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Editorial

On behalf of OMEP Ireland, we are delighted to introduce Volume 8 of 
An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies. In this 
2014 issue of the journal, you will find a selection of papers developed from 
presentations made at the 2013 OMEP Ireland conferences, as well as a range of 
other papers on early childhood topics. 

This volume opens with two keynote addresses from the 2013 OMEP 
Ireland ‘Children’s cultural worlds’ conference. Marjorie Ouvry, a well-known 
writer on early childhood matters and a researcher on outdoor play and on 
the place of music in the early years curriculum, brought us a stimulating and 
engaging presentation on singing and music making in the early years, and we 
are delighted to be able to include a transcript of her talk, although of course we 
are unable to bring you the wonderful sound effects that accompanied it. 

The second keynote address is also from the 2013 conference. Professor 
Fred Powell in his thoughtful paper  ‘The cultural landscape of childhood: fairy 
tales, little people and media giants’ links a discussion on fairy tales and fantasy 
old and new with the cultural politics of childhood and the place of children in 
the modern world. 

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. Four of the papers address, in different ways, the role of the adult in 
early childhood. Máire Corbett brings us a reflection on her experiences as a 
support worker for childcare staff in one setting, and describes how she helped 
them to a greater awareness of children’s emotional development. Anna Ridgway, 
Denice Cunningham and Florence Noonan Lepaon of University College Cork 
discuss the role of students of early childhood care and education (ECCE) in 
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supporting children’s play during their professional practice placement. The 
paper from Julie Meighan  and Evelyn Egan-Rainy from Cork Institute of 
Technology is also concerned with the professional development of ECCE 
students- in this case, their involvement in community-based creative arts 
projects located in early childhood centres and schools. Edel Daly draws on her 
experiences as a social worker to advocate for the power of play and suggests 
ways of supporting and facilitating play in the home, so that care-giving adults 
do more to provide for play and become more involved in and available to 
children as they play. Provision for play is also the theme of Lorraine O’Connor’s 
paper- Lorraine argues for a distinction to be made between ‘play’ as defined 
by adults, and ‘playfulness’ which is the attitude, enjoyment and engagement 
that children bring to the activity. She point to the increasing lack of freedom 
that children enjoy in their play- and the restrictions on opportunities for play 
imposed by adults. Ulrike Falcini’s paper addresses one aspect of this- she uses 
affordance theory to look at children’s opportunities for play during break 
times in a primary school, and describes an action research project to make the 
yard more interesting and exciting for children. The final paper in this section 
addresses quite a different matter- although one that has implications for society 
and for childhood in the future. Sarah Kelleher looks at some of the factors that 
influence contemporary Irish male’s parenthood intentions, and the factors that 
potentially lead them to postpone become parents.

Since our first issue in 2007, we have been tracing one of the most significant 
developments for early childhood in Ireland- the introduction of Aistear, the Early 
Childhood Curriculum Framework for Ireland (NCCA, 2009), and in this volume, 
we devote a special section to it. Aistear is a curriculum framework for children 
from birth to six years of age, is soundly based in research, and was developed in 
consultation with a wide range of stakeholders, including children themselves. 
Aistear is gradually being introduced in both pre-school settings and infant classes 
of primary schools, and we bring you a special report in this issue, containing 
a series of papers on initiatives connected with this. The ‘Aistear in Action’ 
initiative led by the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in 
collaboration with Early Childhood Ireland supports the introduction of Aistear in 
pre-school settings, and we bring you a paper by Mary Daly and others describing 
this initiative and its results. We also, in this special report, bring you a series of 
four papers on the Aistear Tutor Initiative, a collaboration between the NCCA and 
the national network of Teacher Education Centres to support the introduction of 
Aistear in the infant classes of primary schools.
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Some years ago, as we became aware of the excellent work being done in the 
field of early childhood at undergraduate and masters level in various colleges, 
we decided to expand An Leanbh Óg and to invite contributions from final year 
and master’s students. This year, the final section of the journal, Student Papers,  
includes an overview by Ciara Allen and her supervisor Dr Judith Butler of Cork 
Institute of Technology of the way in which play as a process can aid children’s 
transition from pre-school to primary school. This theme fits in well with the 
other papers in this issue, and overall, we think that an increased awareness of 
the role of play in early learning and development, in all settings, can only be of 
benefit to children.

Finally, in early July this year, we welcome delegates to the OMEP World 
Assembly and its associated conference to University College Cork. We hope to 
make this a memorable occasion for all. We look forward to hearing what our 
colleagues from other countries have to say about early childhood in their countries, 
and to sharing some of the debates and discussion that have informed our own on-
going journey with them. It may be useful here to remind ourselves of OMEP’s 
mission and its activities worldwide ( see http://www.worldomep.org/en/ ):

OMEP is an international, non-governmental and non-
profit organisation concerned with all aspects of early 
childhood education and care (ECEC). 

