified’ Childminder Questionnaire 

Focus group 

11 

Potential Childminder Interview 85 

Parent using service of ‘Voluntary Notified’ 
Childminder

Questionnaire 18

Parent using service of ‘Notified’ Childminder Questionnaire 22

Children (ages up to 12 years) Art, photographs and 
written contributions

40

City/County Childcare Committee Personnel Questionnaire 4

HSE Personnel Questionnaire 3

Childminding Ireland CEO Questionnaire 1

Retired Director General OMCYA Telephone interview 1

The data gathered was analysed by the evaluator in the light of what is known 
about the factors influencing quality in childminding settings. The findings 
were outlined under each of the NCMI elements and the report ended  
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with conclusions and recommendations. The recommendations were framed 
as follows:

• The Childminding Advisory Officer role within the NCMI

• The Voluntary Notification Process  

• Training and Professional Development of 
Childminders 

•	 Síolta and Aistear

•	 National Guidelines for Childminders (OMCYA, 
2008) and Step by Step Guide to becoming a 
Professional Childminder (2007)

• The Childminding Network 

During the course of the evaluation a number of issues which have national 
significance for the childminding sector were identified and a number of 
recommendations were made in the report to help address these. Many local 
level issues also came up and again recommendations were made by the evaluator 
regarding these. A copy of the overall recommendations was given to the bodies 
who commissioned the evaluation. However, only recommendations that have 
national significance were included in the published report.

Main Findings and Conclusions of the Evaluation Report
The vast majority of evaluation participants felt that yes, the NCMI is 
making a positive difference. The evaluation shows that a strong, positive 
partnership approach has been developed between the City and County 
Childcare Committees and the Health Service Executive through the NCMI 
and this has impacted on childminders and consequently on the quality of 
their childminding. The evaluation reveals that ‘notified’ childminders (those 
who are required to inform the HSE that they are minding 3 or more pre-
school aged children) and ‘voluntary notified’ childminders (those outside 
the regulations who can choose to inform the CCC of their childminding 
business) feel much more confident and comfortable in their work due to 
training, networks, support and general opening up of discussion about their 
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work and role. Children also benefited directly from events organised through 
the networks and indirectly through positive impacts on their childminders 
and through safety items, childcare equipment and play resources purchased 
through the Childminding Development Grant. The steady increase in the 
number of childminders who have become ‘voluntary notified’, participated 
in training and networking events and availed of grants provides evidence of 
growing awareness amongst childminders of the value and importance of their 
work, and their commitment to improving the quality of the childminding 
service that they provide. The growing number of parents who seek information 
and advice from the CCCs on choosing a childminder (notified or voluntary 
notified) provides evidence of growing awareness amongst parents of the value 
and importance of a high quality childminding service and what to look for in 
that service. In Waterford City and County each of the NCMI’s elements has 
contributed in its own way to a positive impact on the quality of childminding 
being provided.  

However, it is important to note that some of the less positive findings 
that came out in the evaluation, particularly those regarding the barriers 
to childminders entering the formal economy and opening up channels of 
communication with outside supports and services (including the HSE and the 
CCC), are not new. Recommendations to overcome these barriers were made as 
far back as 1999 by the National Childcare Strategy Report of the Partnership 2000 
Expert Working Group (DJELR, 1999). Unfortunately many of the barriers that 
existed in 1999 remain in 2010.

Two of the Report’s key recommendations have not been implemented:  

• tax relief for parents (an incentive for them to choose 
notified/voluntary notified childminders)

• the disregarding of childminding income when 
eligibility is being determined for social welfare 
and for ancillary benefits such as a medical card (an 
incentive for childminders) 

and this has limited the potential of the NCMI. The Childcare Tax Relief 
that was introduced in 2006, while of significant benefit, is not enough on its 
own to overcome the barriers that continue to exist. 

Of particular concern is the lack of implementation of the recommendation 
regarding registration. The report (DJELR, 1999) recommended that ‘All those 
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providing childcare services for one or more children, in addition to their own, 
including persons employed by the parent/s of the child, either in the child’s home or 
in the childminders home, should be required to register.’ There is no registration 
process for any type of childcare/early education service in Ireland, whether 
crèches, pre-schools or childminding settings, and there are risks attached to the 
notification/voluntary notification process as it exists for childminders at present.

In addition the impact of the NCMI on the rest of the country is not clear, 
as no national evaluation has been carried out. The recently retired Director 
General of the OMCYA on being asked if she thought the NCMI had made a 
positive difference said ‘It was set up to support childminders and I hope it has 
done that, but a national review should be done similar to what you are doing 
in Waterford – to see what has been done, what its outcomes are and where to 
go from there’. 

Recommendations of the report
The  research undertaken in Waterford has national implications, especially 
in the absence of a national evaluation of the NMCI. Both on the supply side 
(childminders) and demand side (parents), additional incentives need to be 
put in place to encourage all childminders to move to a formalised system of 
childcare to ensure the well-being, welfare and protection of children in these 
settings. The evaluation report makes a number of recommendations of national 
significance (some long-term recommendations in addition to a number of short 
to medium-term ones).  The most important of these are outlined below.

Overall long-term recommendation
• The notification system under the Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations 

(DHC, 2006) should be replaced by a registration system for all childcare 
services, including childminders. All childminders (minding one or more 
children, either in the childminder’s home or the child’s home) should be 
required to register, in order to give children the protection they deserve. 
This may merit a section (separate from Pre-school Services in general) in 
the revised legislation and regulations for childminders, to take account of 
the unique home-based experience that childminders provide for children. 
The development of an appropriate inspection and a suitable inspection tool 
for childminding settings is also necessary. 
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Overall short to medium-term recommendations
• Notified childminders should be able to claim the Childcare Services Relief 

on the first €15,000 of income earned. 

• Only amounts in excess of €15,000 should be taxable for all childminders 
(notified and voluntary notified).

• Childminding income of less than €15,000 (as with the Childcare Services 
Relief ) should have no impact on childminder’s or other family members’ 
social welfare benefits or on ancillary benefits such as medical cards. 

• Tax relief for parents using the services of voluntary notified (and notified) 
childminders (receipted) should be available to support parents with 
childcare costs and to bring more childminders in to the formal economy.

• Strategies should be developed to ensure that all childminders who are 
required to notify the HSE do so in compliance with the Child Care Pre-
school Regulations (DHC, 2006). 

• A national audit of all the elements of the NCMI needs to occur. 

• A national education awareness initiative needs to be implemented for 
parents and childminders regarding the supports/services of local CCCs 
especially in relation to the NCMI and the Childcare Services Relief. 
Leaflets should be developed explaining the benefits to children and families 
of availing of the services of notified/voluntary notified childminders. The 
reasons why parents continue to use the services of childminders who are 
not notified/voluntary notified needs to be researched.  

• All childminders should be actively encouraged to ‘voluntary notify’ and 
it should become the norm rather than the exception. This will further 
consolidate childminding as a viable part of the childcare sector in Ireland 
and would prepare the sector for the longer term aim of the introduction 
of a formal registration of all childcare services including childminding. 

• In recognition of childminding as a viable element of a formalised 
childcare sector, all notified and voluntary notified childminders should be 
considered for participation in Government funded support schemes, for 
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example the Community Education and Training Support (CETS) Scheme. 
Childminders are in families’ local areas and can accommodate parents’ 
needs and as such should be facilitated to be part of these schemes to offer 
parents a choice of flexible childcare services from which to choose. This is 
particularly important to facilitate the needs of parents in rural areas who 
may not have access to centre based childcare options.

National Childminding Initiative Elements
The CMAO role within the NCMI
The  role of the Childminding Advisory Officer (CMAO) is crucial to the 
implementation of the NCMI.  In Waterford childminders have access to 
two CMAOs who have a wealth of experience and who have committed to 
supporting and improving the childminding sector there since 2003. Strong 
relationships have been formed and childminders value the support and respect 
awarded to them by the CMAOs and wants it to continue into the future. As 
one childminder explained in her questionnaire:

The CCCs and the CMAOs are fantastic. They provide a 
friendly, efficient service. They are very approachable and 
make it as easy as possible for childminders. I hope that they 
will receive all the funding and backup that they require to 
enable them to continue this valuable job. If it improves the 
childminding environment for one child, it’s all worth it!

The work of the CMAO is intensive and relies on building a relationship of trust 
to enable the childminder to move from the informal world of childminding to 
the formal childminding sector. Since CMAO posts are funded by the HSE, their 
on-going funding is uncertain.  

Short to medium-term recommendation
• The role of the CMAO is crucial to the success of the NCMI and needs to 

continue into the future to ensure a smooth transition for all childminders 
from the informal to the formal sector. The role should be maintained in the 
longer term as the move to registration is only one step in the provision of 
quality childminding. CMAOs have an on-going role to play  in supporting 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

59

childminders to enhance the quality of service being provided to children 
and families through implementing Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework (NCCA, 2009) and Síolta, the National Quality Framework for 
Early Childhood Education (CECDE,2006),  and by helping them prepare 
for, and learn from, inspections.  

• Nationally there needs to be clarification around on-going funding for the 
positions of the CMAOs either through the OMCYA or the HSE. 

The Voluntary Notification Process 
The voluntary notification process is a positive development and is a step in 
the right direction. It has provided a mechanism for childminders who are not 
required to notify the HSE under the Childcare (Pre-school) Regulations (DHC, 
2006) to bring their services out into the open and to gain recognition for the 
valuable work they do. It has enabled the Childcare Committees to get to know 
and support the childminders in their area, and the inclusion of childminders 
on the Directory of Services is a welcome addition in providing parents with a 
choice of recognised childcare services from which to choose. 

Whilst the voluntary notification process has brought some childminders 
forward, there are hundreds in Waterford (and many thousands nationally) who have 
decided not to engage with the process, and the barriers to this must be addressed.

For those who do choose to ‘voluntary notify’ there are restrictions. 
‘Voluntary notified’ childminders are not permitted to ‘notify’ themselves to 
the HSE even if they want to (unless the number of children they are minding 
increases to four or more), they are not required to be Garda vetted (though they 
are encouraged and supported by the CMAO to voluntarily do so) and they are 
not offered the opportunity to be inspected by the Pre-school Inspection Team of 
the HSE. There is no national complaints procedure for de-notifying a ‘voluntary 
notified’ childminder who is not fulfilling the role satisfactorily. Also the self-
assessment nature of the process raises questions as there is no requirement for 
evidence from the childminder. The CMAO simply signs to say she has received 
the self-evaluation form and cannot verify any statements made in the form.  The 
retired Director General of the OMCYA explained that the approach taken in 
the development of the voluntary notification process was a ‘softly, softly’ one 
to support childminders to move to the formal economy without provoking a 
mass exodus of childminders from their work. Such an exodus might, potentially, 
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have left some parents with no alternative means of childcare available to them. 
The voluntary notification process was of its time and now needs to be revised. 

Indeed, the process of voluntary notification versus notification does not 
assist a cohesive approach to regulating the childminding sector in Ireland. 
If a voluntary notified childminder of three pre-school aged children starts 
minding four pre-school aged children, she/he must, as per the Childcare Pre-
school Regulations (DHC, 2006), move from a voluntary notified system to 
a statutory notified system where they will not only have to be Garda vetted 
but are also required to facilitate an inspection in their home by the HSE Pre-
school Inspection Team. The childminder has not changed, the childminding 
environment has not changed, the only change is the number of children from 
three to four. Why then is notification, Garda vetting, and inspection required on 
the basis of one child and not another? As one participant said in the evaluation 
‘this puts children at risk and is not acceptable’.

Short to medium-term recommendations 
• Garda vetting; proof of insurance; prior completion of QAP, First Aid 

and Child Protection and Welfare Training; registration with the Revenue 
Commissioners (to avail of Childcare Services Relief ) and payment of a 
PRSI contribution should all  be part of the voluntary notification process.  
Attendance at information sessions on Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and Síolta 
(CECDE, 2006) should also be part of the process.  These criteria should 
also put in place for notified childminders.

• Childminders working in children’s own homes should be able to avail of 
the NCMI supports including voluntary notification and the Childcare 
Services Relief (excluding the Childminding Development grant).  

• A regular visit from the CMAO (at least twice per year) should happen with 
all voluntary notified (and notified) childminders. 

• Voluntary notification should not be based on the childminder’s self-
assessment only. A tool should be developed to help the CMAO to verify 
the childminder’s self-assessment. The CMAO would need to sign off on 
a definite checklist of what the childminder has in place rather than rely 
on what the childminder says he/she has. Until a system of registration is 
introduced, this would make it much clearer when a parent queries the 
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meaning and value of voluntary notification status. In addition the advice 
and guidance given by the CMAO on the physical environment of the 
childminding home needs to be formalised, recorded and followed up on. 

• A national complaints procedure for de-notifying a childminder (whether 
notified or ‘voluntary notified’) who clearly is not fulfilling the role 
satisfactorily is required. 

Training and Professional Development of Childminders
Childminders are facilitated by the CCCs to participate in local quality training 
including the Quality Awareness Programme (QAP).   For accredited training, 
childminders are directed to local training institutions. Many childminders 
in Waterford have participated in a range of different local quality training 
including the QAP and some have taken part in, or are presently attending, 
accredited training and this is impacting positively on the quality of childminding. 
However progression routes for childminders are often unclear, and for many, 
the step up from the QAP to accredited training like FETAC Level 5 poses 
significant challenges. Clear and realistic progression training routes are needed 
for childminders. However, the QAP is clearly an effective way of introducing 
childminders to the different elements of a quality childminding setting and 
many of those who took part in the evaluation expressed happiness with its 
content. It is a valuable introductory course for childminders. 

Short to medium-term recommendations
• A training strategy should be developed for childminders to provide for 

suitable follow on training after the QAP - outlining progression routes for 
them to go to certificate, diploma and degree level in line with the National 
Workforce Development Plan (OMCYA, 2010). 

• The QAP should be developed to align with the National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ) e.g. as a minor FETAC Level 4 award providing 
childminders with a training progression route. The QAP needs to 
be updated on an on-going basis and the final session should include 
information on accredited training available locally. 

• Childcare training needs to be affordable and accessible. 
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Síolta and Aistear
•	 Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education 

(Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2006) and 
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment, 2009) are now the bedrocks of quality and 
curriculum for children under six years in Ireland. Childminders must be 
facilitated to engage with them through training and support.

• The CMDG needs to continue as an incentive to childminders to become 
voluntary notified and undertake the QAP. A two-phased Childminding 
Development Grant package comprising an initial start up grant for 
new childminders (€500), and an additional top-up option linked to an 
aspect of Aistear and/or Síolta  (up to a maximum of €500) should be 
available annually. 

National Guidelines and Step by Step Guide to becoming a 
professional childminder
Two critically important documents used in the training and support of 
childminders in Waterford are The National Guidelines for Childminders (a 
national publication) (OMCYA, 2008) and The Step by Step Guide to becoming 
a professional childminder (a provincial publication) (Munster CMAOs, 2007). 
The National Guidelines publication (OMCYA, 2008) has been a very useful 
document for the childminding sector but needs updating in light of national 
developments and on recommendations made in this report. The Step by Step 
Guide to becoming a professional childminder (Munster CMAOs, 2007) is a 
comprehensive document that can be added to, as needed. Many parts of it need 
updating as changes are made to the NCMI.

Short to medium-term recommendations
• Both of the publications, The National Guidelines for Childminders 

(OMCYA, 2008) and The Step by Step Guide to becoming a professional 
childminder (Munster CMAOs, 2007) need updating and the Step by Step 
guide should include information for notified childminders. 
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The Childminder Network
The childminder network is impacting in a positive way on the quality of 
childminding in Waterford by providing a forum for childminders to meet 
other childminders and as an informal training forum. The network also benefits 
children directly by giving them access to play mornings, arts and crafts sessions, 
trips and picnics. It has also opened up international networking opportunities 
for childminders through attendance at the International Family Day Care 
Organisation (IFDCO) conference hosted in Cork in 2009. 

Short to medium-term recommendations
• Networking opportunities should continue to be developed for childminders.

• Links to existing parent networks including Parent and Toddler Groups, 
Parents Associations and Childcare Service Management Committees 
should be encouraged and developed to enhance the shared task of caring 
for and educating children and to develop communications between 
parents, childminders, schools and childcare services in the best interests of 
children.  In particular links between childminders and sessional services/
primary schools need to be developed as the childminder is often the person 
who has daily contact with these. By working together and using national 
frameworks such as Síolta and Aistear they will enhance children’s well-
being, learning and development.

• Further consideration should be given to the development of the “integrated 
model of childcare provision” (Community Consultants on behalf of 
Munster Area CCC Network and Forbairt Naíonraí Teoranta, 2006) or 
“Combination Care” (Michael Rush, 2003). These models involve parents, 
childcare services, childminders and schools and present ideas for flexible 
and appropriate responses to the specific childcare needs and preferences of 
families locally. 

• A childminding relief service should be developed as part of the integrated 
model of service in each CCC area. A bank/backup system for childminders 
could be established through a network whereby if a childminder was 
unavailable to work due to illness/family/holiday/maternity reasons, other 
childminders in the area could help out. 
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Overall Conclusion
Childminding is one of the childcare options available to families in Ireland 
and it continues to be the first choice of many parents, particularly parents of 
pre-school aged children. A childminding infrastructure has been in existence in 
local communities all over Ireland for many years. The evaluation in Waterford 
City and County showed clearly that the NCMI is making a positive impact 
on the childminding services in these areas. The role of both CMAOs has been 
crucial to this impact. However, the evaluation report has made a number of 
recommendations that if implemented will assist the NCMI in having an even 
greater impact in ensuring the well-being, welfare and protection of children in 
childminding settings.  

Though the evaluation in Waterford only includes a small sample in the 
context of the overall NCMI, the situation there is not untypical of the situation 
nationally and the Findings, Conclusions and Recommendations are worthy of 
consideration. This is the first time that any type of evaluation of the NCMI 
has been undertaken in Ireland. While the Findings from the current evaluation 
may be limited, they do give us a picture of how the NMCI is impacting on 
childminders in Waterford and it is entirely likely that many of the findings may 
be replicated in other areas. Thus the conclusions and recommendations of the 
report may have national implications.

As the foreword of the evaluation states ‘It is important to remember that 
Childminders continue to be the single largest grouping within the sector and will 
continue to warrant significant supports from the City and Childcare Committees 
and the HSE’ (O’Meara, in Daly, p. 2, 2010).  The NCMI is a valuable initiative 
which is supporting childminders and must continue to be developed to ensure 
childminders become part of the formal childcare sector so that they can be 
supported in their valuable work of caring for and educating the young citizens 
of Ireland.  An integrated, regulated and resourced childcare and education 
service (including childminding settings) is needed in order to ensure that services 
provided to children are safe, and are of high quality. The implementation of 
Aistear and Síolta together with revised legislation (with a move from voluntary 
notification/notification to registration) and the inclusion of additional incentives 
(tax relief for parents, continued tax relief for childminders and security around 
social welfare benefits and ancillary supports by disregarding childminding 
income) supported by Childminding Advisory Officers, Childminding Ireland 
and Pre-school Inspection Teams will help ensure that childminders are supported 
to provide high quality experiences for children in childminding settings. 
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Glossary
Child Minding Advisory Officers (CMAOs). These provide support, training, 
information and networking opportunities to the childminders on an individual and group 
basis.

Childminding Development Grant (CMDG). This grant established in 2004 was 
designed to help childminders with the cost of safety items, childcare equipment, play 
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resources or minor household adaptations. The maximum grant was €1000 and was 
limited to 90% of the total cost of purchases. The grant scheme ceased at the end of 2010.

Childminding Ireland (CMI). This is a national voluntary membership organisation 
providing information, support and advice to childminders and parents.

City and County Childcare Committees CCC(s). 33 of these committees were 
established in 2001 to encourage the development of childcare/early education locally. 
They offer a wide variety of services and supports to parents and practitioners.

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (DJELR). This government 
department has responsibility for a number of social matters including the publication of 
The National Childcare Strategy Report of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on 
Childcare.

Health Service Executive (HSE). This is the national structure for the provision of health 
and social services across the county.  Most City and County Childcare Committees 
receive Section 39 Funding from the HSE specifically for the employment of a 
Childminding Advisory Officer.

National Childminding Initiative (NCMI). This initiative was set up to provide supports 
for childminders and for people interested in becoming childminders and includes a 
number of different elements.

Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA). This government 
agency focuses on harmonising policy issues that affect children in areas such as early 
childhood care and education, youth justice, child welfare and protection. In 2006 it 
published the National Guidelines for Childminders in 2006 to assist childminders by 
providing guidance for good practice and these were revised in 2008. 

Quality Awareness Programme (QAP). This free 10 hour programme was developed 
to introduce childminders to the concept of childminder training. It usually includes 
five modules. These are the suitability of the Person; well-being of the child; physical 
environment; health and safety; and play.

Service Level Agreement (SLA). This is an agreement between the city/county childcare 
committees and the HSE to carry out the voluntary notification process for childminders.
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Unlocking Learning– Evidential Factors 
Motivating Young Children’s Learning.  
A Study of a Sample of 4 – 6 Year 
Olds in Irish Primary School Settings

Frances Clerkin

Abstract
This paper developed from a dissertation undertaken for a European 
Masters in Early Childhood Education and Care (2009). The 
theoretical framework is socio-cultural within a bio-ecological lens. 
This considers close proximal relationships from micro to macro 
level that impact bi-directionally through all the societal layers on 
the child as a learner (Bronfenbrenner 1979, Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris 1998). Shifting economic, social and demographic trends, 
coupled with technological progress exist in a world of rapid 
change and uncertainty. How do we ‘unlock’ the potential to cope 
with all this uncertainty?  It is posited that it may be useful to 
consider evidence of factors that motivate young children to learn, 
and within this what may constitute a nurturing environment in 
which they can best learn. 

Introduction
The aim of the study presented in this paper was a consideration of the school 
learning experiences that young children find particularly motivating as well 
as why this may be.  In a world of uncertainty and change we have increasing 
discourse on the need to be ‘life long learners’. The inference is that motives 
and pathways for learning require nurturance in the early years. The learning 
opportunities that children experience are influenced by societal views of children 
and childhood. Children in western society are often constructed as primarily 
vulnerable and in need of protection (Layard and Dunn, 2008).  Contrastingly 
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there is a view of children as competent, capable, citizens with rights and ‘experts’ 
in their own lives (UN Convention on The Rights of The Child, 1989). In Ireland 
the latter view is prominent at policy level in the National Children’s Strategy 
(2000) and in Aistear: The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (2009) and 
in Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (Centre 
for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2006). 

When choosing a sample of children for this study, children from the infant 
cycle (first two years in primary school) from two different schools were chosen. 
This choice was influenced by the percentage of young children experiencing 
such schooling in Ireland. The latest available statistics indicate that sixty five per 
cent of four-year-olds and most five-year-olds are enrolled in the infant classes 
in primary schools in Ireland (Education in Ireland, 2011).  I was interested in 
what possibilities or constraints on children’s motives and potential pathways for 
learning might evidence in this context. Some of the major theoretical concepts 
influencing this study are now explored.

Theoretical Framework
Piaget’s ‘staged theory’ of learning and development (1970) foregrounded the 
idea of the child constructing knowledge by interaction with the environment, 
a type of ‘lone scientist’. Contrastingly Vygotsky emphasised social and cultural 
motivational drives to learn. He elaborated  his  theory  of the  ‘zone of proximal 
development’ (1978) where children are said to reach a higher level of learning 
through social engagement with more experienced adults or peers than it would 
be possible to attain alone. 

The Irish Primary School Curriculum (1999) developed and expanded on 
the Piagetian influenced 1971 curriculum. It is designed for primary school 
children between the ages of four and twelve years.  “The Primary School 
Curriculum celebrates the uniqueness of the child, as it is expressed in each child’s 
personality, intelligence and potential for development” (1999, p6). This curriculum 
also places new emphasis on ‘active’ or ‘play based’ learning and ‘partnership with 
parents,’ reflective of a Vygotskian  socio-cultural perspective.

Aistear The Framework for Early Learning (NCCA, 2009) covers birth 
to age six  which encompasses the  junior and senior infant cycle of  primary 
schooling.  In Aistear, the child is described as “an active capable and competent 
learner, learning through play, relationships and language and through everyday 
experiences” (2009, p. 26).  Aistear adopts a thematic approach to both 
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learning and assessment. The themes are ‘well-being’, ‘identity and belonging’, 
‘communicating’ and ‘exploring and thinking’. 

Children are arguably learning all of the time, both within and outside of 
their school experiences. The socio-cultural and bio-ecological lens of this study 
considers evidence from children’s points of view, as well as teachers’ perspectives 
on the significance of parental participation on early years care and education.  

Potential motivational pathways for learning 
According to Dweck (1999),  children as young as four or five  may already 
have motives for learning defined as either  ‘learning oriented’  or  ‘performance 
oriented’.  The ‘learning oriented’ child evidences a persistence that transcends 
difficulty or uncertainty and exists independently of promises of external 
reward. The ‘performance’ oriented child when met with obstacles may become 
overwhelmed by the prospect of failure or dependent on the need for reward 
or approval (Dweck and Smiley, 1994). A learning orientation correlates with 
Csikszentmihalyi’s description of ‘flow’ in learning (1990, p. 182). When 
in ‘flow’ children/adults “lose their sense of time and of themselves, feel 
competent and in control and have a sense of harmony and union within their 
surroundings”.  This also links with theories of ‘apprenticeship’ or ‘mastery’ in 
learning (Rogoff, 1990).   

This study paper particularly focuses on  evidence  of  ‘joyful’  ‘optimal’ or 
‘flow’  experiences  said to sustain and enrich early learning environments  and 
promote children’s dispositional interests in learning (Csikszentmihalyi 1990, 
Laevers, 2004, Carr, 2001, Dewey 1938/1998).   The study asks how and when 
such group learning motivations might manifest, and what children themselves 
might have to say about such experiences. 

Research  Methodology 
The focus of this paper is on children’s voices. Project data from children was 
collected through a ‘Mosaic’ type approach (Clark and Moss, 2001). This was 
collected at key times during the school day, which will be elaborated below. 
This is accompanied by semi-structured interviews with teachers, focussing their 
perspectives on the possibilities and constraints within their roles. 
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Defining a ‘Mosaic’ approach
A variety of tools can be used to “listen” to the many ways verbal and non-verbal 
that children express themselves (Clark & Moss 2001). At its starting point, this 
approach views young children as ‘experts in their own lives’ (Langsted, 1994).  My 
dissertation research included observations, fieldnotes and photographs taken by 
me during whole class and small group activities throughout each day in each of 
two settings, a multi-grade (junior and senior infants combined) class in a small 
school and a Senior Infant class. Elements of a ‘Mosaic approach’ were used to 
garner children’s persepectives on their learning experiences at key times that they 
themselves identified as particularly motivating. This took the form of a ‘Big Book’ 
project  (in each of two research settings) involving discussions with the children 
centred around the photographic data. From this the children identified favourite 
curricular activities and commented on aspects of these experiences.   With children’s 
help, photographs and children’s own commentary were placed in large scrapbooks. 

This process was a rich source of reciprocal meaning making and made 
visible some of their learning motives and potential pathways for further 
learning. Some of the children’s commentary was extracted from the ‘Big Book’ 
projects  for discussion and analysis in this paper.  

Children and Consent
Consent was sought via letter from the parents/guardians of the children in the 
study.  Consent or ‘assent’ of the children involved in the research process was 
also sought. This involved outlining the  research process and intentions in an 
age appropriate way and assuring the children that if they did not want to be 
involved or if they wished to withdraw their participation at any stage they were 
free to do so. (Cullen, Hedges and Bone 2005).  

The ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’
In interpreting the data, I applied a simplified version of the ‘Leuven Involvement 
Scale’ of ‘low’, ‘medium’ or ‘high’ (Laevers, 2004) to my field notes and 
observational data. Laevers developed the  ‘Leuven Involvement Scale’ (2004) in 
order to measure the quality of  ‘deep level learning’  associated with ‘flow’ theory 
and the associated sense of satisfaction and well being.  An overall ‘high’ group 
score for  a sustained length of  time (half an hour or more) was interpreted in 
this study as evidence of  ‘flow’ in learning.  
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At the piloting stage, there were indicators of high concentration levels, 
interest and involvement for the sample groups at times associated with active 
and/or play based type learning.  Interestingly, such optimal interest and 
involvement levels evidenced at times related to literacy practices in both 
settings.  The children themselves consistently identified photographs taken at 
such times (above other photographs taken throughout the study) as examples 
of their favourite learning activities.   

Semi-structured interviews
How teachers enjoy and meet the challenges of their own roles are viewed 

as important aspects in nurturing ‘flow’ filled learning experiences (Robb et al, 
2003). With this in mind semi-structured interviews with the teachers were 
identified as a useful tool to further the study  One aspect of questioning  was 
how teachers interpreted central tenets of the ethos and philosophy of the  
Primary School Curriculum including  ‘active learning’ and ‘partnership with 
parents’. The open ended questions asked about possibilities as well as any 
constraints the teachers might perceive in relation to applying curricular theory 
to practice.   Any positive early influences on the choice of teaching as a career 
were sought as indicators of teachers’ own early dispositional interests in their 
adult teaching roles. 

The Settings 
Two sample settings were involved in this study and a brief outline of each is 
now provided. Names of children and teachers have been changed throughout.

1. The multi-class setting
This primary school (School A) had sixty four pupils in total and five teachers 
including one language support teacher.   The study sample consisted of  a 
combined junior and senior infant class with one teacher.  I obtained Parental 
and ‘informed consent’ for thirteen children out of eighteen children in the class.  
The classroom was long and narrow.  A rich variety of class resources had been 
built up over the years. Shared facilities included an assembly hall, interactive 
whiteboards (located in other classrooms), a small school yard, and shared sports 
and science equipment. However, space indoors and outdoors was limited. 
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Key features of the learning environment  (Setting A)
The senior infants (5 – 6 yrs) sit at either side of a long table and the junior 
infants  (ages 4 – 5 yrs) are seated in a similar fashion at a second long table 
at the end of the classroom.  Ms. T.  divides her time between the two groups. 
Following morning prayer for the whole class, the junior infants usually start 
with a pre-set work-book activity while she presents lessons to the senior infants, 
using a whiteboard and encouraging and engaging each child to participate in 
discussions (15 – 20 minutes). There usually follows small group work, for about 
the same length of time, often involving workbooks related to the main text book 
of the subject taught.  Concrete materials such as coloured counters and plastic 
coins are used to support numeracy work.  Curricular subjects and strands are 
often integrated and overlapping. Ms. T. checks homework daily and encourages 
all children to self-correct and identify what they believe is their best work. 
‘Lessons’ for junior infants are less formal, usually shorter and more playful.   The 
school uses a “jolly phonics” system: children learn both letters and letter sounds; 
this is linked to text, workbooks, music cds, computer programmes, and games. 

‘Golden Time’ 
At Piloting stage both ‘Golden Time’ and ‘Library’ sessions were identified as 
times of particularly high interest and involvement for the class as a whole.  
‘Golden Time’ usually occurred on Fridays for forty minutes.  Children; 
individually, in pairs or groups chose from a wide range of books, games, 
puzzles, construction/art materials, or computer activities.  Aspects of these 
activities overlapped with the daily curriculum. Each day when formal tasks 
were completed children were free to get up from their chairs and choose books 
to ‘read’ or pore over individually, in pairs or small groups. On a daily basis 
children were allowed to choose from a smaller range of activities, (books, 
construction, materials/puzzles etc.) for ten to fifteen minutes. These activities 
were extended to the younger children when more formal tasks were completed 
and to the whole group if the weather was too severe for outdoor play time.

‘Library Time’
In the mornings, the senior infants and junior infants have writing activities 
followed by ‘Library time’ (approximately 30 minutes).  The senior infants 
choose from a wide range of  graded readers, work at their own pace and with 
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teacher (one to one) guidance to choose the next level of book to read at home 
with their parents. The younger children choose from the extensive range of 
other books available and may ‘read’ alone or in pairs. Ms. T. usually reads stories 
to the whole group prior to home time.  Older children regularly emulate their 
teacher and  choose to  ‘read’ to younger   children during  informal times such 
as after the completion of set tasks.

2. The senior infant class 
This was in a primary school (School B) of four hundred and fifty children 
with twenty nine teachers. The sample was a senior infant class of twenty three 
children between the ages of five and six with one teacher. Parental and ‘informed 
consent’ was obtained for eighteen out of twenty three children. The classroom 
was bright and spacious.  Shared school facilities included a cookery room, 
assembly hall with stage, a computer centre, a large school yard and a garden. 
Some classroom resources such as play based materials were in short supply, and 
pupil teacher ratio was higher than in the multi-class setting. 

Key features of the learning environment (Setting B)
In the classroom, children sit in colour coded groups of four to five children. The 
groups are assigned leaders (rotated weekly), who are visibly more mobile as they 
help the teacher distribute and collect books and materials throughout the day.  
Ms. L. uses whole class lessons (15 – 20 minutes) followed by small group work 
(15 – 20 minutes), usually involving workbook activities related to the main text 
books.  In whole class teaching episodes she employs playful interactive methods 
to engage children’s interest and integrate curricular strands.  Concrete materials 
(good supply) are used to support numeracy work. Home work is corrected daily 
and as in the multi-class setting children are encouraged to self correct and assess 
their own work.

The classroom has a ‘book corner’, with fiction and non fiction books, 
similar to the variety in School A but in more limited supply.  Access to these 
books is limited to short periods of time (usually about five minutes) between 
small and large break times.   At the piloting stage, ‘Activity time’ and ‘Literacy 
Lift Off’ were identified as times of particularly high interest and involvement.  
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‘Activity Time’
‘Activity time’ lasted for approximately 35 minutes each day. Children in groups 
of approximately five chose from a limited range of materials, puzzles, dress-up/
role play, computer games etc., which were rotated amongst the groups during 
the week . 

‘Literacy lift off’
A new programme intended to improve children’s competencies in, as well 
as enjoyment of literacy activities had been implemented in the school. This 
included investment in a large supply of graded readers, and the assistance of 
a resource teacher and a special needs assistant to facilitate daily small group 
literacy work. For approximately one hour, the children engaged in a variety of 
literacy activities while the adults rotated amongst the groups for timed sessions.  
Each day the children were made familiar with a new book which was later read 
at home with family members.

The ‘Big Book’ Project 
For the purpose of the study the ‘Big Book’ Projects acted as a means to 
identify and make visible key times when children’s motives and dispositional 
interests in learning evidenced. At the end of the field visits the Books were 
presented to the children  in thanks for their  involvement in the study 
and also as a classroom resource which they themselves had enthusiastically 
collaborated in producing.

The photographic data and children’s commentary in these books related to 
‘Golden Time’ and ‘library Time’ in Setting A and ‘Activity Time’ and ‘Literacy 
Lift Off’ in Setting B. Some typical samples of the children’s commentary from 
the ‘Big Book’ projects in both settings are now presented, and the emerging 
learning themes are discussed. 

Examples of Data/findings - The Multi-Class Setting 
The following relates to ‘Golden Time’ and ‘Library Time’ in the Multi-Class 
setting.
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“Mummy and Daddy call me an artist because I practiced 
when I was three and four years old.  I like drawing pictures 
for everyone in my family.” 

Sarah constructs an image of herself as  an ‘artist’ that she relates to practice. This 
identity  is reinforced by opportunities to practice at home and in school and  also  
by validation received for her efforts.  There are signs of  ‘flow’ in learning and  a 
‘mastery’ orientation  reflected in Sarah’s intense concentration and high interest 
and involvement level in this activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, Rogoff, 1990)

Alice (5), Niamh (4 1/2) and Laura (5) collaborated on a large construction 
made with straws.  Alice explained: “We are making a device, this is our new 
device and we are making it big and strong”. Niamh elaborated “It is a device to 
make a very special thing in space.” 

The children evidenced a playful shared and intersubjective meaning 
making  resulting in the the type  of  ‘materialised abstraction’ they described 
(Montessori, 1984) .  This interest appeared to  have evolved from more formal 
class activities related to science and space. 

Five year old Josh was ‘reading’ to four year old Lana. She remarks 

“He is reading “Brown bear, Brown bear”, I love that story”. 

Josh confides to me in a hushed voice 

“I don’t know all of the words, but I know all of the story”. 

A type of learning in the ‘zone of proximal development’ (Vygotsky 1978)   
emerges (Rogoff, 1990).  Josh identifies with and is accepted in the role of  
‘reader’.   Pramling (1996) identifies motives and opportunities for ‘play reading’ 
and ‘play writing’  as important precursors for more formal learning.

Examples of Data/findings - The Senior infant class 
The following examples relate to typical ‘activity time’ and ‘literacy lift off’ 
experiences of the children in the Senior infant class.

Grace studied a photograph of herself engaged in an art activity and 
commented 
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“I always like to dress up as an artist. You have to have a bag on 
you and a little hat.  I always like to pretend because I want to be 
an artist when I grow up and work with my mom’s sister, she is 
an artist, she had a bag and it is full of art.” 

Though engaged in an art activity in the photograph, Grace preferred to 
discuss  her favourite ‘dress up’ activity. She identified positively with the 
habitus of an ‘artist’ influenced by close proximal relationships in her home 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Lee (5) enthusiastically explained a game he and John (5) had developed 
using metal shapes and a ball. 

“You get a shape and you hit the ball and try to score, we were 
playing with the ball and the shapes and I scored loads of goals.  I 
was pretending I was ‘Torres’ and John was being himself ”. 

Lee and John actively negotiated meaning making (Wenger, 1999) as they 
identified with and interpretively reproduced outside cultural influences 
(Corsaro, 2003).

The following commentary relates specifically to, and includes typical 
examples of, children’s experiences of the “literacy Lift Off Scheme”. 

Zoe (5) explained

“I wasn’t really good at reading. I am now, reading makes  
you smart”.   

Lisa  (aged 4 ½) said

“I can read better, I read at home with Mammy.  I like the 
spellings best, they are fun.”  

 Luca (5) said

“I like all books, I like writing lots of words, I speak English, I 
speak Polish, I speak Irish.”   
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Zoe presents a ‘learning orientation’ that emphasises a sense of empowerment 
that she relates to practice (Dweck 1999). Lisa conceptualised the apprenticeship 
nature of her learning by acknowledging the supportive role of her mother, 
whilst stressing  playful aspects of learning that also motivate her interest (Rogoff, 
1990). Luca’ s linguistic confidence stems  from a bi-lingual home culture 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Other children appeared inspired by his linguistic 
prowess and Luca was a leader within the group. 

Discussion
Some striking similarities and contrasts emerge in the two settings.  In Setting 
A (Multi-Class) children follow their own dispositional interests during 
‘Golden Time’ and  despite the availability of a wide range of  play based  
materials some appear drawn to more formal or ‘apprenticeship’ type activities, 
particularly in relation to language and literacy  (Rogoff, 1990). In ‘Library 
time’ and the overlap of ‘Golden time’ into the daily curriculum, children 
express their enjoyment of a ‘learning to learn’ process, with more emphasis on 
the process than the products of learning (Pramling, 1996).    The importance 
of ‘friendship’ and cultural influences from home were recurring themes 
during the data collection.  Children in this setting had opportunities to work 
individually, in pairs or small groups, and through interaction with artefacts, 
expressed an evolving intersubjective and metacognitive understanding of 
their play and learning themes. 

In the larger senior infant class setting, children adapt enthusiastically 
to the opportunities to ‘play’ that are available (choices rotated amongst 
the groups) whilst referring longingly (in some instances) to their preferred 
‘activities’ of which role play or ‘shop’ seems particularly motivating. 
Children appear to feel empowered through exploratory and creative role 
play reflecting socio cultural influences in their lives (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris 1998, Corsaro, 2003). Sharing of limited resources inspired some 
improvisational, creative and collaborative pretend play (Corsaro, 2003, 
Sawyer 1997).  Children’s feelings of empowerment were also apparent during 
the small group literacy scheme.  Children express enjoyment and extension 
or transformation of their learning experiences, some of which they link to 
their home relationships (Rogoff, 1990).  
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Teacher perspectives
Some teacher perspectives on how they perceive, enjoy and meet the challenges 
of their roles are now introduced. These incorporate views of the child 
specifically in relation to active play based learning and literacy practices on 
which this paper focuses.

Views of the Child 
Ms. T. (Multi-class) believes “social and academic skills are important and 
interrelated, but that play-based learning foregrounds later academic learning 
for young children (ages 4 – 6yrs).  She encourages lots of “constructive play” 
for the youngest children.  She believes in promoting ‘play writing’ and ‘play 
reading,’ believing that the mixed ages in her classroom facilitate children to 
learn from each other. Ms. L (Senior infant class) also values play based learning 
in the promotion of social skills, believing that this supports child happiness 
and well being which she views as essential for academic learning to progress. 
She considers it very important this age group (5 – 6 years) “feel listened to 
and heard,” believing that they rely on adults to “uphold a sense of justice and 
fairness”  while they themselves are in the process of developing social skills.

Dispositional interests in Teaching
Ms. T’s interest in teaching sprang from apprenticeship type childhood 
experiences in a multi-class school, where “I was often asked to help infants, 
so I got interested in teaching.” Ms. T. appears to have recreated some of these 
‘apprenticeship’ type activities in her own classroom, encouraging older children 
to assist younger children and build a ‘sense of community’. Ms. L. also recalled 
happy childhood school experiences, which left her with “a positive view of 
the role of a teacher” and an inclination towards a “caring” profession. Ms.  L. 
enjoys supporting children to achieve   “a sense of pride in their efforts to be 
independent learners” on what she views as “ a daily voyage of discovery”.

Obstacles to Curriculum Implementation
Ms. T. believes in a ‘flexible’ approach but  states that the curriculum  “is far too 
overloaded, ... there is a danger the basics won’t get covered.”  She elaborated 
that these ‘basics’ incorporate development of social skills in ‘playful ways’ which 
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foreground important literacy and numeracy skills.  Ms. L.  felt flexibility within 
the curriculum was desirable but difficult due to an ‘overpacked curriculum’, 
citing as an example the expectation that an hour each week be devoted to 
subjects such as Science, History and Geography, as well as additional time to 
areas like ICT which are outside of the main subject areas.   She also felt little 
cognisance was given at curricular policy level to the time required to get young 
children to and from the school yard and other shared facilities in large schools. 

The Irish National Teachers’ Organisation has in recent years written and 
spoken about the high pupil teacher ratio in the context of junior and senior 
infant education. This is a recurring issue of criticism, as is too didactic an 
approach to early learning which is exacerbated by the high pupil/teacher ratio 
(OECD Thematic Review, 2004). In the multi-class setting, the smaller pupil 
teacher ratio coupled with mixed ages was facilitative of more active, agentic and 
‘apprenticeship’ or ‘ZPD’ type learning (Rogoff, 1990, Vygotsky 1978).

‘Partnership’ with parents
Both teachers consider good home school links as a vital support to children’s 
early learning and motivations to learn. Ms. T.  meets with parents daily at 
arrival and home times and the school  also has twice yearly parent/teacher 
meetings. Ms. L’s contact with parents consists mostly of twice yearly parent/
teacher meetings, notes to parents in children’s homework journals and informal 
meetings in the school yard.  She believes the size of the school can act as a 
‘psychological barrier’ to parents approaching her. 

Daily links with parents were more evident in the multi-class, where parents 
would bring their children directly to the classroom each day.  In the Senior 
infant class links to parents appeared strongest in the children’s commentary 
on the ‘literacy lift off scheme’.  It appears that investment in this type of 
collaborative group work may be motivating for children and supportive of 
stronger home/school links. 