OMEP defends and promotes the rights of the child to 
education and care worldwide and supports activities which 
improve accessibility to high quality education and care. 
OMEP is currently established in over 60 countries and is 
represented at meetings of UNESCO, UNICEF, and other 
international organisations with similar aims.

Working for Children Worldwide – Activities of OMEP

• Promotes study and research related to ECEC;

• Organises international and regional conferences  
and symposia;

• Disseminates information about ECEC all over the 
world through the publication of the International 
Journal of Early Childhood;
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• Encourages the training of personnel for ECEC;

• Encourages family education in connection with ECEC 

The Irish committee of OMEP has been instrumental in promoting and 
publishing research on early childhood care and education, and in helping 
to raise the professional profile of those working in ECEC in Ireland. We are 
delighted to be able to share some of this work with our readers, and we trust 
that you will find much to interest you in this volume. We encourage all of our 
readers to consider submitting a paper to be considered for inclusion in Vol. 9 of 
An Leanbh Óg, which is due to be published in April 2015. The guidelines for 
authors are at the end of this volume and are also available on-line on our website 
www.omepireland.ie  where previous issues of the journal may also be accessed.

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. 

Dr Rosaleen Murphy, Dr Patricia Radley and Dr Anna Ridgway,  
Editors,  An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies

University College Cork 
30 April 2014. 
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Cycle of Musical Discovery: singing and 
music making in the early years
Keynote address, OMEP Ireland Annual Conference, 28 April 2013

Marjorie Ouvry, Early Education Consultant 

Introduction
This paper will stress how important music is to children. To neglect it is 
potentially to block one of the most remarkable means of communication. The 
paper will particularly address practitioners in early years settings who are non- 
music specialists and who may think that they are not confident in music making 
with young children. Practitioners already have a huge musical knowledge but 
require practical and appropriate strategies and ideas to help them to become 
more self-assured in singing and using instruments with young children. 

The paper starts from the premise that human beings are innately musical and 
that by being conscious of this while observing children, practitioners are going 
to see children singing and making music naturally. A sensitive response to their 
enjoyment of music will help our babies and young children gain access to the 
skills, knowledge and attitudes necessary to all other areas of their development. 

The cycle of musical discovery for adults and children begins with 
professionally looking and listening to what children are doing in their play 
and exploration. Observation lies at the heart of good early years practice and 
play is the wonderful vehicle for learning. Failing to notice how much music 
and rhythm goes on in children’s play can result in opportunities to tune into 
and extend children’s interests being missed.  Additionally, children will get the 
message that their music is not valued. Examples of music- rich environments 
indoors and out, where adults and children are aware of and use sounds 
and rhythms with enthusiasm are illustrated.  By basing planning on what 
practitioners see children do in their exploration and play, both in the settings 
and on the experiences gained at home and in the community, practitioners have 
powerful material for nourishing children on their musical journey through life.
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What children and adults already know about  
early years music
Over the years I have come across ideas about how we grow as practitioners 
or experts in our field One idea is how, when we are newly qualified we need 
one to one help and support. As we grow in confidence and knowledge we 
need seminars and in-service courses where we are given time to reflect on our 
practice in order that we can move forward. At a certain point in our journey it 
is appropriate for us to hear about the research and thoughts of others who have 
or are in the process of taking further study and adding to the body of knowledge 
of pedagogy. This OMEP conference has such an aim. Here we can confer with 
others and share our expertise hearing from those who have trod the road before 
and the research they have undertaken. At conferences we work to make the 
links between our practice and principles and those of the speaker. We grow as 
reflective practitioners. 

The world out there thinks differently. They expect that teaching young 
children is not a difficult or complex task – anyone can do it and many cost 
cutting politicians think we can stay doing it without support or further training. 
Margaret McMillan summed up the exaggerated view of the childcare worker 
100 years ago when she said what the world thinks of us- 

So confused, so blind, indeed was the general view on this 
whole subject that many people supposed that training of 
any kind was unnecessary – that any kind of nice motherly 
girl would do for a nursery teacher. Nurseries were to be, in 
other words, a dumping ground for the well intentioned but 
dull women of today (McMillan, 1930, p15) 

Without the reflective practitioner who thinks and reconsiders her interaction 
with children practitioners are unconsciously incompetent.  

We decide on a career in  caring for and educating young children by being 
‘good with children’ i.e. finding them interesting and fun to be with; but as we 
work with them we realise that some of the strategies we used intuitively are 
not so successful. As we discover more about how children think and learn, we 
look back and wince at some of the things that we did and said in those early 
days. We realise that in fact we were to a greater of lesser extent unconsciously 
incompetent. 