Conclusions
In both settings there are indicators of the evidence of children’s motives for 
learning being particularly high when they had active agency and a level of 
choice. This happened sometimes individually but often during paired or small 
group interactions. In the project data, children made reference to the proximal 
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cultural relationships impacting on their lives and motivating their interests and 
learning pathways (Bronfenbrenner & Morris 1998).  Aistear’s themes of ‘well-
being’, ‘identity and belonging’, ‘communication’ and ‘exploring and thinking’ 
linked well with the evidence of motives for learning identified. This fits with the 
aspirations for ‘active agency’, ‘play based’ learning and ‘partnership with parents’ 
aspired to at curricular policy level. However, in both settings times afforded for 
‘active learning’ were relatively limited. Small group times were often confined to 
prescribed workbook activities. Both teachers felt constrained by and expressed 
a view of an overloaded curriculum, a view supported by Morgan (2003) who is 
critical of the ever expanding primary school curriculum.

In both settings ‘Performance orientation’ was less evident than   
‘learning’ or ’mastery’  orientations (Dweck, 1999), particularly at times 
identified for the  ‘Big Book’ project data. The reasons may be down to the 
evidence of  ‘nurturing pedagogy’ (Hayes 2007) observed in both classrooms, 
which to some degree counters the effects of  limited resources and the 
demands of an extensive and prescribed curriculum.  This was a small scale 
study and the findings cannot be easily generalised.  However there were some 
indicators that the thematic approach of   Aistear with its coverage of the birth 
to 6 years age group promotes opportunities to build relationships between 
home, pre-school and school practices and ease young children through these 
important transition phases.   A key point in developing children’s motives for 
learning relates to the view of the child as a learner. The findings of this study 
correlate with the Deweyian view (1938) that “Children are active organisms 
shaped by and shaping their environments, not passive empty vessels waiting 
to be filled”.
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Exploring the experiences of junior infants 
in a multigrade class.

Sharon O’Driscoll PhD in Education (Cohort),  
University College Cork.

Abstract
This paper investigates how a group of junior infant children 
experienced whole class teaching in a multigrade setting. A 
multigrade class is one where teachers work with more than one 
curriculum grade at the same time. Using critical perspectives 
drawn from the notion of learning as participation in communities 
of practice, practices in the infant classroom which the staff saw 
as offering legitimate participation to all of the children, and 
which seemed to deliberately include the younger children in the 
classroom, are examined. The concept of legitimate peripheral 
participation as proposed by Lave and Wenger (1991), and the 
notion of communities of practice as outlined by Wenger (1998), 
are considered important in providing a framework within which 
to explore how whole class discussion practices of the multigrade 
classroom shape the child’s early participation in primary school. 

Introduction
The overall aim of the research was to undertake a sustained and detailed study of 
the pedagogical practices in use with junior infant classes in multigrade settings 
and to understand more fully how the children experienced these pedagogies. 
The focus of this paper is to describe how one particular group of junior infant 
children in a multigrade setting experienced whole class teaching of a science 
lesson. Through participation in this whole class activity,  the junior infant pupils 
are seen to gain access to pedagogic values, assumptions and tools which are part 
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of sharing a common enterprise (Lave and Wenger 1991), enabling them to take 
on an identity of legitimate membership of classroom practice.

Methodology
A mixed methods approach to this study of early childhood pedagogy in 
multigrade classes was taken and therefore both qualitative and quantitative 
methods were employed. The Case Study approach was the main methodology 
used in the qualitative section of the study, where methods of data collection 
included observations within multigrade settings and interviews with teachers, 
children and parents.  The study took place in 8 primary schools in various 
geographic regions of County Cork. The schools were a mixture of two teacher 
and three teacher schools where the maximum in pupil diversity was ensured 
and they were selected by a random sampling procedure so that they were 
as representative as possible of the general population of small schools. A 
quantitative survey designed to collect standardized information on a broader 
more representative sample of infant teachers in multigrade settings was also 
carried out. 

In this study observation was used as a key method for studying children’s 
learning in everyday situations by considering both the perspective of the child 
and the teacher and by actively examining the relationship between all these 
perspectives. Observations were carried out over a nine month period during 
the pupils’ first year in primary school. The data presented in this particular 
paper is taken from observation of a whole class discussion involving all of the 
children, their class teacher and a support teacher who takes the children for 
science lessons. There are eleven children in total in this mixed age group. There 
are two junior infant children. The remaining children are in senior infants, first 
and second classes. For this lesson the class teacher and a support teacher are 
working with the children. The children and teachers are sitting together around 
a u-shaped desk at the top of the classroom. The analysis of data presented in this 
paper focuses on a small number of field note extracts, drawing out moments 
of participation from each account. In particular, there is an emphasis on how 
these moments are produced through participation in a community of practice 
and how the children negotiate their way through these moments positioning 
themselves as active members of the classroom culture. 
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Theoretical Framework 
The notion of legitimate peripheral participation as proposed by Lave and Wenger 
(1991), and the concept of communities of practice as outlined by Wenger (1998) 
are considered key concepts in providing a framework within which to explore 
how whole class discussion practices of the multigrade classroom shape the child’s 
early participation in primary school. Lave & Wenger (1991), see legitimate 
peripheral participation as an apprenticeship process by which newcomers 
become part of the community of practice. The term ‘community of practice’ was 
originally developed from ethnographic studies of apprentices (Lave & Wenger, 
1991) and the metaphor of apprenticeship as a model for children’s cognitive 
development is also used by Rogoff (1990).  The concept of apprenticeship in 
a theory of learning highlights that the child is active in engaging with learning 
but is also assisted by the guidance of a community of people who provide 
support to direct the child’s increasing skilled participation in activities valued in 
their culture. Lave and Wenger (1991) recognise however that particular social 
arrangements in any community may constrain or facilitate movement towards 
fuller participation. The key to legitimate peripheral participation is access 
by newcomers to the community of practice and all that membership entails. 
But though this is essential to the reproduction of the community, it is always 
problematic at the same time. To become a full member of a community of 
practice requires access to a wide range of ongoing activity, old-timers, and other 
members of the community; and to information, resources and opportunities for 
participation. (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Rogoff (2003) adds the insight that in the early stages of participation 
observing is a key feature of participation as apprenticeship. She used the 
term ‘intent participation’ to express the notion of young children observing 
and listening in on others as they collaborate in shared activities in fluid and 
complementary roles. How well individuals are able to observe and listen is likely 
to influence how effectively and how quickly they learn. This is an important 
consideration given that some of the children in the present study are likely to 
be better placed to listen than others.

Presentation and analysis of findings
At the time of the observation there was a prolonged period of severely cold 
weather. Earlier on the day of the observation the children put out small 
cartons of water on their classroom window to see what would happen to the 
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water in the cold weather conditions. The class teacher, Orla (O) took photos 
and now the children are showing them to Patsy (P) the support teacher, who 
takes the class for science lessons. The two junior infant children, Rory (R) and 
Jim (J), participate in the discussion. The older children are denoted by their 
class level. Senior Infant pupils are in their second year of school, first class 
pupils are in their third year at school while second class pupils are in their 
fourth year at school.

Extract A: Teacher as ‘broker’ 
P: Why didn’t the water turn to ice? 

O: What happened at 11 Rory? 

R: The sun was creeping up.

P: What’s the temperature now?

2nd: Can I check the thermometer? It says 1degree. 

P: Only 1 degree?

2nd: Yes, it’s up to the line. (Points to the line halfway 
between 0 and 10 on the thermometer in the photo)

P: Yes, that’s five. 

The class teacher goes to check thermometer and it is  
5 degrees.

The first point to note about extract A is that Patsy deliberately engages Rory, 
a junior infant child, in the discussion by asking him a direct question. Like 
the older children there is an expectation that he will report on what happened 
earlier. The junior infant was able to access the offer of legitimate peripheral 
participation and the practices of the classroom served to actively involve him. 
In terms of classroom practice, this points to the importance of classroom 
teachers as ‘brokers’, in Wenger’s sense (1998) in helping children to negotiate 
the boundaries of participation in the whole class discussion. While Rory’s 
answer contributes to the overall construction of earlier events, he is in fact given 
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responsibility for sharing a key piece of information because it was the fact that 
the sun was very strong that day causing temperatures to rise which didn’t allow 
the water to turn to ice. From the beginning of the lesson Rory is encouraged to 
take on a dialogic role in this classroom interaction and is involved as an active 
participant in the class discussion.

Up to now all children have been allowed to contribute freely to the 
discussion. However, the normal routine in the class is to put up your hand and 
wait to be called before answering a question. A boy in second class remembers 
this and he puts up his hand. He is commended by the adults for his nice 
manners. The junior infants watch and listen to this exchange. They understand 
that in order to have your contribution acknowledged quickly you must put up 
your hand. Both of the junior infants put up their hands. One is then rewarded 
and he is afforded the opportunity to ask his question and by the end of extract 
A, all of the children have their hands up.

Extract B: Sustained shared thinking
R: How can frost get into houses?

P: That’s a good question. What do you think?

2nd: Lots of cold air comes in under the door.

1st: Doesn’t happen in Ireland because it’s never that cold.

P: Why don’t houses freeze on the inside?

Senior Infant: Windows only let some cold air in.

Rather than answer the young child’s question immediately, the teacher reflects 
the question back to him asking him in a non-threatening way ‘What do you 
think?’ It puts him in the position of being not only a questioner but also being 
a thinker and a responder to questions. Additionally, as Patsy throws out the 
statement to the class, the interaction serves to establish Rory’s question as an 
idea which is to be engaged in by all. The nature of this interaction is such that 
Rory is able to negotiate meanings with the teacher that are appropriate to the 
practice of learning science at school.  The result of this process of negotiation 
is ownership of meaning (Wenger 1998). It is important that the teacher has 
legitimised Rory’s participation in the class as she is the figure of authority 
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there and she encourages the class to develop his ideas as part of establishing his 
identity as a participant in the community of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991).  

In extract B the exchange is a prime example of an adult-child interaction 
which involved ‘sustained shared thinking’ considered by Siraj-Blatchford et 
al. (2002) to be essential in extending children’s thinking. In this episode the 
teacher, the older children in the class and the junior infants work together in an 
intellectual way to clarify a concept and extend thinking about it. The teacher 
follows the lead of the child. It is the junior infant child who brings up the notion 
of frost inside the house. When the group explore this idea, both the teacher and 
the older peers act as scaffolders and the child’s idea is developed further. The 
teacher then takes the opportunity to introduce the idea of insulation in extract 
C to help extend thinking about the concept.

Extract C: Scaffolding 
R: If you block some cold coming in you could stop it.

P: What would you do? Build a high wall?

R: If we are in the house you can block the door.

J: How could you get out?

O: Do you remember Jim when you were in the yard at 
break time, you pointed at something, you said what is that? 
Sean (the school caretaker) did something. He wrapped the 
cloth on the pipe.

P: What special word is there for this, when something is 
wrapped up to keep it warm or cold?

Senior Infant: Insulation! 

P and O: Well done!

Senior Infant: It just popped out. (Smiles broadly) 

P: It was just in there somewhere and it came out at just the 
right time. Yes, we can make our houses insulated.
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Edwards and Mercer (1987) argue that classroom talk is most effectively used by 
teachers to create shared experiences with their pupils. In extract C the teacher 
is drawing on an experience she had with one of the junior infants in the yard 
earlier in the day. There was a pipe exposed and the caretaker had wrapped it 
with a piece of cloth. Jim had noticed it and had asked his teacher on the way 
into class what it was. The teacher had replied briefly at this time that it was to 
keep the pipes warm so the water could flow through them. Now the teacher has 
an opportunity to further the earlier discussion with Jim and to also add to the 
current whole class discussion.The experience of the covered pipe is utilised in 
later conversations as ‘shared mental contexts’ (Goouch, 2008) which are joint 
frames of reference which can be shared by all members of the class. Goouch, 
(2008) argues that scaffolding children’s learning is thought to be particularly 
effective when carried out in conversational contexts and in this incident it is an 
everyday activity which provides the backdrop for shared experiences where talk 
is the key feature and the level of interaction which exists within the community 
is one of intimacy.

Conclusion
A focus on participation as central to learning is the distinctive feature of Lave 
and Wenger’s theory. In this paper the concept of participation is used to consider 
the moment to moment engagement by junior infant children in a whole class 
activity in science and the accounts of learning and teaching of the junior 
infant class which emerges suggest corresponding identities of participation. In 
these data extracts individual junior infant children are conceived as involved 
within communities of practice at micro and macro levels in their primary 
school. Wenger (1998) argues that institutions, such as the primary school in 
this case may facilitate legitimate peripheral participation in learner identities 
by providing pupils with continued access to shared understandings with their 
teachers and the older children in their class. The acquisition of such practice 
specific meanings and tools enables the individuals to take on specific identities 
– an identity associated with legitimate membership of the relevant practice in 
this case working as scientists. 

The findings also appear to demonstrate the key role that teachers play in 
inviting participation from the youngest children. In these extracts the junior 
infant pupils experience interactions that are productive in terms of learning. 
The teacher’s dominant position with the contextual constraints evident in 
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multigrade settings means that s/he is centrally involved in shaping the kind of 
identity each pupil takes on. The way in which s/he interacts with a pupil plays 
a crucial role in determining how others view those pupils and how they see 
themselves.

The evidence suggests that in this setting the community is willing to 
open doors to let newcomers get access to established practices and ways of 
being learners in school and the research points to the way in which children 
can be encouraged as participants.  The long term implications of consistent 
involvement in productive interactions is as much about construction of an 
identity as it is about access to shared understanding with teacher. If we assume 
that such engagement in productive interactions continues, these junior infants 
would gradually display an increase in expertise and a subsequent movement 
towards the centre of the social practice of the classroom and to identities of full 
participation.

References
Edwards D. & Mercer N. (1987) Common knowledge: the development of understanding in 
the classroom. London: Routledge. 

Goouch, K. (2008) Understanding playful pedagogies, play narratives and play spaces. 
International Journal of Research and Development 28(1), 93-102.

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991) Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Rogoff, B. (1990). Apprenticeship in thinking: Cognitive development in social context. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Rogoff, B. (2003) The cultural nature of human development, New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

Siraj-Blatchford, I., Sylva, K., Muttock, S., Gilden, R. & Bell, D. (2002) Department for 
Education and Skills (DfES), HMSO, London - DfES Research Report 356.

Wenger, E. (1998), Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. Cambridge 
M.A.: Cambridge University Press



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

91

Multicultural Education in the Early Years 
Care and Education Sector:  
An Introduction
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Abstract
This paper presents a discussion of cultural diversity in relation 
to the Irish Early Years Care and Education Sector. Included 
is an examination of the concept of multicultural education, 
broadly identifying its main goals and stated criticisms. I also 
briefly address the key milestones in legislative development 
and highlight important policy documents, which support a 
framework for culturally competent practice.

Introduction
Irish society is becoming increasingly ethnically and culturally diverse and this 
has “implications for the education of the indigenous majority and minority 
groups as well as of immigrants (DES, 2002:3). Immigration is a central 
feature of European societies where cultural diversity is now a reality. As a 
result, the education of migrants is receiving more attention and the issue 
of integration has become a major concern. As with other European states, 
Ireland has become a pluralist society. As the societal demographic is changing, 
so too is the school population with a greater diversity of students from  
pre-school to tertiary education. This has created an increasingly important 
need for educators to better understand and to work with different  
ethnicities effectively.
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The Irish context: facts and figures
Historically, Ireland has been a country characterised by emigration. This pattern 
was reversed during the “Celtic Tiger” era. For the first time, Ireland experienced 
a surge in inward migration resulting in a change from net emigration to net 
immigration. According to the 2006 Census, the amount of non-Irish nationals 
resident in Ireland increased by eighty-seven per cent during a four-year period 
from 2002-2006, accounting for ten per cent of the population (Central 
Statistics Office, 2006). However, conditions in Ireland have changed with the 
contraction of the Irish economy and Ireland is now perceived as a less attractive 
destination for migrants. This has resulted in a significant decline in immigration 
and recently Ireland has reverted to a country of emigration. Preliminary figures 
from the Central Statistic Office show that immigration in the period 2006 to 
2010 almost halved from 47,500 to 22,300 (CSO, 2010).

With higher levels of emigration and lower levels of immigration, it is 
clear that some migrants have already left Ireland while others are less inclined 
to consider Ireland as an attractive destination. However, regardless of recent 
developments, Ireland is now comparable to other European states as an irreversibly 
diverse society. This diversity is evident not only in terms of nationality but also 
in terms of culture, language, race, ethnicity and religious affiliation (Smith, et 
al., 2009). Thus, Ireland, in a relatively short period of time, has changed from a 
monocultural society to a multicultural one and is likely to remain so.

Migration and Early Childhood Education
The extent of social, demographic and economic change that Ireland 
experienced during the past thirty years is unprecedented. The changes in 
demographics have created serious challenges for the Early Childhood Care 
and Education sector (ECCE). Irish childcare practitioners are now confronted 
with significant levels of diversity (National Childcare Strategy, 2006). ECCE 
settings now include children from a greater blend of cultural backgrounds, 
native languages and life experiences. 

Given these changed circumstances, the ECCE sector needs to embrace 
and to adapt to this social change. The policies and practices of settings need to 
reflect the diversity of Ireland’s population to ensure that it prepares all children 
for life in an increasingly pluralist society. The importance of creating an Early 
Years setting that reflects cultural diversity cannot be understated, as illustrated by 
Kowalski (1998) they are of immense psychological importance to children from 
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under-represented groups. According to Haddad (2002) these settings provide 
children with experiences, expand their affective reference and build their identities 
and understanding of the world around them. An inter agency report by the 
International Labour Office (ILO), International Organization for Migration 
(IOM), and Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR) (2001) states that teaching the heritage, history, culture and languages of 
minorities and of the majority is a vital pre-emptive tool to improve understanding 
of others.  Thankfully, respect for cultural diversity and culturally competent 
practice is receiving increasing attention. ECCE settings are now obliged to 
respond to the challenge of educating culturally diverse students and to promote 
equal opportunities for all (Grant, 1992).  There is a growing recognition that 
childcare provisions that successfully address diversity can contribute substantially 
to combating poverty and also hold the power to challenge discrimination and social 
exclusion (Diversity in Early Childhood Education and Training, DECET, 2007).

Legislative Framework
Currently, in the Irish context, a growing concern for, and acknowledgement of, 
diversity can be seen in the development of policy and legislation for children 
that are compatible with the implementation of culturally competent education 
practices. Additionally there is a growing number of publications and emerging 
literature that addresses the topic of cultural diversity within the Irish educational 
system. Important developments in this area include:

• The establishment of Ireland’s first Intercultural Education Strategy 2010-
2015 which provides a framework for intercultural education based on ten 
key components and five high-level goals.

• The publication of Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare Providers 
(2006) by the Office of the Minister for Children (OMC) which aims to 
support childcare practitioners, early childhood teachers, managers and 
policy makers in their exploration, understanding and development of 
culturally competent practice.

• The publication of Intercultural Education in the Primary School (2005) by 
the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, a valuable set of 
guidelines for primary schools developed in response to growing cultural 
diversity of the student population.
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• The publication of Éist: Respecting diversity in early childhood care, education 
and training (Murray and O’Doherty, 2001) which strongly acknowledges 
the need for cultural competent ECCE settings. 

• The publication of Ar an mBealach (Pavee Point, 2004): arising from the 
Éist project, this is a valuable diversity and equality training manual for 
early childhood trainers.

• The launch of the Equality and Diversity Early Childhood National 
Network (EDeNn) in 2008. EDeNn supports organisations, trainers and 
practitioners in working collectively towards the inclusion of an equality 
and diversity approach as a core element in ECCE training and practice: 
http://pavee.ie/edenn/ 

• The publication of Síolta – the National Quality Framework for Early 
Childhood Education by the Centre for Early Childhood Development and 
Education in 2006, on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills. 
Respect for diversity is one of Síolta’s core principles. It promotes early 
childhood settings that acknowledge and respect diversity to ensure that all 
children and families have their individual, personal, cultural and linguistic 
identity validated. 

• The formation of Aistear, Ireland’s curriculum framework for children 
from birth to six years. Based on twelve principles and four themes, Aistear 
focuses specifically on enhancing children’s early learning and development. 
Respect for cultural diversity is intrinsic to the theme of “Identity and 
Belonging”. 

•	 The Changing Faces of Ireland: Exploring the Lives of Immigrant and Ethnic 
Minority Children (Darmody, Tyrrell and Song, 2011). Provides a detailed 
discussion on a broad range of challenges faced by children in Ireland. 
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Policy documents, publications and legislative development in Ireland

1992 -  UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

1995 -  Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community 

1995 –  Department of Education and Science:White Paper Charting Our 
Education Future

1998 -  The Report of the National Forum for Early Childhood Education 

1999 -  White Paper on Early Childhood Education (specific to the Travelling 
Community)

2000 -  Equal Status Act

2001 -  The National Children’s Strategy

2002 -  Task Force Monitoring Committee Report

2002 - Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform Towards a National 
Action Plan Against Racism in Ireland: A Discussion Document to Inform 
the Consultative Process

2004 -  Towards A Framework for Early Learning

2005 -  The Report of the National Forum for Early Childhood Education 

2006 -  Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare Providers

These policy and legislative developments are key factors in implementing 
culturally competent practice within a sound legal and operational framework. 
Furthermore, they are important as educational success of migrant and culturally 
diverse student populations is not only determined by inclusive practices in 
each individual educational setting but also by the more generic policies and 
educational structures in each country (Nusche, 2009). 

Multicultural Education 
One approach that aims to promote education for all cultural groups within the 
educational system is multicultural education. Defining multicultural education 
is not easy, as it is an educational concept that is open to interpretation. What 
Rosen pointed out in 1977 remains essentially accurate today: “It is difficult, 
if not impossible, to provide a universally acceptable parsimonious definition of 
multicultural education” (Rosen, 1977:221). Since its inception almost thirty 
years ago, academics, researchers and institutions have put forward many 
interpretations. To date, there is no single standard of multicultural education 
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and there are many disagreements on both its breadth and scope (Chapman, 
2004). However, it has been loosely defined as a set of educational ideals and 
practices aimed at valuing cultural diversity (Canen, 2003) and as“…any set of 
processes by which schools work with rather than against oppressed groups” (Sleeter, 
1992:141). As a progressive educational approach which concerns and benefits 
everyone, it is not solely race-based but challenges all obstacles to equality 
including, gender, class, religion and economic background (Ferguson, 2000). 
In a more comprehensive attempt to define it as a concept of education, Swartz 
(1992:34) states that multicultural education is: 

An education that uses methodologies and instruction 
materials, which promote equity of information and high 
standards of academic scholarship in an environment 
that respects the potential of each student. An education 
that is multicultural conforms to the highest standard of 
educational practice; the use of well-researched content 
that is accurate and up-to-date; the presentation of diverse 
indigenous accounts and perspectives that encourage 
critical thinking; the avoidance of dated terminologies, 
stereotypes and demeaning, distorted characterisations; 
the use of intellectually challenging materials presented 
in an environment of free and open discussion. In 
short, multicultural education is a restatement of sound 
educational pedagogy and practice that requires the 
collective representation of all cultures and groups as 
significant to the production of knowledge.

Goals of Multicultural Education 
The purpose of multicultural education is to increase awareness of and to 
develop respect for all racial, ethnic and cultural groups. It aims to ensure that all 
individuals benefit from an appropriate educational environment in which they 
have the opportunity to develop positive racial, ethnic and cultural identities 
(McCarthy, 1990). Multicultural education attempts to guarantee that all 
children have access to a high standard of care and education, which challenges 
social and economic injustices (Ramsey, 2008). “A major goal of multicultural 
education is to reform the school and other educational institutions, so that students 
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from diverse racial, ethnic, and social-class groups will experience educational 
equality” (Banks, 1995:3). Therefore, multicultural education reconstructs the 
traditional mainstream curriculum to ensure that the cultural, racial, ethnic, 
and linguistic differences within a given society are represented. Multicultural 
educational programmes seek to foster tolerance, promote acceptance and 
increase knowledge about diverse cultures and ways of being (Milner, 2005). 
Multicultural education also sets out to embrace values of fairness, diversity, and 
social justice and strives not only to confront but also to eliminate all forms of 
racism and discrimination (Cumming-McCann, 2003). Multicultural education 
is not a one-day or single celebration of diversity; it should penetrate and be 
infused through the entire curriculum year-round (Banks, 1995).

Criticisms of Multicultural Education
Multicultural educational as a pedagogical approach has not gained universal 
acceptance (Fry, 2000) and the concept of multicultural education has not 
escaped controversy. It is currently the object of deep skepticism and many 
criticisms. As previously stated, there is no consensus or agreement on a single 
definition of multicultural education.  It is, in fact, a highly misunderstood and 
misapplied educational approach. This lack of a clear definition coupled with 
the high levels of ambiguity and misunderstanding embedded in multicultural 
education in a sense hinders its translation from theory into practice and gives 
way to one of its most important criticisms (May, 1994; Wilhelm, 1994). The 
misunderstanding of the true concept of multicultural education has resulted 
in many educational systems falsely believing that they are accurately executing 
a multicultural teaching approach (Ferguson, 2000). Tesconi, (2001:91) argues 
that all too often “Multicultural education has become tacked on to the curriculum 
at some point – added to it along the way here and there – rather than being infused 
throughout”. Grant and Sleeter (1993:9) suggest that “many of those who embrace 
the concept tend to oversimplify or understate the degree of change called for and are 
content with merely injecting a few folk customs and ethnic heroes into the curriculum”. 

In reality, many childcare and educational settings are often adopting what 
is referred to as a “contributions or heroes and holiday approach” to multicultural 
education, which adds some cultural content or includes superficial examination 
of cultures and promotes widely accepted stereotypes and generalisations 
(Johnston, 2001: Rosen, 1977: Elich, 1994). In practice, this approach fails to 
fully address social and structural inequalities and the dominant mainstream 
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cultural assumptions imbedded in the curriculum (Troyna, 1993). 
Cummins (1992, as cited in Neto 1995), locates the argument against 

multicultural education in two categories – the politically Left and politically 
Right. Neto believes that multicultural education has received criticisms for 
the Left, in terms of its ability to successfully meet the needs and achieve 
equality for a diverse student population. Multicultural education is viewed as a 
Utopian dream, which can never be realised in the face of unrelenting structural 
inequalities that require nothing short of complete reform. With regards to 
the Right, Neto (1995:194) says that “the criticisms from the Right have clearly 
been the farthest reaching and threatening to the progressive conceptualisation of 
diversity.” The Right has viewed multicultural education as a potential threat 
to social cohesion. These critics believe that multicultural education opposes 
Western traditions and will divide nations. Gurin et al., (2004) say that critics 
of multicultural education tend to argue that a focus on identities based on race, 
ethnicity, class or gender, is a threat to dominant Western cultural traditions and 
values and undermines the unity required for democracy (Chipman, 1980) and 
has the potential to enervate social cohesion (Dragana and Cliquet, 2005) and 
national unity (Schlesinger, 1992). 

A different set of critiques of multiculturalism has also emerged, whereby 
critics of true multiculturalism argue that the introduction of a broad range of 
collective rights associated with ethnicity have huge financial costs (Dragana 
and Cliquet, 2005). Among the criticisms is a questioning of the benefit of 
multicultural education, perceiving it as distracting from academic learning 
rather than enhancing it. Musgrove (1982) argues the irrelevancy of multicultural 
education, stating that while parents desire their children to know their cultural 
traditions they are more concerned with their children’s academic success and 
mastery of English, mathematics and science. 

Conclusion
As the societal demographic changes, so does the school demographic with a 
diversity of students from early years care and education to tertiary education in 
Ireland. As the national population grows more diverse, the need for educators 
to better understand and work with difference becomes more urgent (Allard 
and Santoro, 2006). Education has a major role to play in promoting social 
cohesion and peaceful coexistence and can make an important and meaningful 
contribution to sustainable and tolerant societies (The United Nations Education 
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Scientific and Cultural Organisation, UNESCO, 2006). Education is one of 
the most important ways of combating racism and developing a more inclusive, 
intercultural society in Ireland. Multicultural Education may prove to be 
important educational approach in the Irish ECCE sector thus ensuring equal 
opportunities are given to all children. 
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An Exploration of the Practitioner Role in 
Promoting Information and Communications 
Technology as a Learning Tool in Early 
Childhood Education

Eileen McDermott, Dun Laoghaire VEC2

Abstract 
This paper is based on the results of a small scale research 
study exploring the role of childcare practitioners in promoting 
children’s use of Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT) as a learning tool in early childhood settings. The study 
was completed by the author in 2009 as part of a Joint European 
Masters in Early Childhood Education.  Discourses around 
contemporary childhood and the pervasive availability of ICT 
has resulted in children being referred to as the ‘digital generation’ 
(Papert, 1996), ‘cyberkids’ (Holloway and Valentine (2003), and 
the ‘millennials’ (Yelland, 2007).  It is well documented that play 
is the work of children and toys are the tools of this play, so we 
now need to ask are the current tools of children’s play namely 
ICT reflected and optimised in early year’s settings. 

Findings from this small scale study found that a small 
number of preschool children have access to and can use 
computers, but the majority have no contact. Children were 
reported to have more access to and use of digital cameras than 
computers. The requirement for training of practitioners in 
the use of ICT with young children emerged as a key finding. 
Findings also showed that a high number of childcare training 
programmes do not appear to have any explicit training in the use 

2 Eileen McDermott is a FETAC Level 6 Childcare Childcare Course Co-ordinator and tutor in 
Sallynoggin College of Further Education which is part of Dun Laoghaire VEC.
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of ICT with young children. Respondents identified the need for 
professional development and training for the successful inclusion 
of ICT in early years services

Introduction
In a relatively short period of time modern society has come to rely and depend 
on Information and Communication Technology (ICT).  The term ICT has 
replaced the older term IT (Information Technology), with this change in name 
reflecting the importance of the ‘communication’ dimension now associated 
with technology.  Siraj Blatchford & Siraj Blatchford (2003:4), define ICT as 
“anything which allows us  to get information, to communicate with each other, 
or to have an effect on the environment using electronic or digital equipment”. 
Some authors use the term learning technologies, while others simply describe 
it as technology.  Most European countries have adopted the technology, 
incorporated it into society and made it part of people’s daily life. This means 
that ICT is everywhere around us, both in the society and in our homes, and by 
that an aspect of most children’s every day life experience (Sheridan & Pramling 
Samuelsson, 2003).  Like many European countries, Ireland has recognised that 
if our young people are to live full lives in a world transformed by ICT, they need 
to have opportunities to acquire and develop ICT skills from an early age (Dept 
of Education and Science, 2008).  Since the 1990’s considerable investments 
have been made in ICT infrastructure in schools and in training for teachers 
and other professionals.  As members of the European Union Ireland signed up 
to the Lisbon Agenda (2000), which aims to make Europe the most competitive 
and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable 
economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion.  
Education and training are viewed as central to achieving these goals.  

The European Education Council (EEC) (2001), emphasised that the 
development of the knowledge society should not allow the creation of social 
barriers but rather overcome them.  A vital element of the EEC plan was that all 
teachers should be skilled in the use of the Internet and multimedia resources by 
the end of 2002, through the use of open learning environments, which would 
provide the means of facilitating access to education and training (European 
Education Council, 2001).   The eEurope Action Plans 2002 and 2005 were 
developed to prioritise access to and development of ICT skills in education 
and training across the member states, and to support the evolution of school 
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curricula, with the aim of integrating new learning methods based on ICT by 
the end of 2002 (NCCA, 2004).

Theoretical Framework
Bio-ecological and sociocultural theories underpin this research paper. 
Bronfenbrenner described his ecological system as being composed of concentric 
circles known as the Microsystem, the Mesosystem, the Exosystem and the 
Macrosystem.  The smallest central circle (Microsystem) is closest to the 
individual’s immediate experiences.  Outer circles refer to settings that exert 
an influence less directly without the individual’s direct participation in them 
(Rogoff, 2003). Bronfenbrenner was interested in specifying the properties and 
condition of the social and physical environments that foster or undermine 
development within people’s “ecological niches” (Rogoff, 2003:45).  Using 
this model of development preschool settings can be considered part of the 
‘ecological niche’ of children.  We know from studies conducted by Downey 
et al., (2006) that many Irish children have access to a wide range of ICT 
equipment and materials in their home environment.  Almost half of their study 
group had access to the Internet at home, and digital cameras were named as 
a common technology available and used in the home (Downey et al., 2006).  
There is also concern that some children do not have any access to ICT leading 
to the emergence of a ‘digital divide’ (OECD, 2001).  The research sought to 
investigate if young children attending early years’ services have access to ICT, 
and in particular access to computers and digital cameras which, as already stated 
are common cultural tools for many children.  

Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory views learning and development 
as mediated through interactions with others who are more experienced or 
knowledgeable (Schaffer, 2004), and this theory is considered complementary 
to Bronfenbrenner.  According to Cannella (1997), sociocultural and ecological 
theories of development are reconceptualising the early childhood movement, 
and forging a rethink of traditional pedagogical approaches.  Given the current 
relevance of ICT in society, there is now a push for a pedagogical awareness of 
the learning potential of ICT, and the importance of children becoming ‘digital 
literate’ in an age of technology (Yelland, 2007).  Blatchford and Whitebread 
(2003:1), define digital literacy as “a new form of literacy, but one that is 
increasingly considered to represent an essential curriculum entitlement in any broad 
and balanced curriculum for the twenty-first century”.
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Status of Pre School Services in Ireland
When looking at the provision of preschool services it is important to note the 
distinction between children age four and over who are more likely to attend 
formal primary school and younger children who may attend preschool services. 
These two systems will now be discussed separately and in relation to each other.

Primary schools 
The primary school system operates under the Revised Primary School 
Curriculum (1999), and is monitored by the Department of Education and 
Science.  This curriculum has a stated commitment to the introduction of ICT, 

Technological skills are increasingly important for 
advancement in education, work and leisure. The 
curriculum integrates ICT into the teaching and learning 
process and provides children with opportunities to use 
modern technology to enhance their learning in all subjects

(Primary School Curriculum, 1999: 29). 

This commitment is important as Rogoff (2003), notes computers and digital 
cameras may be considered modern cultural artifacts of our time.  Since the 
launch of the Primary School Curriculum in 1999 there have been significant 
developments in the use of ICT in education. ICT including Assistive technology 
can offer increased opportunities for all children to experience success with 
learning through the use of visual, audio, and kinaesthetic media as well as 
through text (NCCA, 2004).  Support for the use of ICT by the Department of 
Education and Science has resulted in increased availability of ICT in schools, 
as well as increased opportunities for teacher professional development in the 
use of ICT for teaching and learning (NCCA, 2004; Dept of Education and 
Science, 2008).

Pre schools
On the 7 April 2009 it was announced in the Budget that all children would 
have access to one year free preschool education commencing in January 2010. 
It is important to note this year operates under the Office of the Minister 
for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA), rather than the Department of 
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Education and Science.  According to Oberheumer (2005), this split system 
for young children conceptualises a distinct and persistent division which has 
implications for professional training in each system.  Hayes (2007) proposes 
the split between primary and preschool services has historically been a major 
difficulty in the development of early childhood education in Ireland.  Despite 
this the introduction of the free preschool year combined with earlier initiatives 
such as Síolta (2006) and Aistear (2009) has focused unprecedented attention 
on early childhood education. 

Síolta – The National Quality Framework (NQF) and ICT
Síolta has specific references to the benefits of using ICT for work with staff, 
parents and children in services.  This includes using ICT for e-mail and 
newsletters with parents, development of photographic displays and real life 
images, the use of computer software to promote positive understandings and 
regard for the identity and rights of others, and curriculum implementation 
(Síolta, 2006).  

Aistear – A Framework for Early Learning and ICT
Aistear describes children’s learning and development through four 
interconnected themes, Well-Being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating, 
Exploring and Thinking.  Under the theme Communicating Aistear has 
specific references to ICT.  Aim three states children will “use books and ICT 
for fun, to gain information and broaden their understanding of the world”.  
(Aistear, 2009:35).  Aistear further states adults should “show children how 
to use ICT to record events and create pictures and messages, for example, using 
software that enables children to cut and paste letters, numbers, pictures, or 
other symbols” (Aistear, 2009:43).  In addition the use of digital photography 
for recording images, events, activities and anything that contributes to 
supporting children’s communication skills is recommended (Aistear, 2009). 
Siraj Blatchford & Siraj Blatchford (2003), state that using ICT with young 
children in preschools has the potential to promote children’s communication 
and collaborative abilities and, when children share ‘joint activity’ or ‘engage 
jointly’ together (Light and Butterworth, 1992),  this provides a significant 
cognitive challenge. 
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Methodology
The research was carried out using quantitative research. Fifty two services 
including private preschools, community preschools, and primary schools 
were verbally invited by telephone to take part in the study which resulted in 
370 questionnaires being posted to staff in these services.  The response rate 
was 71%.  A further fifty questionnaires were distributed to FETAC Level 5 
and Level 6 students with a response rate of 78%.  The total participation rate 
from services was 80% .  In addition the content of fifteen childcare training 
programmes were reviewed to find out if modules on ICT work with children 
are offered as part of training.    

Respondents’ ICT Knowledge 
The majority of respondents reported a high level of home computer and 
Internet use. However less than half of respondents had access to a work based 
computer, and many of these reported using their home computer for work 
and study related research.  Where computers were available in services, they 
were used for administration purposes, accessing information on curriculum 
and activities for children, and in some cases storing and printing photographs.  
Overall practitioners and students indicated a good level of competence and 
confidence in their home and work use of computers.  While many practitioners 
and students had received general computer training only eighteen practitioners 
had received training in computer work with young children.  High numbers 
of practitioners and students stated they need training in computer work 
with children, indicating that their confidence in personal use of ICT does 
not extend to computer work with young children.  The literature shows 
integration of ICT in the early years has the potential to enhance educational 
opportunities for young children. It can be applied to encourage purposeful and 
exploratory play and it can encourage discussion, creativity, problem solving, 
risk-taking and flexible thinking, which can all be achieved in a play centred 
and responsive environment (Siraj Blatchford and Whitebread, 2003).  Prensky 
(2001) coined the term ‘digital natives’ referring to a generation growing up 
surrounded with and using ICT, and who think and process information in a 
fundamentally different way from their predecessors. He uses the term ‘digital 
immigrants’ to refer to those who were not born into the digital world.  An 
important distinction is that some immigrants learn better than others, and 
Prensky (2001), proposes digital immigrant instructors are struggling to teach a 
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population that speaks an entirely new language. This has serious implications 
for a generation of childcare staff who may be neither familiar or comfortable 
with ICT in a personal or professional capacity (Prensky 2001).  Yelland et al., 
(2007), propose there is likely to be greater integration of ICT in teaching and 
learning if teachers understand and know how to use ICT in ways which enhance 
the learning curriculum, and if they have opportunities to communicate ideas 
and information in new ways using technology.  Practitioners in this study agreed 
they need training in the appropriate use of ICT with young children, therefore a 
high quality ICT training course could ensure better integration and use of ICT 
as a learning tool in settings.  

Children’s Access to Computers 
Findings indicated a very low number of computers available for work with 
young children as only eighteen (44%) of the forty one services surveyed had 
computers available for children age three to six.  A total of seventy seven 
computers were available, fifty two of which had Internet access. Table 1 shows 
a breakdown of computer numbers to services. 

Table 1: Type of Service and Number of Computers

Type of setting
Number of 
children

Number of 
computers

Private Preschool 8 17

Community based service 1 4

Community after school 2 14

Family support service 2 2

Family support after school 1 8

Staff crèche 1 1

VEC crèche 1 1

Primary school 1 18

Primary school (private) 1 12
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Two primary schools account for thirty of the seventy seven computers. The 
public primary school had eighteen computers with two of these available in 
the Early Start programme, catering for thirty two children, and one available 
to a group of twenty junior infants with an average age of five.  Despite ICT 
being part of the primary school curriculum the numbers of computers available 
to these children are low.  The private primary school sampled had twelve 
computers for a total of twenty four children however only one staff member out 
of four stated children had daily access to computers.  Three of these staff stated 
they do not know enough about computers to introduce them in the preschool 
and would like training in this area. 

Of the private preschools eight had a total of seventeen computers for 
children age three to four.  Five of these had an average of one computer 
for thirteen children, while three reported one computer between fifty to 
one hundred and twenty children.  One community based service had four 
computers for fifty children. Two family support services had two computers for 
twelve children.  One staff crèche had one computer for twenty children. The 
Vocational Education Committee (VEC) crèche reported using the Manager’s 
laptop occasionally for work with children.  Three after school services catering 
for primary school children accounted for twenty two computers.  Further 
analysis of the above figures showed that the ratio of computers to children 
age three to six in eight services ranged from one computer to six children 
to one computer for thirteen children.  In addition to the above figures three 
centres reported they had computers but they had not worked for some time. 
This demonstrates the need for technical support when computers break down.  
This need has also been identified as a major impediment to the development 
of ICT in Irish Primary schools with many schools having equipment that 
is obsolete and which should be disposed of (Department of Education and 
Science, 2008).

Overall the findings showed that in most services computers did not 
appear to be integrated in a seamless way.  In contrast Siraj Blatchford and 
Siraj Blatchford (2003) found, that in learning environments of high quality, 
computers are accessible in the daily working rooms, they are functionally 
placed and there is a variation of software programs and games of different levels 
of difficulty.  Respondents reported a higher level of digital camera use with 
children and this may be related to the general prevalence of digital cameras and 
their ease of use.  
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Concerns about ICT
Concerns were raised about children’s use of ICT, and its impact on child 
development and learning.  Some respondents felt children had enough access 
to ICT in the home, and that preschool experiences could better promote social 
interaction through traditional play based experiences with peers.  These fears 
may be unfounded as Siraj Blatchford (2003), notes ICT is not only a powerful 
tool in major areas of learning including creativity, curiosity and expression, 
metacognition and ‘learning to learn’, it also provides opportunities for children’s 
collaboration and sharing in preschool. However teachers need to orchestrate 
collaborative interactions if there are to be learning gains for children (Siraj 
Blatchford, 2003). 

Concerns were also raised about data protection and the use of digital 
images.  Under the Data Protection Act (1988) permission is required from 
parents before taking photographs or videos of children, and use of these 
images is confined to what is agreed with parents.  A further concern for some 
respondents was access to technical support when problems arise.

ICT and Partnership with Parents
Many respondents showed an awareness of the potential of ICT and in 

particular digital photography to include parents.  Rodd (2006) proposes 
a strong connection between families and providers is essential for creating 
quality learning environments for young children. Respondents reported digital 
photography provided information for parents on children’s activities, as well 
as providing displays for both children and families.  It was also proposed 
contact with parents could be conducted through e-mails, and some services 
referred to the use of a computer produced digitally enhanced newsletters for 
parents.  Research findings suggest digital cameras are at the cutting edge of 
ICT use in early childhood education (Carr, 2001; Siraj Blatchford, 2006; 
Bolgan, 2004). This is because they can be used with two distinct purposes, 
to enhance the educational experience of children within the centre and to 
allow greater involvement by parents in their children’s learning. Visual records 
can overcome language barriers within services, and encourage cross-cultural 
interaction between children (Bolgan, 2004). They can also be used to relate 
children’s learning to parents who may otherwise struggle to follow their 
children’s progress because of language barriers.
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Content of Training Programmes 
A review of the content of training programmes revealed that only four of fifteen 
appear to include specific modules on integrating ICT work with children.  As 
graduates of these courses will be the future leaders in this field the absence of 
modules on ICT work with children is a cause for concern.  This apparent lack of 
ICT training may be a reflection of the low level of computer use with children in 
this study.  This situation is not unique to Ireland as Bolgan (2004), highlighted 
the lack of instruction on how to use computers with children in childcare 
studies in Norway up until 2003. The significance of providing guidance and 
opportunities for practitioners to become capable, competent and informed about 
the educational role and potential of ICT, and to ensure ICT is integrated in a 
way that strengthens all aspects of early years practice has been identified (Bolgan, 
2008; Yelland, 2005; Anning et al., 2007; Siraj Blatchford, 2006).  The immediacy 
of staff training requirements is highlighted by Siraj Blatchford (2005:10)

Training is the biggest investment that is needed… We need 
to provide skills to all Early Learning practitioners now and 
to build a critical awareness of technology – the uses and 
maybe even the abuses of technology. These aspects are vital 
for practitioners in order to provide appropriate role models 
– to be able to show the use of the technology across the 
whole range of human development.

Yelland et al., (2000), propose ICT should permeate initial teacher education, 
and students should have opportunities to use a variety of ICT to acquire new 
knowledge, and to interact and communicate with others.  

Conclusion
Findings from the research suggest the majority of practitioners are open to 
the idea of integrating ICT as part of the overall curriculum offered to young 
children.  However a majority of respondents highlighted the need for training 
and guidance in the appropriate use of ICT with young children.  Having 
practitioners open to the inclusion of ICT is an excellent starting point and it 
is important that we include training in ICT work with young children on all 
childcare courses.  If we ignore the value of integrating ICT in the early years 
we lose a unique opportunity to influence how children will come to view 
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and use the technology they encounter as they grow.  Education disadvantage 
is a problem in all societies and it is thought digital exclusion can further 
exacerbate disadvantage.  Children are now born into the ‘digital world’ and 
encouraging them to become familiar with technology will ensure that they 
develop confidence in making it work for them now and in the future.  
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Children and Technology: Assessing 
both the positive and negative  
aspects of children’s contact with 
information technology

Damian Walshe, Waterford Institute of Technology

Abstract
This paper discusses the influence of technology on the children 
who experience it as they grow up in the 21st century. Drawing on 
a review of the literature, it shows how children are experiencing 
overexposure to technology and in particular, to violent video games 
that can have a detrimental effect on their overall development. In 
addition to the negative features on the child’s development, other 
aspects of the child’s early years are shown to be directly affected by 
children’s over-exuberance towards video games. One specific area 
which is highlighted as being affected dramatically by children’s 
access to technology and networking media is that of their social 
relationships and behaviour towards family members and peers. 
However, positive aspects of the gradual introduction of technology 
are also shown. These include the views that through technology, early 
years practitioners can gain a better understanding into children’s 
various learning styles and capabilities. Furthermore, when properly 
safeguarded, introducing children to technology at an early age can 
significantly increase creativity and provide a stimulus for cognitive 
development. Therefore, the overall aim of this paper is to weigh up 
the positive and negative aspects of children’s access to technology 
in an attempt to determine an appropriate approach to the matter. 
This is an area of major interest to all involved, including childcare 
professionals, practitioners and also parents and by highlighting the 
issues, awareness by parents and families can also be increased.  
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Introduction  
This paper will discuss the issue of children who access information technology 
on a regular basis and to what extent this regular access can have an underlying 
effect on their stimulation and development. There are many arguments both 
positive and negative around children and their use of technology. Many 
educators, parents and childcare practitioner are hesitant to introduce activities 
concerning technology at an early age due to the potential risks involved in later 
years (Wartella & Jennings 2000). However, it has also been shown that the 
gradual implementation of technology in the early years can spark the creativity 
within the child and gather vital information for childcare practitioners into the 
children’s various learning styles and capabilities (Cochran-Smith et al., 1988; 
Wright, 1994; Yelland, 1994). 

Therefore, the principal aim of this paper will be to illustrate both sides of the 
discussion about children and their access to information technology at such an 
early stage in their development, with the aim of raising the awareness of parents, 
educators and practitioners of the various issues associated with this topic.

Irish children of the 21st century – “Digital natives?”
Prensky (2001) defines “digital natives” as those living “immersed in technology, 
surrounded by and using computers, videogames, digital music players, video 
cameras, cell phones and all other toys of the digital age” (Prensky, 2001, p.1). 
This is supported by Brown (2000) who expresses how “today’s kids are always 
‘multiprocessing’—they do several things simultaneously—listen to music, talk 
on the cell phone, and use the computer, all at the same time” (Brown, 2000, 
p.13). It has also been stated that as a result of this ubiquitous environment 
and the sheer volume of interaction that children of the digital age have with 
technology, today’s students “think and process information fundamentally 
differently from their predecessors” (Prensky, 2001, p.1). 

However, when discussing children and technology, the specific question 
that needs to be asked is whether there is more of a case to support the positive or 
negative aspects that accompany the incorporation of this technological learning 
into Early Years educational settings. 

There are two possible paths before us - -one in which we 
destroy what is great about the internet and about how 
young people use it, and one which we make smart choices 
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and head towards a bright future in a digital age.  (Palfrey & 
Gasser, 2008, p.17). 

The importance of this decision by the individual members of our society is 
strongly highlighted; it is described as a vital decision that could affect the lives 
of our children. Furthermore, Palfrey & Gasser (2008) also  state that through 
“one of these paths, we seek to constrain their creativity, self-expression and 
innovation in public and private spheres; and on the other, we embrace these 
things while minimizing the dangers that come with the new era” (Palfrey & 
Gasser, 2008).

So far, we have seen claims that  for  children growing up in the 21st century, 
their contact with technology has a profound influence on the interaction skills 
and knowledge that they possess. We now consider whether the amount of 
interaction between the child and technology is excessive and also whether this 
21st century issue is one of relevance to the children of Ireland.

In specific relation to Ireland, Downey et al., (2004) carried out research 
exploring play and technology designed for children aged 4-12. The main 
purpose of this research was to explore “how technology impacts on the play 
activities of children in Ireland and what, broadly, children are saying about 
the role of technology in their lives” (Downey et al., 2004, p.8). The reasoning 
behind this research was that: 

Play affords a means of checking theories, exploring 
options, testing limits and fostering social and relational 
skills.....therefore, the increasing use of technology  by 
society at all levels has prompted investigation into its 
application in education and its developmental benefits in 
particular. (Downey et al., 2004, p.8)

This research on play and technology included a purposive sample of 292 
children aged 4-12, with 139 (48%) of the sample aged between 4-8 and the 
remaining 153 children consisting of ages between 8-12 years (Downey et 
al., 2004). One of the most interesting findings of this study relates to the 
responses of the children sampled when asked about their favourite forms of 
play activities both when alone and with friends. The findings illustrate that 
firstly, when the children were asked about the most popular forms of activities 
they engage in with friends, “screen and technology-based play, such as playing 
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PC or console games, is listed by nearly one-third of the children” (Downey et 
al., 2004). Furthermore, what is far more worrying are the statistics in relation 
to the activities that children prefer to engage in when playing alone. When 
it comes to playing alone, “technology and television become the dominant 
activities. Playing computer, video or console (including Gameboy) games 
is the most popular option for children when playing alone” (Downey et al, 
2004). Lastly, the responses given by children were evenly spread across all 
groups which included boys and girls living in both urban and rural settings. 
This illustrates that children’s active and oftentimes excessive use of information 
technology is prevalent across many social settings. Therefore, it is obvious that 
the phenomenon of children’s excessive use and exposure to technology at an 
early age is not confined to those children living in the most technologically 
advanced regions such as North America and Asia. In fact, it can be illustrated 
from the statistics shown that this interaction is also prevalent in Ireland.

Children’s access to the Internet – ‘potential risk’

Children’s engagements with the Internet and computer 
games have generated considerable lay concern and mass 
media commentary.

(Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 2001, p.1)

Access to the Internet and other technological resources has been shown to be 
relatively easy for children in Ireland. This exposure to the internet raises the issue 
of children’s contact with the various dangers and threats that this may present. 
Haugland (2000) expresses a common concern shared among many theorists: that 
computers are used all too often in ways that are developmentally inappropriate. 
This issue is of vital importance, simply because there are thousands of families 
across Ireland whose young children, therefore, are being affected by the ever 
growing trend of computers and information technology within the home. 
Buckingham (2000) further supports this point by stating that “the traditional 
setting for children’s play has undergone major change in recent years as a result 
of the rapid diffusion of technology through all areas of social life”.

An article entitled “Is Privacy at Risk when Commercial Websites Target 
Primary School Children? A Case Study in Korea” (Sora & Soon-Hyung, 
2009) expresses one of the main concerns that can arise when discussing 
children’s Internet usage: how numerous websites request personal information 
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from children who subscribe to use their site. The authors state that private 
information such as home address, phone number and social security number 
was requested. The sites seemed to ask for children’s personal information in 
excess of that required for personal identification (Sora & Soon-Hyung, 2009). 
This issue arises particularly when discussing a relatively new phenomenon, the 
activity commonly known as social networking.

Social networking
Children have a natural tendency to share information 
about themselves and their lives. Unfortunately, there is also 
a conflicting interest by some adults in reaching children for 
inappropriate contact.  (Aykin, 2005, p.264)

A Case Study
One major study in relation to children and their usage of social networking sites 
was carried out by O’Neill et al., (2011) who conducted a 25 country European 
wide survey with the purpose of establishing the extent to which the sampled 
children from each country use information technology and in particular, social 
networking. In specific relation to Ireland, the survey found that:

• 59% of all 9-16 year olds in Ireland report having their 
own social networking profile.

• One fifth (20%) of the 9-10 year olds report having their 
own profile, compared with half (52%) of 11-12 year olds. 
The fact that younger children under the age of 12 also 
use social networking sites is interesting (32% of boys and 
41% of girls), despite the fact that for many services the 
minimum age is 13. 

• Among social network users, the majority (63%) keep 
their profile private so that only their friends can see 
it. A further 22% report that their profile is partially 
private so that friends of friends and networks can see it. 
However, 12% report that their profile is public so that 
anyone can see it. 
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• Remembering that 12% of children’s social networking 
profiles are public, it was also found that:

 - 8% of children include an address or phone number. 

 - 24% of children also said that they reported an incorrect 
age compared to 16% at a European level.

 - 39% of those aged 11-16 say it is ‘a bit’ or ‘very’ true 
of them that they find it easier to be themselves on the 
internet than with people face to face. 

 - A quarter (24%) say they talk about different things than 
when speaking to people face to face. 

 - 15% say they speak about private things which they do not 
discuss face to face.

• Finally, it was found that although most children who 
communicate online are in touch with people they already 
know in person, face-to-face, (88%), one quarter of children 
aged 11-16 (23%) say they communicate online with people 
who they met online and who have no connection with their 
offline social networks (O’Neill et al., 2011, p.9).

From the statistics presented throughout this report, it is obvious that this new 
technological phenomenon known as social networking is very commonly used 
in Ireland. Therefore, the most appropriate action that can be taken, by parents, 
teachers, childcare professionals or any persons who are in caring roles for young 
children, is to be aware of the procedures that can safeguard the innocence and 
curiosity of children who access this information network.

Safeguarding internet use  
There is evidence of a big rise in the number of youngsters 
of all ages who have unsupervised access to the internet 
including, potentially, adult material, through computers 
in their bedrooms. Despite concerns about children being 
bullied or groomed by paedophiles via the web, many parents 
are apparently failing to put in place protection measures.

(Poulter, 2009, p.1) 
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It is commonly held among those concerned with child protection that one of 
the major preventative measures that can be taken in ensuring the safeguarding 
of children’s access to the Internet is parental supervision. Within the paper 
previously mentioned Sora & Soon Hyung (2010) state that “it is desirable for 
children to use internet sites together with their parents”. Furthermore, they 
also state that it is “highly important to teach children and parents how to use 
internet sites to lower the risk of leakage of personal information when using 
internet sites” (Sora & Soon-Hyung, 2010, p. 449). Bowden & Greenberg 
(2010) are in agreement; they state that “parental supervision is a key factor 
in maintaining safe use of all electronic media. The parent must first establish 
criteria for use of the computer, including when, where and why it will be used” 
(Bowden & Greenberg, 2010, p. 238).

In specific relation to Ireland, O’Neill et al., (2011) sound a positive 
note in this sense, stating in their findings that Irish parents are active in 
promoting internet safety, with 72% of those interviewed having explained 
to their children why certain websites are good or bad and having suggested 
ways to use the internet safely. They also found that the majority of parents 
also take positive steps such as suggesting how to behave towards others online  
(62%) and talking about things that might bother the child (64%). A smaller 
number (39%) had helped their child when something arose in the past 
(O’Neill et al., 2011). 

At official level, there have been a number of initiatives to promote 
awareness about the safe use of information and communications technology. 
The Office for Internet Safety, established by the Irish government to take a lead 
responsibility for internet safety in Ireland, has published guides, leaflets and 
posters on the topic for parents and for children. Webwise (www.webwise.ie) is 
an initiative of the National Council for Technology in Education, providing 
guidance for parents as well as resources and training for teachers, including 
classroom resources and interactive games that reinforce the lessons on how to 
use the internet and mobile devices safely. While these are aimed at children of 
primary school age and older, they also include a lot of information that would 
be useful for parents with children of any age. 
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Children’s access to the internet – ‘potential opportunity’ 
Technology has helped increase children’s understanding of 
others from around the world – from a YouTube video to a 
blog written half-way around the world. 

(Druin, 2009, p.xix)

A number of potential hazards in relation to children’s usage of information 
technology, and, in particular the internet, have been discussed. There are 
however many benefits that accessing the internet can give to children who 
are properly supervised and safeguarded when using it and these will now be 
highlighted. 

Haugland (2000) states that “children aged 3 and 4 years of age are 
developmentally ready to explore computers, and most early childhood educators 
see the computer centre as a valuable activity centre for learning”. However, 
debates among educators, psychologists, technologists, cognitive scientists and 
philosophers have sparked confusion about the advantages of incorporating 
information technology into the early education settings (McCarty, 2000). 
Tsantis et al., (2003) share some insight into the possible reasoning behind the 
hesitance of many childhood educators to embrace the opportunity for children 
to learn through the use of technology. For example, one common myth that 
adds to this confusion is that ‘it’s okay if children know more about using 
computers than the teacher does’ (Tsantis et al., 2003, p.1). Commonly held 
beliefs such as this do very little to convince the educators who are responsible 
for their use of the potential benefits of computers. This hesitancy and caution 
on the part of Early Years educators has consequently become a barrier to the use 
of information technology within the Early Years settings: 

It seems that while society in general has enthusiastically 
embraced technology, early childhood educators have 
resisted the outright endorsement of classroom computer 
use for young children. 

(Tsantis et al., 2003, p.1)

However, there are many statements from experts in the field in favour of the 
use of information technology in promoting children’s cognitive development 
in the Early Years settings. The National Association for the Education of 
Young Children (NAEYC) issued a position statement in 1996 stating that 
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“early childhood educators should use technology as a tool for communication 
and collaboration among professionals as well as a tool for teaching children” 
(NAEYC, 1996, p.5).Within this position statement, the NAEYC highlighted 
some of the positive aspects of introducing more information technology in the 
Early Years. These included the widely held opinion that young children who 
have access to information technology can enhance their cognitive and social 
abilities when properly safeguarded and regulated. The NAEYC also point out 
that Early Years educators that promote this access within their settings are also 
making it available to children with special needs who can truly benefit from its 
use (NAEYC, 1996). 

Clements (1991) discusses another reason for hesitancy put forward by 
educators, in terms of computers adding to a lack of social interaction amongst 
children. However, Clements suggests that placing two seats side by side for 
children is of great benefit in terms of social interaction, that the placement of 
two computers side by side will “facilitate the idea sharing process” and that the 
“central location of computers encourages participation in computer activities 
as well as optimal teacher involvement” (Clements, 1991). However, Plowman 
et al. (2010) caution that: 

Simply investing in technology or offering training in the 
mechanics of using equipment will not lead to the sought-
after changes; these changes are more likely to be brought 
about by supporting practitioners across sectors helping 
them to feel confident about developing their pedagogy.

(Plowman et al., 2010, p. 9)

Weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of  
children’s computer use
So far, some examples and opinions from the literature around both the 
advantages and disadvantages of children’s use of information technology at 
an early age have been presented. The majority of those cited above address 
the negative aspects; however the information technology and the internet can 
also be a source of information and enjoyment for children. The disadvantages 
can include excessive use of social networking sites, exposure to inappropriate 
and violent images and unauthorized requests for personal information upon 
access to certain websites. The advantages to children’s use of technology 
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including enhancements in their cognitive and social development, access to 
educational information and also opportunities to enjoy fun and educational 
games. According to the NCTE, “Digital literacy skills are key life skills for 
children and young people today” (NCTE, nd).

It is now relevant to decide whether one side of the issue outweighs the 
other. It is my belief from researching the area that when it comes to Early Years 
settings and also the facilitation of technological access in the family home, that 
children’s exposure can indeed be of great benefit to the development of the 
child. However, this benefit is completely dependent on whether the duration 
and content of the child’s computer exposure is properly observed and monitored 
by parents and child care practitioners. In essence, I would tend to support 
Blatchford & Whitebread (2003) who argue in a comparative sense that “the 
benefits to young children and their learning of well-chosen ICT experiences 
far outweigh any potential dangers” (Blatchford & Whitebread, 2003, p. 18). 
Overall, it is my belief that gaining the right balance between children’s access to 
technology and the correct safeguarding of that access is the key to advancing the 
abilities and knowledge of the 21st century generation of Irish children.   

In conclusion, the various statistics, opinions and statements presented 
throughout the course of this paper show that children’s access to information 
technology is very much present and a reality in Irish society today. This access to 
technology may be at home, school, in a friend’s home or through an afterschool 
club and it may pose many threats to those children who access it, including the 
request for personal information targeted at children who are innocent enough to 
participate in what they genuinely believe to be educational material. However, 
as stated previously, I am personally in agreement with Blatchford & Whitebread 
(2003) who conclude that:

The explosion of the extent to which ICT technologies are 
rapidly becoming part of our everyday lives clearly adds 
to this kind of complexity of cognitive demand. All this, 
combined with the now clearly established significance 
of early educational experience for children’s life chances 
compels us to take very seriously the notion that young 
children should be given the opportunity to experience new 
technologies in their early years of schooling. 

(Blatchford & Whitebread, 2003, p.18).
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Rather than attempting to prevent the use of information technology for 
young children in the Early Years settings, it is my belief that through 
promoting proper awareness and education of parents, teachers and educators 
in the safeguarding and supervision of appropriate computer use, the positive 
aspects for children can prevail. Giving children the opportunity to explore 
this new and innovative avenue of interactive learning safely can be extremely 
beneficial to their overall development. 
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The Parent Child Home Programme in 
Dublin’s Docklands

Beth Fagan, National College of Ireland

Abstract 
The quality of young children’s experience is closely linked to 
interactions between the child and his/her parent (CECDE, 
2006).  The Parent Child Home Programme (PCHP) promotes 
positive interactions (which are child-focused and child-led) 
between children, parents and local practitioners in the home. 
This paper outlines how PCHP, a school readiness programme 
from the United States, strengthens family interactions while 
extending children’s knowledge, skills, understanding and 
abilities in Dublin’s Docklands.

Introduction
The Parent Child Home Programme (from the United States) is designed to  
give children all the pre-literacy and pre-numeracy skills needed to be successful 
in school, while modelling for parents, the use of books and toys.  It has been 
adapted as part of a suite of programmes offered by the Early Learning Initiative, 
which was established by the National College of Ireland in collaboration with 
local communities, to try to address educational disadvantage in the inner city 
of Dublin. The Early Learning Initiative is funded through the generosity of a 
consortium of successful Irish business people. 

Parents are the most important people in their children’s lives (Aistear’s 
Guidelines, 2009, page 7). Building partnerships with them, and supporting 
parents to help their children to reach their full potential is important and 
this is what the PCHP aims to do. This paper outlines how the Parent Child 
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Home Programme strengthens family interactions, extends children’s learning, 
and ensures parental involvement in the child’s learning, which stays with that 
parent and child all through the educational system.  It is that early connection, 
that bond between parent and child at such an early stage that ensures the child 
is ready for school and that early success ensures that children finish school at 
increased rates (DeVito et al., l984).

Background
The history of the Parent Child Home Programme is interesting when results 
of the recent OECD figures showed that Ireland had the largest fall in literacy 
standards of any OECD country during the years 2000-2009 are considered 
(OECD, 2010).  In l965 the PCH programme’s founder, Phyllis Levenstein, was 
asked to see what could be done to address the high school dropout rate.   She 
started her enquiries in the High Schools, and was told that the children did not 
come adequately prepared for High School. She asked in the Middle Schools and 
received the same reply. She worked her way down to the kindergarten classes 
(reception class for US children) and the teachers there knew from the very 
beginning of the school year, which children would succeed and which children 
would struggle.  Levenstein tried to find out what was going on in the homes 
of those that struggled and then set out to try and see if she could change the 
outcomes for other siblings from the same household.  

The experiment carried out then is the basis for the Parent Child Home 
Program today.  Levenstein had three groups: one of whom received twice weekly 
home visits with age appropriate books and toys as gifts to the family with parent 
and child present and participating with the Home Visitor; one who received 
books and toys, in the developmentally appropriate sequence, but no Home 
Visitor; and finally the control group who got nothing – neither the books nor 
toys, nor the Home Visitor.  The results showed that the children of the families 
who participated in the program with Home Visitors (or toy demonstrators as 
they were called then) were ready when they went to school.  The important pre-
literacy and pre-numeracy concepts were in place, and children were ready to 
be successful in the school system, regardless of the income, education, or social 
status of their parents (Levenstein, l970).

Research showed that years later benefits still accrued and the number of 
PCHP children who graduated High School was greater than the number of 
children who had not had the early involvement of their parents, and the exposure 
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to books and toys. Over twenty years of rigorous research has demonstrated the 
program’s success in various areas of the United States (Plymouth Public Schools, 
2008).  The findings highlighted that PCHP parents develop high verbal 
responsiveness to their children that continues into children’s school years. 

There is a famous study (in the PCHP world) carried out in Pittsfield, 
Massachusetts, over thirty five years ago (Bradshaw-McNulty, l979). Data 
from the Pittsfield research has consistently demonstrated that the pre-school 
experience, preceded by two years of PCHP significantly, improved children’s 
school readiness (Shiminski,  2005).  Pittsfield is an old industrial town, 
where most of the industry has left, no good alternative has been found, and 
chronic unemployment, or underemployment persists even to this day.  The 
superintendent of the local schools, in a period of serious economic difficulties 
wanted to cut PCHP.  Asked to reconsider, he said he would if the results showed 
that the investment paid off. Years later, in similar economic circumstances, the 
results of the Pittsfield study were queried, as the methodology was questionable. 
Data kept on index cards does not meet today’s more rigorous research designs.  
So the research started again, seven to eight years into the new design the results 
look promising.  It will be another three to four years to confirm the high school 
success rate.

Programme Methodology
The non-directive, modelling, approach of PCHP is the key to parental 
involvement.  Encouraging a parent, as the child’s first and best teacher is a 
cornerstone of the PCHP model.  Recent research indicates that 25% of Irish 
people are functionally illiterate (OECD, 2010) so until a Home Visitor is sure 
that the parent is capable of reading, a parent is never asked to read, but can be 
involved in different ways – asking for their views, asking to interpret on the 
Home Visitor’s behalf when he/she can’t understand the child.  

Encouraging a child’s language development, according to Siolta, The 
National Quality Framework (CECDE, 2006), requires an interactive style 
with the adult finding a balance between talking,  listening, and reflecting on 
what the child is saying. PCHP helps parents interact positively with their own 
children.  Families are visited twice a week for ½ hour each visit. Children begin 
the programme between the ages of 18 months and 2 years.  It is designed to be 
delivered over two academic years.  Trained Home Visitors model oral language, 
reading and play for families on their visits.  
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The curriculum for the Parent Child Home Programme is based on the books 
and educational toys given to the family.  The books and toys enable the family 
to continue the activities in their own time and at their own pace.  This helps the 
children to develop the skills they need to succeed in school as well as providing 
them with essential early learning materials. The programme starts with the most 
basic picture books, that can be read backwards or forwards, opened at any page, 
and allows for plenty of discussion.  By the end of the second year the child will 
have learned that there is an author, sometimes a different illustrator, and that print 
goes from left to right, top to bottom in our culture. Without knowing it the child 
will have made the connection between the printed word and the spoken word, 
and will begin to have some concept of numbers, number order and the relative 
value of numbers.  The sequencing of the books is important to ensure that reading 
the books is a special time for the parent and child to enjoy together.  For example, 
the story line should be developmentally and age appropriate for the child, and 
should also take account of the parents’ literacy level to ensure that the experience 
is positive for both the child and the parent.

Home Visitors start with a simple book, for example Eric Hill’s books 
about Spot have a wide appeal with simple story lines which relate to things in 
the child’s life. There are little flaps that encourage interaction and help with 
fine motor skills.   Brown Bear, Brown Bear by Bill Martin Jnr, and illustrated 
by Eric Carle is another example of an appropriate book to bring to any child 
participating in PCHP.  The front of the book has the front of the bear, and 
the back has the back, great visual cues as to how books work.  The colours are 
strong, and the illustrations clear and interesting.  A parent, who is shy, or unsure 
of their own literacy ability, should not be intimated by this book.  Children 
love flipping back and forth between the pages and parents can be supported to 
point out colours to the child in the book and to make connections to things 
in the environment.  And of course asking the child what she/he sees and what 
she/he thinks about the pictures leads to interesting discussions and helps with 
oral language development.  Children at 18 months may not be able to express 
their verbal ‘opinions’ clearly  but they can chat about what they see, using their 
fingers to point to things or turning the pages to see what comes next. The Home 
Visitor can provide the words, and can encourage the mother to interpret the 
experience for the child.  Simple books are used to begin with, progressing to 
more detailed books over time (when families are ready). The pictures are just 
as important as the words and parents are encouraged to talk to children about 
what is going on in both. 
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The toys are also delivered in the same developmentally appropriate 
sequence, with simple puzzles to begin with, and more complex ones at the 
end.  In between there are stacking cups, lacing toys, a Doctor’s set, and tea sets 
and dolls for both boys and girls.  The dolls were added in 2011after a little 
girl continually asked her Home Visitor for one to use with the Doctor’s set, so 
taking the cue from her it was added it to the list.  The inclusion of the doll has 
been very popular with both boys and girls, and is a positive way to introduce 
the idea that toys are not gender specific.

Parent Child Home Programme in Ireland
The adaptation of the Parent Child Home Programme for Ireland was relatively 
straight forward. The American model uses para-professionals and trains them to 
deliver the programme but the Early Learning Initiative (ELI) chose to up skill 
local people to deliver PCHP. Anecdotally, it appears that Home Visiting does not 
enjoy a high level of acceptance in Ireland, (there are some significant exceptions), 
and ELI believed the American approach would have felt like an imposition, rather 
than the organic, community development project, is has become. 

Training is provided by the National College of Ireland using both in-house 
expertise and sources outside the College with relevant expertise, for example, the 
local Speech and Language Therapist delivers advice on language development 
and explains ways to encourage and expand a child’s vocabulary.  An explanation 
of early literacy and numeracy is given highlighting the concepts that children 
have to master at this stage – the connection between the written and spoken 
word, and the concept of number.   Child protection issues are discussed, with 
an emphasis on both legal and moral obligations. The discussion which follows 
each talk is an important gauge of what was learnt and what was missed.  

Explaining why the non-directive, modelling, approach of PCHP is 
important and how the Home Visitors can use open-ended questions with the 
toys and books to engage the child’s interest is emphasised.  A practise session 
using open-ended questions gives both novice and experienced Home Visitors 
a reminder of just how difficult it is to get out of the habit of asking the ‘what 
colour is this?’ closed type question.

Feedback from the participants has been very positive.  Since 2007 five 
training sessions for Home Visitors have been done.  All the participants 
(n=108) found the training useful. Comments from participants in the 2010 
training included -
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Hugh amount of valuable information, great atmosphere. 

Meeting new people from the locality.

The best thing I learned today was how to tune into the 
children and way of making things interesting for them.

(Home Visitor Training – Evaluation Forms)

The Parent Child Home Programme is going into its fifth year in the Docklands 
(Autumn 2011). PCHP is available to any family living in the four parishes of the 
inner city served by the Early Learning Initiative (Ringsend and City Quay on 
the south side and North Wall and East Wall, north of the Liffey). However, in 
September 2011 not all interested families got a place on the programme as there 
were more applications then places available. Trained Home Visitors, all from 
the local community, deliver the programme. The Docklands has fifteen Home 
Visitors who visit over sixty families twice a week.  The success of the Programme 
has been documented by the Children’s Research Centre, at Trinity College  
“Employing local women rather than para-professionals has helped the PCHP get off 
the ground and has created opportunities for them to grow in confidence, personally 
and professionally (Share, 2011). The programme changed the lives of the Home 
Visitors before they delivered a book or toy, as it changed the way they interacted 
with their own children first.  Newly trained, they practiced their skills on their 
children, and saw how the open ended questioning really works to help develop 
children’s vocabulary.  Labelling items in books, giving language to emotions, as 
well as simply asking a child about what she/he sees on the page all foster positive 
interactions between the parent and child.

Parents who completed the programme have said the following about the 
programme:

Mother – ‘My child was not talking before the programme 
and her speech has come on so well.  I am delighted.  She reads 
books all the time.  She loves to see the Home Visitor and gets 
all excited.  I can see a big change in my child.  She shares more 
with her brother – talks about colours and shapes and is more 
interested in the books than the toys.’

Father – ‘Watching my child reading and exploring colours, 
shapes, looking so happy, she wants us to read more to her.  
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I never had that as a child.  I have actually learnt myself from 
the books.  I enjoy it too.  I hope to get involved with the college 
when she goes to primary school.’

Mother – Getting my child involved reading books.  My older 
son never read but the PCHP child has about four books out, 
every night for story time.  Throughout the day he would take a 
book, look at it and make up his own story.

The Parent Child Home Programme has been adapted by the Early Learning 
Initiative for Irish participants.  The delivery by up-skilled local people has 
proved invaluable.  It is the whole approach of PCHP, the non-directive 
encouragement of the parents, the modelling of ways to interact with children 
that fosters learning, and encourages questioning, and instilling in parents that 
they are their child’s first and best teacher are the essential elements of the Parent 
Child Home Programme.

Author details: If you are interested in having a Parent Child Home Programme in 
your community, please contact Beth Fagan, National PCHP Coordinator, Early 
Learning Initiative, National College of Ireland, Mayor St, IFSC, Dublin 1.
Email: bfagan@ncirl.ie
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Supporting the Emotionally Abused  
Pre-School Child

Lorraine O’ Connor, Waterford Institute of Technology

Abstract
This paper proposes Virginia Axline’s Non-Directive (1947) 
model for play therapy as a framework for supporting the pre-
school child who has experienced domestic violence. Primarily, 
the emotional development and effects of domestic violence on 
the pre-school child will be critically discussed. It will be argued 
that play becomes the medium for self expression which acts 
in supporting identity in the pre-school child. Consequently, 
it recommends that staff employed within refuges apply  
Axline’s framework as an intervention to support the pre-school 
child.  This paper focuses on Non-Directive play therapy  
as a tool “to ease the burden in their minds” (Hogan &  
O’Reilly, 2007, p 2)

Introduction
This paper provides a critical discussion on Non-Directive Play Therapy 
(NDPT) as a crisis intervention and an outreach service specifically to support 
the pre-school child who has witnessed domestic violence. A minority of 
women’s’ refuges provide a support service for children; however often children 
do not receive treatment due to the ‘formalities’ or duration of their stay. Safe 
Ireland, the national network of women’s refuges and  support services  (2009) 
found that 3 in 4 women who entered refuges had children. In addition, 1 in 
3 children revisited Irish refuges within 12 months. These figures therefore 
highlight a clear gap in the system in terms of support for children. 
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Children of a pre-school age are often unable to communicate verbally; 
however, play provides a medium. Play therapy provides a safe space where 
children’s experiences and feelings are explored. According to Safe Ireland 
(2009), the average length of stay in refuges in Ireland is 14 days. Current 
literature suggests pre-school children benefit positively from a minimum 
12 days of play therapy (Kot et al. 1999, Shen, 2002). Thus, through daily 
sessions of play therapy for the duration of their stay, pre-school children can be 
effectively supported. What is more, since the child is leading the play therapy 
session, the child’s feelings and emotions will not be in disarray if he or she 
suddenly leaves the refuge. This paper proposes that a play therapist should be 
permanently positioned within all domestic violence refuges to provide non-
directive play therapy to support the pre-school child.

This paper is concerned with supporting the emotionally abused child. It 
does not suggest that pre-school children should ‘cope’ with emotional abuse; 
rather it is proposing an intervention whilst they are staying within the refuge, 
and as part of the refuge’s outreach service. No references are made to the 
possible removing of the child to the care of the Health Service Executive (HSE), 
nor are judgements made on the mother’s ability to parent. It is not intended 
to undermine or criticise the work carried out in refuges across Ireland, as they 
are currently carrying out extraordinary work with the resources available. For 
the purposes of this paper, reference is made towards the female as the victim; 
however, the author acknowledges that men are also victims of domestic violence. 
Key statistics referred to in this paper are based on statistics from Women’s Aid 
(2010), and on Safe Ireland’s (2009) report, which was a qualitative research 
study of ten refuges within Ireland. The sample size is small; however, this report 
is the only available Irish data on refuges to date. 

A pre-school child refers to a child between the ages of 3- 5 years of age. 
At this age, crucial development, growth and refining of emotional areas are 
occurring. Children react differently to violence; thus it needs to be remembered 
that all children are individuals, and the milestones of emotional development 
outlined are merely guidelines (Hayes; 2005, Humphreys & Mullender; 1999). 
In addition, not all children may need to attend play therapy. 

Domestic violence 
Within a family, the fundamental needs for children should be met. These 
include the need for love, physical care, along with praise and recognition, 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

139

additionally, the need for security (Kellmer-Pringle, 1980). These needs do not 
change; they are innate and fixed (Winnicott, 1964). The family is fundamental 
for the child’s development and well-being. However, this highlights children’s 
vulnerability. As Cleary (2001) points out:  “Sometimes factors within the family 
result in it becoming, for the child, a far from the safe place to be and the issues 
of power and control predominate in place of love and nurture” (Cleary et al, 
2001, p xxiv).

The Report of Task Force on Violence against Women (1997) defines 
domestic violence as “The physical, sexual, emotional or mental abuse of one 
partner by the other partner in a relationship which may or may not be one of 
marriage or cohabitation” (Office of the Tánaiste; 1997; 141). Domestic violence 
is a process, occurring generally more than once, affecting all ages, races, class 
and sexual orientations. The full extent of domestic violence is unknown, and 
exact figures are difficult to locate as many women are afraid to leave the abuser 
or have nowhere to go (Kelleher and O’ Connor; 1995). Current statistics in 
Ireland suggest 1 in 5 women will experience domestic violence at some stage 
of their lives (Women’s Aid, 2011). In 2010, of the 5,529 women who sought 
emergency accommodation in refuges, 1,993 women were accommodated 
along with 2,335 children. However for 3,236 women, refuges were full or were 
inaccessible as they were in another county (Safe Ireland, 2011). This confirms 
the earlier point with regard to many women not leaving the violence as they 
have nowhere to go. Women’s Aid (2011) found 43% of callers to their helpline 
were in repeat contact. This suggests that many women are seeking support and 
information services, rather than accommodation. 

Children and domestic violence in Ireland 
In 2010, Women’s Aid received 13,575 disclosures of domestic violence to their 
Irish helpline, 4,604 children were in homes where violence was taking place, 
and alarmingly 1,658 calls confirmed child abuse3. Research carried out in the 
United Kingdom suggests that where a child is living with domestic violence, 
90% will witness at least one incident (Hughes; 1992). ‘Witnessing violence’ 
includes not only incidents where children are directly present, but also extends 
to children overhearing the violence and the aftermath (Jaffe et al, 1990). 

3 1,658 specific incidents of child abuse were reported to women’s aid and in an additional 2,946 
calls, it was disclosed that children were resident in situations where the mother was experiencing 
domestic violence. Thus, there were 4,604 homes with children in total. 
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Mothers generally try to protect their children, thus, 

…she takes away things that would hurt him….she is alert 
to his cries...if the danger is real she removes him….if it 
is unreal she reassures him, in words that he may perhaps 
not understand….the small child gradually gets the idea…
mother will be right there  (Foster et al, 1972, p7).

However, children often know of violent outbreaks which parents believed to 
be hidden, and Buckley et al. (2006) suggest that pre-schoolers actually witness 
a higher rate of violence due to their dependency on adults. Therefore, even 
though the mother is ‘protecting’ her child, children are still aware of the violence. 
However, women often leave violence when they realise the effects on their children 
or when the child is at risk (ibid). In 2009, 2 in 5 children returned to refuges 
within a 12 month period. In 2010, this rose to 1 in 3 children4 (Safe Ireland; 
2010, Safe Ireland; 2011). National research commissioned by Women’s Aid has 
shown that 18% (1 in 5) of Irish women surveyed who have been involved in 
intimate relationships with men, have been abused by a current or former partner 
(Women’s Aid, 1995). However, many women do not leave as they do not have 
anywhere to go, and as Hughes (1992) found, where a child is living with domestic 
violence, the vast majority will witness at least one incident, with pre-schoolers at 
a higher risk, thus highlighting the vulnerability of pre-school children. 

Emotional Development
According to Schaefer (2009), the pre-school years provide the foundation for 
the child’s development and psychological well-being in later life. Emotional 
development is defined as “…how we come to understand our own and others’ 
feelings and develop our ability to ‘stand in someone else’s shoes’ ” (Tickell; 
2011; 93). Emotional development refers to belonging, consistency, affection, 
independence, achievement, and self-esteem (Beaver et al, 2001). Thus, it is 
based on a mental or instinctive feeling. 

4 Safe Ireland (2010) provided accommodation to 2,334 individual children in 2009, however, a 
total of 4,197 children were accommodated in refuges in 2009. Thus, there are 1,863 children 
who returned or 44%. In 2010, Safe Ireland (2011) accommodated 3,402 individual children, 
however, a total of 3402 children were accommodated in the 12 month period, highlighting 
1,047 children returned or 30%. 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

141

A pre-school child’s self-esteem is a reflection of his/her identity. Children 
who have high self-esteem will have the ability to cope better with difficult 
situations (ibid). Dowling (2000) suggests children who have a clear sense of 
identity feel secure and positive about themselves. Cooley (1824-98) believes 
children develop self-esteem through the ‘looking glass’ self, seeing a reflection of 
themselves through ‘visible objects’ which like a mirror reflect the child’s sense of 
worth as seen by others. Cooley believed that the mother is the first ‘object’ the 
child relates to, and that through the reactions the child receives, a ‘self-feeling’ 
develops (Schaffer; 2009). This implies that the child learns to know others 
before he/she knows him/herself, evoking the idea of ‘I think, therefore I am’ 
(Burkitt, 2008), and therefore suggesting that a child’s identity is a reflection of 
his/her family and more specifically, the primary caregiver, which has usually 
been the mother. This highlights the important role that adults play in pre-school 
children’s emotional development. 

The theory of attachment, as developed by John Bowlby (1951) and 
Mary Ainsworth (1982), emphasises the importance of early relationships. An 
attachment refers to “a continuous tie to a specific person that the child turns 
to when feeling vulnerable and in need of protection” (Gullestad, 2001, p 4). 
Bowlby suggested that a child’s mental health is decided in early childhood, 
believing its foundations to be through the need for a secure attachment to 
its mother (Mayhew; 2006). Bowlby viewed mothers as the main carers, and 
believed the relationship between the mother and child should be positive, loving 
and close. The implication of this is that in seeking ‘protection,’ pre-schoolers in 
violent home settings may in fact witness a higher level of violence. 

To sum up therefore, a child of pre-school age is developing and refining 
key areas of emotional development such as self-esteem and identity. From a 
psychological perspective, it is at this age where attachments are key. However, 
when we look at emotional development from an ecological perspective, we 
see that very young children are highly dependent on adults, and are therefore 
especially vulnerable at this age. 

Emotional abuse
The Children First National Guidelines for the Protection and Welfare of 
Children (Department of Health and Children, 1999) view exposure to domestic 
violence as emotional abuse. This policy document describes emotional abuse 
as “...found in the relationship between a care-giver and a child rather than 
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in a specific event or pattern of events” and including exposure to domestic 
violence (ibid. p 31). Although the violence may not be aimed directly at the 
child, emotional abuse can have more detrimental effects than physical or sexual 
abuse (Buckley et al., 2006). However “emotional abuse does not typically leave 
injuries, and so evidence of harm isn’t clear” (Sheehan, 2006, p41). Rather, it is 
the child’s sense of self which is affected. A threat to the child’s sense of security, 
or the child’s feeling of vulnerability and insecurity, impacts on the child’s 
development and well-being.

Effects of Witnessing Violence on a pre-school child
Emotional abuse is not visibly evident; however, the key issue is that a child 
unquestionably will be affected (Buckley et al, 2006). At pre-school age, it 
impacts on the child’s behaviour, but may also cause additional and hidden 
problems, and because children of a pre-school age have limited verbal ability, 
they may internalise their feelings. 

Hester et al (2000) suggests all children will be affected by witnessing 
violence. However, the effects of emotional abuse may not emerge immediately, 
and may surface at a later age (Iwaniec et al, 2007). It must be remembered 
children are individuals and their experiences are unique, thus each will respond 
differently. As we have seen, pre-school children are at a higher risk of witnessing 
domestic violence due to their dependence on adults. However, they may 
be unable to verbalise their feelings, and thus are more likely to become 
overwhelmed by trauma (Holden, 2003; Osofsky, 1996). To date, in Ireland, 
there are no follow-up or longitudinal studies which examine the effects on 
children of witnessing violence. The focus of the literature on the effects of 
domestic violence is largely on the effects on the care-giver rather than the child, 
once again highlighting a clear need for more research in this area. 

International literature suggests that domestic violence predominately 
affects pre-school children’s behaviour. Research found two types of behaviours 
which pre-schoolers demonstrate after witnessing violence: they may be 
withdrawn and quiet, or loud and aggressive (Iwaniec et al; 2007). Other 
behavioural problems pre-schoolers demonstrate include aggression & 
immature behaviour (Buckley et al; 2006). Additionally, pre-school children 
may have internalised behavioural problems where they experience fear, 
anxiety, sadness and refusal to comfort. Consequently, these may develop into 
somatic complaints including tummy aches, headaches, asthma and this may 
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progress into irregular sleep patterns. Examples include sleepwalking, insomnia, 
nightmares and bed wetting; “the anxieties that beset the children in the day 
time may assert themselves even more strongly at night” (Foster et al., 1972; 
72). Buckley et al (2006) suggest that pre-schoolers tend to blame themselves 
for the violence. Erikson (1902-1994) in his theory of psychosocial child 
development believed that between 3-5 years of age, children are attempting 
to balance initiative versus guilt. Erikson suggested that negative experiences at 
this stage lead to the child internalising a sense of guilt. Herbert (1996) states 
that if after witnessing domestic violence a child demonstrates a change in 
behaviour, somatic complaints or guilt, they are experiencing Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD). PTSD’s severity is based on the nature of the trauma 
itself, on how their parents react and also the child’s closeness to those affected, 
and additionally, its reoccurrence (ibid). This suggests that a pre-school child 
living with domestic violence is at a greater risk of experiencing PTSD. 

Children living in a home where violence occurs suffer a greater risk of 
experiencing violence or abuse themselves due to their physical vulnerability and 
emotional disarray (Hester et al, 2000). As outlined earlier, one survey found 
that one quarter of children living with violence were also abused (Women’s Aid; 
2011). However, children may also be indirectly affected by domestic violence. As 
mothers are also experiencing trauma, this may result in “emotional and physical 
unavailability: unresponsiveness, withdrawal of attention, comfort reassurance, 
encouragement and acceptance...” from the child (Iwaniec et al., 2007: 204).  A 
refuge or temporary accommodation may be introduced, bringing a whole new 
dimension of emotions, confusion and insecurities. However, this transition may 
also bring feelings of loss and sadness through missing their father/ male adult. 
Children may also witness the aftermath of violence, through seeing facial and/
or bodily injuries, intervention of the Gardaí or the aftermath of destructive 
behaviour, for example broken toys/furniture (McGee, 2000). These are some of 
the hidden aspects of domestic violence and children, and show that children do 
not need to be directly present during the violence to be affected.

Supporting the Emotionally Abused Pre-School Child
Section 3.1 of the Child Care Act (1991) states that the HSE has an obligation 
to provide childcare and family support services. This includes play therapy, thus 
recognising its benefits. Buckley et al (2006) state “the timing of intervention 
is crucial....when a child needs help; intervention should follow quickly and 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 6

144

intensively” (ibid; 27). However, in Ireland the current waiting list to attend play 
therapy through the HSE is 12-18 months. Therefore, intervention is neither 
intensive nor quick. This is a significant gap within the system for pre-school 
children who have been emotionally abused. 

Play 
Generally, very young children are viewed as less capable of expressing their 
thoughts and feelings as they are unable to communicate verbally. Children 
express themselves through play, thus, play provides a medium which allows 
children to communicate symbolically. Play has positive benefits on children’s 
development, but it also has behavioral, emotional and therapeutic functions. 
Children can express themselves through play at an age, or emotional state, 
when it words may fail them. There are no end goals or rules in play, but the 
child is actively involved. Play allows for ‘abreaction’, whereby it helps children 
express and replay incidents which caused confusion or upset, thus play helps 
the child to develop an understanding of what has happened (Lindon; 2001, 
Schaefer; 2010). Between the ages of three and four, pre-school children 
demonstrate reasoning skills, and question the ‘why’ and the ‘how’. Piaget 
(1982) suggests that play bridges the gap between abstract thought and concrete 
experience (Schaefer; 2010, Taylor-de-Faoite; 1998). Children will often use toys 
as a medium to represent their emotions and thoughts. Moreover, the child can 
recognize what the toy’s ‘problems’ are (Murphy, 1996). Furthermore, play allows 
for ‘sublimation’, which permits the child to release and direct anger positively. 
Therefore, play has counter conditioning traits as it allows for the child to have 
fun whilst developing an understanding of their experience.

The content of play is unique to each child, as it is based on each child’s own 
experience. However, through the involvement of a play therapist, this could be 
positively transferred in assisting the pre-school child to express feelings and to 
solidify a positive sense of self.

Play therapy
Non-Directive Play Therapy (NDPT) views play as a ‘natural medium for self 
expression’ (Axline; 1947). Play therapy has dual aims, primarily symptom relief 
and also to facilitate the child’s development (Boyd Webb and Terr; 2007). Non-
directive play therapy “goes at the child’s pace and direction, it is not unlikely to 
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damage further a child by uncovering unmanageable feelings which neither child 
nor perhaps the therapist are ready to handle” (McMahon; 2002; 31). It does not 
aim to provide a diagnosis, but a medium for safe expression for children after 
trauma, psychological or emotional upset (Taylor-de-Faoite, 1998). 

Axline (1947) believed children to have the innate ability of self-healing. 
Through play therapy, she suggested the child frees itself, proposing that it allows 
for the “release of emotions which have been denied, concealed or avoided by 
some mechanism” (Wilson and Ryan; 2005; 25). Viewing behaviour as a response 
to past and present encounters, play therapy gives the child an opportunity to 
play out accumulated feelings (ibid). The value of NDPT is based on the child 
experiencing him/herself as a competent individual, with the certainty that 
nobody knows him/herself as he/she does. Axline says that through viewing the 
child as an individual, the child will begin to express himself, as it is ‘his’ own 
world:  “He is out in the sun and the only shadows are the ones which he himself 
wishes to cast” (Axline; 1947; pp17).

Believing that the unconscious feelings of the child can be reached through 
the therapist ‘mirroring’ the child’s actions, Axline subsequently indicates it is 
this relationship which allows the child to develop an understanding of his/her 
own experience. However, the therapist is more than an observer in the session: 

She reflects these expressed, emotionalized attitudes back 
to him in such a way to help him to understand himself a 
little better.... the therapist gives him courage to go deeper 
and deeper into this innermost world and bring out into the 
open his real self ” (Axline; 1947; pp17). 

NDPT uses reflective listening and a non-judgmental attitude through displays 
of empathy, acceptance and warmth (McMahon; 2002). Consequently, 
through the therapist creating a secure environment, providing opportunity 
for exploration and exercising acceptance, the child will begin to trust the 
therapist and consequently will begin to ‘play’. 

Related research 
Since the beginning of the 20th century, of the 36 research studies exploring 
the effectiveness of individual play therapy, all results demonstrated positive 
outcomes (Schaefer; 2009, Webb et al; 2007). LeBlanc & Ritchie (1999) 
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conducted experimental studies and found play therapy to have an overall 
positive affect for children experiencing trauma. Kot, Landreth, and Giordano 
(1999) carried out research on the effectiveness of intensive play individual play 
therapy with children between 4-9 years of age who witnessed domestic violence. 
They found children who received 12 daily intensive individual play therapy 
sessions of 45 minutes demonstrated a reduction in internalised behaviours, 
improved self-concept and also and an improvement in behavioural problems. In 
addition, Shen (2002) suggests that after a two week period of NDPT children 
demonstrated lower levels of anxiety.

LeBlanc & Ritchie (1999) conducted experimental studies and found that 
play therapy had an overall positive affect for children experiencing trauma. 
However, they suggested dual factors effected the outcome, include parental 
participation and duration of the therapy. Ray, Bratton, Rhine, & Jones, (2001) 
carried out similar research and reported comparable outcomes. Carroll (1998) 
suggests significant adults in the child’s life must participate in the process. 
Thus, the mother should be integrated in a certain number of sessions. Further 
work may arranged outside the refuge with the perpetrator, as the over-riding 
consideration of protecting females and children within the refuge poses an 
ethical dilemma.

Filial therapy is a specialized strand of play therapy using the parent-
child relationship to facilitate healing. It offers training to parents (or primary 
caregivers) to ‘play’ with their children. It integrates four basic skills; structuring, 
empathic listening, child-centred imaginary play, and limit-setting. Filial therapy 
may support the mother who may be feeling discouraged in herself as a parent 
as it increases the parent’s ability to communicate, accept and understand their 
child (Lehmann & Carlson, 1998). However, completion requires minimum 
of 3-6 months. Literature suggests that both parents must be involved in using 
filial therapy; however, this presents ethical dilemmas in situations of domestic 
violence. Therefore, short term work with filial therapy may contribute to a 
conflict of interests, and filial therapy may be seen as a longer-term intervention 
that might be introduced after a number of sessions of individual NDPT. From 
reviewing the literature, individual play sessions for the child will allow for the 
child’s emotional needs to be immediately supported without creating further 
anxiety when the child is already vulnerable. The child’s needs are paramount, 
thus the child may be better served through individual play therapy sessions 
Individual play therapy is more child centred, as the child is leading the sessions 
and the experience is not imposed on them. For that reason, if the child leaves 
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the refuge before the intervention is completed, it will not necessarily leave 
the child’s emotions in disarray. In contrast, through non-completion of filial 
therapy, it may leave the child-parent relationship in chaos. 

Concluding, play therapy allows the child to explore their experiences. 
Through the relationship with the play therapist, the child arrives at a greater 
acceptance of him/her self, and understanding of his/her own feelings. It does 
not ‘cure’ the child; rather it provides the child with a safe place to release 
emotions and allows for the (re)development of a positive sense of self. 

Benefits and challenges of placing a play therapist  
within a refuge setting 
Greene and Stewart (2008) suggest that interventions should be Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Timed (SMART). With these criteria in 
mind, the following provides a critical analysis on the benefits and challenges 
of providing play therapy as a crisis intervention to pre-school children in 
women’s refuges. The goals of placing play therapy within women’s refuges 
are based on giving children the opportunity to explore and develop an 
understanding of their experiences in a safe and nurturing environment 
through an age appropriate medium. 

Meeting the child’s needs 
The primary challenge of placing play therapy as a crisis intervention for pre-
school children is that of meeting the child’s emotional needs. The proposal that 
play therapy be available to “is based on the hope that timely intervention may 
help children who have undergone crises or traumas either to resolve their related 
anxieties before they blossom into disorders, or to return to normal functioning” 
(Boyd-Webb and Terr; 2007; 52). Cattanach (2008) suggests that regularity of 
sessions will impact on the intensity. Wilson and Ryan (2005) disagree; they 
believe “one should not unquestioningly make the assumption greater intensity 
is desirable” (p. 88). American research found participation rates of younger 
children attending play therapy in refuges were high, and discovered drop-out 
rates were associated with children leaving the refuge (Kot and Tyndall-Lind, 
2005). However, as Kot, Landreth and Giordano (1999) discovered, there are 
notable positive outcomes for pre-school children through providing daily play 
therapy sessions for 12 days. By attending on average two weeks of play therapy, 
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pre-school children are provided the opportunity to explore their feelings and 
perhaps develop an understanding of their experience. Since children are residing 
within refuges on average for 14 days, it would be possible to provide 12 days of 
therapy if it began immediately. However, this may prove difficult within such 
a short time frame. 

NDPT is non-intrusive, so if the child leaves the refuge immediately it 
will not leave his/her emotions in chaos, in contrast to some other therapeutic 
approaches. However, the duration of therapy will impact on the outcome and 
each child will respond differently. Therefore, the number and timing of sessions 
should be discussed with the mother or re-assessed after initial sessions; however, 
her right to leave the refuge must be respected. Almost all refuges registered with 
Safe Ireland provide an outreach service. Through this, mothers and children 
could link in with the play therapist when they leave the refuge. Ideally, the 
child would not have to return to the refuge.  However, international and Irish 
statistics (Safe Ireland, 2010) demonstrate the realities that many do return; 
therefore, the pre-school child needs to be supported during their stay within 
the refuge. In addition, as highlighted earlier, a large number of women could 
not be accommodated within refuges in 2010. Therefore, an outreach service 
could also be provided to children who are not residing within the refuge but 
who have experienced domestic violence. Inter-agency work is also vital as this 
will contribute to receiving effective intervention both within the refuge and 
when the child leaves. 

Financial and Physical Constraints
As play therapy is an intervention that occurs within the refuge itself, and 
recognising that the child will feel more comfortable within a consistent 
environment, each refuge should ideally have a designated room within the 
building for these sessions to occur. Although the physical setting should 
be carefully considered, it is not an overriding factor, and “lack of optimum 
surroundings should not itself be a reason for foregoing therapy” (Wilson and 
Ryan; 2005; 79). Space within refuges is often limited; however, the majority 
of refuges have a separate room for rehabilitative work with mothers/ women 
and perhaps this could be used. Where the playroom is the only available space, 
the therapist may position a large mat within the room (Cattanach; 2008). The 
mat symbolises the child’s special time in therapy and should be in place at the 
beginning of the session. At the end of the session, both the child and therapist 
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fold it away. Thus, the mat has symbolical meaning for the child, and the child 
can distinguish between therapy sessions and regular play-time in the playroom 
(ibid). The mat should be unique, and similar items should not be available 
within the refuge. It is important the mat is removed completely from the room 
after sessions. The most important aspect of play therapy is respecting the privacy 
of the child, thus it remains a ‘safe place’.

There may be fiscal constraints in providing a qualified play therapist within 
settings which are currently struggling to ensure the continued employment of 
existing staff. The annual salary of a play therapist working within the HSE in 
2010 ranges from €37,000- €50,000. The Child Care Act (1991) clearly states 
the HSE must provide support to children and families who have experienced 
trauma. In addition, The National Children’s Strategy (2000) vowed to give 
children a voice in issues which affect them. This means that both legislation and 
policy acknowledge that children are entitled to receive support services. 

Re-admission
Hogan and O’ Reilly (2007) suggest that interventions are currently not available 
within refuges due to the short-term nature of stays. As refuges offer emergency 
accommodation for women in crisis, often they do not encourage women to stay 
on a long-term basis and assist them in finding transitional or permanent housing. 
Refuges may also be used as respite from violence. International literature suggests 
that three out of four women return to the abusive relationship and in addition, 
most women leave between five and seven times before leaving permanently. 
However, US research found it takes on average eight years for this to occur (Wuest; 
1995, Goetting; 1999). The intervention suggested in this paper could significantly 
support the 1 in 3 children who return to the refuge (Safe Ireland, 2010). Although 
these statistics are shocking, it brings up some issues. Primarily on a positive 
note, refuges in Ireland provide women leaving the abuse with a ‘safe’ place to go; 
however, it also suggests that majority of women return to violence. Therefore, it 
could be suggested there is not enough work being done within refuges for children 
who are more than likely returning home. However, the question then arises: Does 
providing play therapy in refuges suggest that pre-school children should cope with 
domestic violence and continue to be emotionally abused? Or should children 
receive professional support as they are emotionally abused? 

Safe Ireland (2010) found one third of women sought information on 
support for their children, however, only 1 in 5 (20.7%) received information 
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on services. This raises two issues: first, when support was requested a service 
could not be directly provided and second, and worryingly, 4 in 5 women 
did not even receive the information. Therefore, children are returning to the 
violence confused and vulnerable with no support. On the other hand, outside 
the refuge the child is battling against a bureaucratic system. As injuries caused 
by emotional abuse are not physically evident, the child may not meet the criteria 
to receive treatment with the HSE. Consequently, no services may be offered or 
the child may be placed at the end of a waiting list as the case may not be seen 
as ‘urgent’. This highlights a clear gap in the system: parents are actively seeking 
support, however they are not receiving the information or remain on a waiting 
list. This then is the dilemma for a mother in this situation: how does a mother 
obtain support for her child without child protection becoming a concern? Does 
she unrelentingly pursue it though fearing that the child may be removed, or 
does she hope the child will be okay without support? Through positioning a 
play therapist within the refuge, play therapy can commence immediately and if 
the child returns, the mother is reassured support is accessible. The play therapist 
may act as a symbol of advocacy for children who experience domestic violence. 
However, this does not imply that children should ‘cope’ with domestic violence; 
as it is the role of the HSE to protect children and it is the role of the play 
therapist to support the pre-school child during his/her time within the refuge. 

The Play Therapist as part of an interdisciplinary team
Legal obligations, such as the duty of care set out in Children First (Dept of 
Health and Children, 1999), can endanger the relationship between the play 
therapist, mother and child. Mothers may be fearful of the role of the play 
therapist, thus a clear understanding of the play therapist’s role is needed by the 
play therapist, other staff members, mothers and children. As highlighted earlier, 
children who witness domestic violence are at a higher risk of experiencing abuse 
themselves. Play therapy should not be used to determine whether child abuse 
has occurred; however, where abuse is suspected or disclosed during play therapy, 
formal procedures should be followed, and this is where other members of a 
multi-disciplinary team (specialist social workers, medical personnel etc) have a 
role to play.  Children have the right to privacy; however, throughout the process 
of play therapy, the child’s well-being and interests need to be paramount. 
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Conclusion 
All children respond differently to witnessing domestic violence and although 
children may not show symptoms immediately, as we have seen, they will 
unquestionably be affected by it, although this may not be immediately obvious. 
Hence, emotionally abused children are slipping through the child protection 
net, due to the type of abuse they are experiencing. Mothers may be caught in 
a vicious circle through simultaneously trying to protect and support the child 
and being fearful that the child may be removed from their care. Currently, 
even though it is acknowledged that children are affected by domestic violence, 
only limited services are available and the majority of children are not receiving 
professional support. Children have a right to such services, not to enable them 
to ‘cope’ with domestic violence but to allow them to express and understand 
their feelings and experiences. Refuges indirectly acknowledge the benefits 
of play for the child, through providing access to a separate, safe play area to 
perhaps insulate them from the hectic outside world (Hogan and O’Reilly; 
2000). Non-directive play therapy allows pre-school children to symbolically 
communicate through play and develop a greater understanding of their feelings 
and experiences.  Permanent positioning of a play therapist within women’s 
refuges in Ireland would mean that emotionally abused pre-school children could 
be supported through an age appropriate medium. Thus, what is being proposed 
is that of an intervention within the refuge whilst they are residing there. 
However, a comprehensive range of services for emotionally abused children is 
needed, both within the refuge and also as an outreach service. 

The role of the play therapist is distinct one: it is that of a support to the 
pre-school child.  It is the role of the HSE to protect children, and there are 
multidisciplinary teams in place to this end. The short term effects of working 
with a child through Non-directive Play Therapy should not be misjudged. 
Play therapy provides the child with the opportunity to ‘free’ itself, create an 
understanding of feelings and experiences, and also develop positive coping 
strategies. Thus, it allows the child to move from crisis to assurance. Therefore, 
this paper has argued, a play therapist should be positioned within women’s 
refuges to provide pre-school children with the support and opportunities they 
deserve. As Dorothy Law Nolte (1924 - 2005) stated in her well-known and 
widely quoted poem:

If children live with security, they learn to have faith in 
themselves and in those about them.
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If children live with friendliness, they learn the world is a 
nice place in which to live.

 (Nolte, 1972, in Nolte and Harris, 1998) 
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Tús Maith, giving children the  
best start in life

Siobhan Greene and Mary Corrigan, Barnardos, Dublin

Abstract
In 2006, Barnardos introduced Tús Maith5, their early years 
care and education programme for children aged 3-5 years. The 
projected outcome of the programme is that children will be ready 
for primary school and will develop the specific skills necessary for 
this transition. Tús Maith combines the two proven programmes 
of HighScope6 and REsearch Based Developmentally Informed 
(REDI)7, and integrates them using the Barnardos Quality 
Framework.  Introduction of the new programme requires staff 
to reflect on, and make changes to, their daily practice and to 
support this, a number of key measures were established. These 
included recruiting a dedicated Tús Maith coach and establishing 
two key working groups. Anecdotal evidence gathered to date is 
suggestive of benefits for the children attending the programme. 

Introduction
As part of its strategic commitment to becoming needs-led and outcomes-focused, 
Barnardos in the Republic of Ireland undertook a needs analysis in 2005. A sample 
of the needs of children attending its services (210) was surveyed from across 27 

5 Tús Maith means A Good Start, in Irish
6 © HighScope Educational Research Foundation 
7 © 2011 Celene E. Domitrovich, Ph.D., Mark T. Greenberg, Ph.D., Carol A. Kushcé, Ph. D., & 

Rebecca C. Cortes, Ph.D., Prevention Research Centre, The Pennsylvania State University, USA. 
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project locations, and this was complemented with data from a random sample of 
children living in the Dublin area (657).  The range of needs demonstrated by the 
children accessing Barnardos’ services were found to be complex and multi-faceted, 
with the most common among them being: family discord (48 per cent), child 
with behavioural difficulties (46 per cent), child has poor relationship with peers 
(45 per cent), adult misuses drugs or alcohol (45 per cent), carer is overburdened 
(43 per cent), and child has a poor relationship with mother (34 per cent). The 
children attending Barnardos’ services were also found to have poor social and 
emotional skills, limited access to books and to be experiencing difficulties in 
making and maintaining peer relationships. The findings from these analyses, 
alongside consultations with our key stakeholders (including staff, funders and 
service users) and a systematic review of our portfolio of existing services informed 
the development of Barnardos’ Children’s Services’ Family Support Strategy. This 
strategy identified a new portfolio of service choices, which were to undergo a 
process of service design to ensure they met the identified needs of the target 
audience whilst being informed by a review of international best practice evidence. 
Included in this new portfolio of services was ‘Tús Maith’, an early years care and 
education programme for children aged 3-5 years. 

Tús Maith Service Design
The service design journey for the Tús Maith programme started in 2006 with 
a review of the research evidence about how best to help children to make a 
successful transition to primary school. Barnardos’ early years centres are based 
in economically disadvantaged communities. Children from these communities 
are particularly vulnerable in terms of making a poor transition to primary 
school due to their increased propensity for developing emotional, social and 
behaviour problems because of the greater number of risks to which they are 
exposed (Keenan et al., 1997; Lavigne et al., 1998; McLeod and Shanahan, 1996; 
McLoyd, 1998).  Not only are they at increased risk of difficulties at the point 
of school entry, but also for the development of poor relationships with peers, 
academic underachievement and early school leaving (Alexander et al., 1993; 
Gagnon et al., 1995; Huffman et al., 2000; O’Neil et al., 1997).  In order to 
prevent such problems, early childhood programmes need to have a particular 
focus on developing the children’s social-emotional competence, as well as 
addressing the actual problem behaviour (Masten and Coatsworth, 1998; Rutter, 
1987). The ability of young children to manage their emotions and behaviours 
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and to make meaningful friendships is an important prerequisite for school 
readiness. Socially competent children are also more academically successful, 
while poor social skills are a strong predictor of academic failure (Webster-
Stratton and Reid, 2004; Connell and Prinz, 2002).  

The complex needs identified in the needs analysis were representative of 
the high level of needs which Barnardos’ staff  were observing on a daily basis. 
These mainly related to the areas of social and emotional competence as well 
as language and literacy development.   In order to address these needs, Tús 
Maith brought together the two proven programmes of HighScope and REDI 
and integrated them using the Barnardos Quality Framework8. HighScope is a 
well established early year’s curriculum, which is evidenced to achieve real and 
lasting outcomes for children, including: positive self-esteem, achievement of 
their developmental and learning potential, improved school readiness, improved 
and continued engagement with school, and economic independence as adults 
(Weikart et al., 1978; Schweinhart, 2003; 2005). REDI is a programme which 
has been shown to enhance the HighScope curriculum and achieve higher level 
outcomes in the domains of social and emotional competence and emergent 
literacy for 3-4 year olds (Bierman et al., 2007; Domitrovich et al., 2007). The 
REDI lessons and coaching strategies (see below) would support Barnardos’ 
staff to respond to children’s behaviour and develop children’s pro-social skills, 
emotional competency, self-control and social problem-solving. It also has a 
language and literacy component to increase children’s vocabulary, phonological 
sensitivity (exposure to oral language) and print awareness (exposure to the 
written word). Good language and communication skills help children to gain 
mastery over their emotions.  Generally, children who are able to express their 
thoughts, needs and feelings are less frustrated and have better self-control 
than those with poorly developed language abilities.  Enhancing language 
abilities helps children to think about their feelings and consider a positive 
strategy, rather than simply to reacting to their emotions.  Language provides an 
important bridge between the ‘emotion driven’ life of infants and toddlers and 
the more ‘thought driven’ life of older children and adults (Welsh et al., 2004). 
The preschool period is critical for the development of these skills as highlighted 
in Department of Education and Skills’ national strategy to improve literacy 

8 The Barnardos Quality Framework aims to achieve needs-led and outcomes-focused services 
through the use of: Barnardos Assessment Framework; evaluation; service design process; auditing 
and monitoring of quality; core skills training; technical assistance; and files and record keeping. 
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and numeracy among children and young people (2011)9. Children with good 
language and communication skills in the preschool years find it easier to learn 
to read in school. In addition, they are better able to participate in conversations 
with their teachers and peers, to play well with other children, to understand 
better what peers and teachers say, and to negotiate in conflicts over toys or 
activity choices (Welsh et al., 2004).  

Tús Maith Logic Model
In tandem with the review of the evidence, a logic model was developed for the 
programme. The process of developing a logic model starts by considering the 
needs of the target population, and then defines the outcomes the programme 
will achieve. From these, the service components are developed. A logic model is 
a hypothesis, which considers the connections between needs (situation), services 
(inputs and outputs) and outcomes (short, medium and long term). Logic models 
are informed by the evidence, and are the translation of evidence into practice. 
They are an illustration of a programme’s theory of change, and how the day-to-
day activities connect to the programme outcomes. 

Detailed below is the logic model for Tús Maith10. The situation for the 
children attending the service is that their behavioural, educational, emotional, 
physical or social development is negatively impacted. This is causing them to 
have difficulties in terms of their school readiness and their ability to learn. 
Therefore, the overall outcome of Tús Maith is that the child will be ready for 
primary school and will develop the specific skills necessary for this transition. 
This outcome will be achieved by ensuring that children:

• are able to manage their emotions and regulate their 
behaviour, 

• experience positive relationships with their peers and 
early years staff, 

9 The Department of Education and Science in their 2011 strategy on literacy and numeracy 
highlights the need to improve early childhood care and education (ECCE) leader’s practice 
and to focus on supporting early literacy and numeracy in the full range of (ECCE) settings.

10 © Barnardos Tús Maith implementation manual, due to be published in 2012, and reproduced 
here with permission. 
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• have the necessary emergent language, literacy and 
comprehension skills, 

• have healthy physical development. 

The Tús Maith programme components, which are the fusion of HighScope, 
REDI and the Barnardos Quality Framework (as outlined in the following 
section), are specifically designed to target these defined outcomes.  The Tús 
Maith programme operates within the Irish early childhood care and education 
sector, which is now supported by two frameworks: Siolta, the quality framework 
(CECDE, 2006), and Aistear, the early childhood curriculum framework 
(NCCA, 2009). The principles that inform the Aistear and Siolta help shape the 
overall context within which the Tús Maith curriculum is implemented11. 

Situation 

Life or socio-economic 
challenges, impact on 
the parent-child 
relationship and/or 
parenting capacity 
resulting in children 
aged 3-5years being 
at risk of not meeting 
some of their 
developmental 
milestones. As a 
result of this children 
are not ready for 
school. 

Inputs Outputs Outcomes 

Staff ratio 1:5 

Each child 
allocated key 
worker 

14 hours per 
week x 44 
week 
programme 

TM manuals 

Puppets 

Coaching/ 
training 

Funding 

Tús Maith file 

Staff qualified 
to minimum 
NQF level 6 
with HighScope 
and REDI 

Supervision 

Initial assessment 
and monthly 
review and 
planning 

Active learning 
preschool 
environment 

Curriculum which 
support children’s 
development using 
the integration of 
REDI, HighScope 
and Barnardos’ 
Quality Framework 

Staff use coaching, 
induction and 
conflict resolution 
strategies to create 
a positive learning 
environment 

Short-term Medium-term Long-term 

Identify and name emotions 

Be aware of their own/others’ 
emotions 

Understand and express 
emotions 

Manage conflict and demonstrate 
empathy for others 

 

Play cooperatively  

Participate and take turns 

Solve problems 

Share 

Make positive choices 

 

Express and comprehend 
language 

Children developing ability to 
communicate effectively with 
peers and adults 

Recognise letters, numbers and 
symbols 

 

Demonstrate developmentally-
appropriate fine motor skills 

Children learning to perform 
simple self-care skills 

Children developing key gross 
motor skills  

Eating a range of healthy food 

Children can manage 
their emotions and 
regulate their 
behaviour 

 

 

 

 

Children have 
positive relationships 
with their peers and 
early year’s staff 

 

 

Children have the 
necessary emergent 
language, literacy and 
comprehension skills 

 

 

 

Children have healthy 
physical development 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Child will be ready for 
primary school and 
will develop the 
specific skills 
necessary for this 
transition 

11 A number of Barnardos’ centres are currently implementing Síolta standards alongside Tús Maith
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Programme Components
Tús Maith combines the proven programmes of HighScope and REDI in order 
to improve children’s outcomes across all of their developmental dimensions, 
thereby preparing them for the transition to primary school. 

The HighScope model of preschool education is an early years care and 
education programme.  It was originally developed by David Weikart and his 
colleagues in the 1960s for use in the HighScope Perry Preschool Programme 
and is still evolving today.  It is based on research drawing on the child 
development theories of Piaget and Inhelder (1969) and Vygotsky (1934/1962), 
as well as the progressive educational philosophy of Dewey (1938) and more 
recent work in cognitive development psychology (Clements, 2004; Goswami, 
2002; Smith, 2002).  HighScope is based on the theory that children learn by 
actively doing. It follows a holistic approach, and it is believed that children learn 
best through active experiences with the people they interact with, the materials 
they encounter and events that they are involved in. HighScope accommodates 
this view of children as active learners through the use of planned consistent 
daily routines, the plan-do-review cycle, supportive adult-child interactions, 
classroom materials and the layout of the environment (Hohman & Weikart, 
2002; Epstein, 2007).

The HighScope curriculum is organised into eight content areas with Key 
Development Indicators (KDIs) outlined in each. Each KDI is a statement that 
identifies observable child behaviour, reflecting knowledge and skills in the 
content areas: 

1. Approaches to learning - initiative, planning, engagement, 
problem-solving, use of resources and reflection.

2. Social and emotional development - self-identity, sense of 
competence, emotions, empathy, community, building 
relationships, co-operative play, moral development and 
conflict resolution. 

3. Physical development and health - gross motor skills, fine 
motor skills, body awareness, personal care and healthy 
behaviour.

4. Language, literacy and communication - comprehension, 
speaking, vocabulary, phonological awareness, alphabetic 
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knowledge, reading, concepts about print, book 
knowledge, writing and dual language acquisition. 

5. Mathematics - numbers, words and symbols, counting, 
part-whole relationships, shapes, spatial awareness, 
measuring, units, patterns and data analysis. 

6. Creative arts - art, music, movement, pretend play and 
appreciating the arts. 

7. Science and technology - observing, classifying, 
experimenting, predicting, drawing conclusions, 
communicating ideas, natural and physical world, tools 
and technology. 

8. Social studies - diversity, community roles, decision 
making, geography, history and ecology.

The extent to which practitioners support children’s initiatives and 
understand children’s actions in terms of the KDI’s determines the adults’ success 
in implementing the HighScope curriculum (Hohman et al., 2008). 

REDI (REsearch Based Developmentally Informed) Programme
As stated earlier, the REDI programme supports children’s early social-emotional 
development by addressing their pro-social skills, emotional competency, self-
control and social problem-solving (Bierman et al., 2007). REDI fits with, 
and complements, the HighScope model, as demonstrated by Domitrovich 
et al., (2007) in Head Start12 classrooms that use the HighScope model as 
their core curriculum in the U.S.A.  The addition of the REDI programme to 
the core curriculum resulted in increased outcomes for children’s direct skill 
acquisition (emergent literacy, social-cognitive skills) and generalized behavioural 
improvements (social competence, learning engagement, aggression). The study 
also demonstrated that language use and emotional support in the classroom 
predicted children learning in both language and social-emotional skill domains. 
Sensitive-responding, rich talk, and instructional support, in particular, was 

12 Head Start classrooms in the US are designed to create the healthy development of low income 
children aged 3-5 years
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found to foster vocabulary growth, which generalized language use at home and 
social competence in peer interactions.

The REDI programme has four core components:

1. Preschool PATHS is a teacher-taught social-emotional 
curriculum that is designed to improve children’s social 
competence and reduce problem behaviour. Preschool 
PATHS supports children to recognise and regulate their 
own emotions and to recognise and understand emotions 
in others. It teaches them a conflict resolution technique 
called Turtle, which helps the children to calm down and 
then engage in a constructive problem-solving process. 
It also has weekly lessons with extension activities and 
teaching strategies which aim to maximise the benefit 
children accrue from the lessons. The Preschool PATHS 
kid of the day is selected on a daily basis, with each child 
getting a turn, to allow the children to demonstrate 
responsibility as classroom helpers and recognise the 
positive feelings associated with giving and receiving 
compliments.

2. Dialogic reading aims to promote children’s language skills 
and this promotes children’s motivation to learn to read. 
It encourages children to get involved in the telling of the 
story, so that book reading becomes a conversation about 
the story between the adult and the children. The themes 
in the book are then extended in small group activities 
that provide children with more opportunities to have 
meaningful conversations with adults.

3. Sound games aim to build phonological awareness, which 
is the ability to listen to, and recognise, the units of sound 
in spoken language. These games, which are based entirely 
on spoken language, focus on supporting the children 
to recognise, and eventually manipulate, the individual 
sounds in the spoken words.  
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4. Alphabet centre increases the children’s letter recognition by 
providing activities that help them to identify upper and 
lower case letters of the alphabet, which is one of the many 
building blocks of pre-reading skills.

REDI contains teaching and coaching strategies to optimize emotion 
coaching. This approach uses praise, warm involvement and induction strategies 
to enhance positive classroom management by increasing emotional awareness and 
social problem-solving dialogue. It also contains coaching strategies which aim to: 
increase the number of adult-child conversations; promote the children’s attention, 
interest and motivation; and offer responses which challenge the children’s thinking 
and language use appropriate to their age and stage of development. 

The REDI components are infused into the HighScope daily routine, with 
the PATHS lesson being conducted at morning circle time and the dialogic 
reading lessons taking place during a small group time activity. Sound games and 
alphabet work are woven into the daily routine at suitable transition/waiting 
times or individual/small group time opportunities. PATHS lessons and dialogic 
reading lessons are thematically linked, and directly focus on helping children 
develop stronger social-emotional and language and literacy skills. These add to, 
and strengthen, the outcomes for children in the HighScope content areas of 
‘language, literacy and communication’ and ‘social and emotional development’.

Tús Maith Implementation
Barnardos’ early years centres were already implementing the HighScope 
curriculum. Therefore, the focus of implementing Tús Maith was heavily weighted 
towards staff gaining an understanding of the REDI components. In summer 
2008, two days training was provided to familiarise staff and their managers with 
the REDI programme. 

A decision was made, further to advice from the REDI programme creators, 
to recruit a Tús Maith coach13 to support staff to develop their understanding 
and implementation of the programme. Through the provision of on-site 
observation, mentoring and feedback, the coach has facilitated staff to enhance 
their knowledge and understanding of the REDI components and the skills 
required to infuse this with their HighScope practice. 

13 Tús Maith coach is an endorsed HighScope trainer and was approved as a REDI trainer by the 
REDI programme authors
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In January 2009, the demonstration pilot of 18 weeks14 was run in three 
Barnardos centres. The purpose of the demonstration pilot was to test out 
the programme and ensure organisational and cultural fit. The experience of 
staff and children from this demonstration pilot was that the programme was 
responding to the unmet needs of the children attending our services and was 
therefore suitable for use within a Barnardos context. This informed the decision 
to run the full programme, which started in September 2009 in five centres. In 
September 2010, the programme rolled out to a further three sites, bringing the 
total of Barnardos’ early years centres running the programme to eight. From 
September 2011 to June 2012, it is estimated that 111 children will benefit from 
attending the Tús Maith programme. 

Key to the success of managing the change process and generating ownership 
of the Tús Maith programme was the establishment of a number of groups 
to support programme development and implementation. A steering group 
was established, consisting of staff with lead responsibility for the planning 
and roll-out of Tús Maith. The role of the steering group was to help oversee 
and inform programme development and to co-ordinate issues and plans 
regarding programme implementation. This group worked in tandem with 
an implementation group, which consisted of all of the programme managers 
from each of the early years sites involved in the pilot of the new programme. 
The purpose of this group was to provide a space for managers to reflect on 
implementation challenges and issues arising for their centres, and for them to 
be informed about programme developments, such as manual development, 
evaluation and record keeping. 

Implementation Challenges
The introduction of the REDI aspect of the Tús Maith programme required all 
early years’ staff to introduce changes in their daily work practices. An initial 
challenge for staff was introducing scripted15 weekly lessons without appearing 
too script-dependent or staged. The delivery of the adult-led REDI lessons were 
initially viewed as being at odds with the child-initiated approach promoted by 
HighScope. At circle time lessons, the programme puppets (Twiggle the turtle, 

14 18 weeks equated to approximately half of the full programme and was therefore considered 
enough to ascertain suitability

15 PATHS and dialogic reading lessons are both scripted and follow a logical sequence with 
thematically linked content
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Daphne the duck, Duke the dog and Henrietta the hedgehog) help introduce 
the children to key ideas such as friendship skills, emotional understanding, self-
control and problem-solving. To help them overcome any feelings of discomfort 
when using puppets with the children, staff needed some time practicing to 
familiarise themselves with both the lesson content and where and how to use 
the puppets. Through discussion, feedback and experience, staff became more 
comfortable and confident with the different aspects of the programme and 
gained a deeper understanding of the complementary fit of HighScope and REDI.

Giving and receiving compliments forms a core part of the REDI programme, 
with   children learning how to both give and receive compliments at circle time. 
HighScope promotes adults to encourage rather than praise children’s efforts 
and for some staff a theoretical challenge arose in relation to this. Discussion 
and reflection of the benefits of meaningful praise helped establish a common 
understanding of compliments as positive feedback for children. 

The naming, expressing and recognition of emotions with the children 
required a shift for staff in their practice. This practice, often referred to as 
‘emotion coaching’, requires explicit and strategic use of ‘feeling talk’ in ways 
that promotes emotional development and understanding, modelling ‘emotion 
talk’ when expressing feelings, reflecting feelings exhibited by children and using 
feeling talk in challenging situations. 

The approach of the programme is to use induction strategies to promote 
the positive behaviour of the children. Induction strategies elicit improved 
behaviour by encouraging self-awareness and self-regulation. They are used 
when children exhibit mild forms of disruptive or insensitive behaviour and they 
provide children with information, feedback and support to help them reflect on 
their behaviour and self-correct. Children are not always aware of the emotions 
that affect their behaviour. Sometimes, staff need to figure out what children are 
feeling by observing their behaviour. When we recognize the unmet emotional 
need which is causing the behaviour difficulties for the child, we respond by 
giving the appropriate emotional support whilst also addressing the behaviour. 
This shift in method requires staff to reflect on, and sometimes alter, their own 
individual theoretical approach and response to behaviour management. 

The learning journey for staff has required openness and reflection about 
themselves and their practice. Staff are motivated to do this, as they believe the 
programme content is benefiting the children. This journey has resulted in a 
greater confidence and clarity for some staff when carrying out of their role as early 
years practitioners, by enabling them to use words and strategies to communicate 
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and engage more effectively with the children on a social and emotional level. In 
addition, the structured lessons provide a clear record of what has been covered 
with the children, bringing clarity and a deeper understanding to the work.

Programme Benefits
A process evaluation was completed by Barnardos’ Research Manager during 
2009-2010. This evaluation explored the experience of both programme 
implementation and an initial exploration of the outcomes for children 
attending the programme. The evaluation found that parents and staff believe 
that the children have developed greater capacities to identify and articulate their 
feelings, increased awareness of the feelings of others and improved social skills, 
as evidenced by being better able to share and take turns.  They also described 
improved language and literacy skills as evidenced by a greater interest in 
books and a wider vocabulary and better physical development.  Pre- and post-
programme parental and staff assessments showed improvements across all the 
outcome areas.  Without any comparison group of children who did not receive 
the programme, and any independent assessments of the children receiving the 
programme, these are indicative of the kinds of outcomes that one might expect 
from the intervention.  The findings are very encouraging.  

A number of successful aspects of the Tús Maith curriculum have been 
identified.  Key among these is the attention paid to feelings in both the PATHS 
lessons and the dialogic reading materials.  More generally, the programme has 
led to greater planning and preparation, improved team communication and 
greater sharing of activities and group leadership, all of which have had a positive 
impact on practice.  

Despite some initial concerns that Tús Maith would represent a significant 
and potentially difficult shift in early years practice, the implementation of the 
programme has, for the most part, been welcomed.  

Anecdotal evidence gathered from a number of sources16 complements the 
process evaluation findings:

• The structure and focus of the daily routine means that children are 
more actively engaged in their daily activities and by the end of the 

16 Weekly Tús Maith Implementation form completed by staff; Monthly implementation form 
completed by coach; feedback received at training; Tús Maith daily record and progress 
tracking forms
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school year, all of the children attending the programme, even those with 
challenging behaviour, were able to, and appeared to enjoy, participating in 
the structured lessons. 

• Staff also believe that providing children with the language needed to 
express emotions and resolve conflicts has reduced the level of aggressive 
incidents. An example of this is a child who started the preschool year 
expressing her frustration and anger by “screaming and lashing out”. Towards 
the end of the preschool year, this child was able to tell others “it’s ok to be 
feeling angry and not ok to kick or hurt, you just do turtle; that is, you take a 
big deep breath, say what the problem is and how you feel”. This child is now 
confident enough with her new skill to help others solve their problems by 
doing turtle. 

• Staff have observed an increase in the social skills of the children with an 
increase in play, turn-taking and children listening more to their peers.  
At the beginning of the year, one particular child found sharing very 
difficult and struggled with his behaviour because of the disappointment he 
experienced when it was not his turn. During the year, he learned how to 
understand his disappointment and express the emotions associated with it 
without becoming frustrated. He started to relate better with his peers and 
developed a reciprocity which has helped in his play with peers. 

• Being equipped with words has given children a voice and say in their lives. 
A child who had experienced living in a situation of domestic violence 
was presenting as overly-compliant and never expressed disagreement. 
The new words and the language of feelings which Tús Maith provided 
helped the development of the child’s self-confidence and expression, in 
particular relating to her mother’s and father’s relationship. She was able 
to input her views about her access arrangements with her father in a 
meaningful manner. 

• The special attention given to the different areas of dialogic reading 
has resulted in children engaging in the reading activities, using key 
target vocabulary in conversations, showing increased listening skills 
and demonstrating an overall greater interest in books. This has been 
evidenced by children choosing to read books more frequently during 
‘work time’ and at various other times during the day. 
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The Centre for Social and Educational Research at Dublin Institute of 
Technology in partnership with the Geary Institute at University College 
Dublin have been commissioned by Barnardos to carry out a quasi-
experimental evaluation of the Tús Maith programme where the outcomes 
of children attending Tús Maith will be compared with a comparison group 
of children attending regular childhood care and education programmes. 
Children attending Tús Maith during 2011-2012 will be assessed at three time 
points (baseline, end of programme and twelve month follow-on) to determine 
whether social, emotional, language, literacy and physical health outcomes 
have been achieved. The evaluation will also consider issues of programme 
fidelity and staff experience of programme implementation. 

Conclusion
The service design journey for Tús Maith is continuing, with programme detail 
currently being written-up in manuals to guide staff in their understanding and 
implementation of the programme. There are two manuals being developed. 
The first is an implementation manual, to support staff in their understanding 
of the programme components and the theoretical framework which underpin 
the programme. It also offers guidance in relation to the behaviour management 
approach and the Tús Maith record keeping system. The second manual is a 
curriculum manual, which details the scope and sequence of the programme, 
outlining all of the curriculum components and how they integrate into the 
daily routine. 

The design and implementation phases of Tús Maith have been successful 
due to the collaborative effort of all involved. Early years staff, front line staff 
and senior managers, alongside the support functions of the coach, service 
design and research, have journeyed together to ensure the success of this 
programme.   The implementation of the programme continues, with the 
programme operating in eight of Barnardos’ early years sites. Implementing 
Tús Maith with fidelity requires the continued commitment and enthusiasm 
of Barnardos’ staff and managers. 

As noted in this paper, the programme is demonstrating early signs of 
positive outcomes for children, with benefits being observed by both staff and 
parents. We await the findings of the outcomes evaluation to provide us with full 
and detailed data regarding what we hope will be positive programme impact. 
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Dance and Children with Special Needs 
Philosophical and Practical Perspectives

Dr. Sharon A. Phelan, Institute of Technology, Tralee

Abstract
This paper refers to dance among children with special needs. 
Initially, the paper addresses the notion from philosophical 
perspectives using the theories of Rudolph von Laban and Steve 
Paxton. Both theorists use a child-centred approach where children 
respond to a variety of stimuli using broad-ranged movement 
principles. This open-ended approach allows each child to move 
within his or her own ability range as s/he creates his or her 
movement phrase or sequence. The paper then moves on to focus 
on dance among specific groups: children with visual, hearing, 
intellectual and mobility needs. It refers to current developments 
in dance among each group, internationally and nationally, and it 
explores appropriate approaches to teaching dance to these groups. 
A toolbox of sample activities, from which teachers and carers can 
draw, during dance sessions, is also provided.

Laban and Paxton: A Philosophical Perspective
Young dancers are usually observed from physical perspectives: we hear that a 
particular child has an aptitude, or a flair, for dance. S/he is ‘talented’. However, 
this paper adopts a different viewpoint when it advocates the child’s innate ability 
to create original works using his or herown movement style. Theorists, Rudolph 
Von Laban and Steve Paxton, support the notion: they consider the child central 
to the dance experience and they foster his or her individuality of expression 
and innate movement style. As neither theorist focuses on specific skills and 