We didn’t know what we didn’t know.  
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Awareness makes us consciously incompetent  and that very realisation 
motivates us to do something about it – we go to college or we go to a training 
session and we become consciously competent over the years – we begin to 
congratulate ourselves on the areas that we do that are successful but most 
importantly, we know why we do them. Most of the time we flit between 
being consciously competent and unconsciously competent but it can be that 
occasionally we are all four in a day!

Road to Competence
• Unconscious incompetence- I don’t know what I don’t know

• Conscious incompetence- I realise that I don’t know

• Consciously competent- I consciously apply what I know

• Unconsciously competent- I apply what I know  
without thinking

(originally developed by Maslow)

Conscious Competence
Aware they have acquired the skill
and can perform to a “standard”

Unconscious Incompetence
Not aware of the benefits or

the relevance of acquiring the skill

Unconscious Competence
Performing the skill so naturally

they are unaware if it

Conscious Incompetence
Aware of the benefits and

relevance of acquiring the skill
which they do not possess

Fig. 1. The Road to Competence
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What has this insight to do with music education in the early years? 
My experience in observing what happens in  early years music has led 

me to discover that a great many practitioners are good and enthusiastic when 
taking children for singing sessions but are really ill-informed when it comes 
to helping children to extend their own musicality or giving reasons for music 
making with instruments. This lack of knowledge is hardly surprising as music 
features so little in the training of early years practitioners. But in the realms 
of music education, it is not so much that practitioners don’t know what they 
don’t know – on the contrary they don’t know what they do know.  And 
actually what is so good is that we already know most of what we need to know 
about early years music and all we have to do is apply the principles of good 
practice that we apply to all the rest of our practice with children and the early 
years curriculum. 

SO what do practitioners unconsciously know already? They know the ways 
to produce sound.

BANG

BLOW

YOU
CAN…

SCRAPESHAKE

TWANGVOCLAISE

Fig. 2 Ways to produce sound

This vocabulary of the way that sound is produced is known to children 
and adults alike and using it will alert children to what they are doing. The 
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Practitioner says, ‘I hear you banging’, ‘Look you can tap on your drum’ ‘Can I 
make the same sound as you are making?’ ‘What can I do now with my scraping? 

The adult is articulating for the child and giving acknowledgement of the 
activity. In addition the child is made conscious of and therefore builds on his/
her musical competence. This is in contrast to the practitioner either ignoring 
the ‘noise’ or in extreme cases, through lack of understanding and knowledge the 
practitioner asking the child to put away the instrument.

Children can do with sound what they do with two-
dimensional space in drawing and painting or with words in 
creating stories. Adults have a timorous attitude toward children’s 
activities with sound, particularly those that do not result in 
recognisable rhythms or melodies. (Walker, 1988, p.216)

The next knowledge that the child and the practitioner know already is 
what can be done to vary a sound and vary voices. Again they know all this  
vocabulary already.

SOUNDS 
CAN BE…

High & Low
(Pitch)

Slow & Fast
(Tempo)

Long & 
Short

(Duration)

Silent
(Rest)

Harsh & 
Gentle

( )

All together 
& Solo
(Texture)

Rhythmic 
or Random

(Rhythm)

Steady beat 
& 

(Pulse)

Loud & 
Quiet

(Volume or
Dynamic)

Fig. 3 Elements of Music
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The practitioner can say to the child, ‘I can play mine faster, (slower, louder)’; 
‘I can make my voice very gentle and then very hard like a witches voice’. ‘Your 
cymbal’s sound lasts a long time’; ‘When you all play together it makes a fuller 
sound (texture) than when one of you plays alone (solo).’

Music areas- the home of instruments indoors and out
Children need to have sound making experiences available all the time, not just 
once a week at adult -led group time. These music areas where instruments are 
stored attractively with obvious order and where children can have opportunities 
to try out musical patterns or to ‘doodle’ and ‘scribble’ with sound, have to 
be well organised. They can vary with the seasons or with children’s interest 
in festivals, stories or themes. The practitioners choose beautiful instruments 
made of natural materials not plastic toys. The adults can then interact with the 
children in meaningful ways in a cycle of musical discovery.  

An outdoor music area
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MUSIC AREAS
the home of instruments 
are attractive, organised, 

interactive, indoors 
and out

LONG TERM
PLANNING FOR

MUSIC

TIME
Long periods of
uninterrupted

time to explore
and play with
sound makers
at children’s 

own pace

PRACTITIONER
INVOLVEMENT

Fig 4. Creating an enabling music environment

The cycle of musical discovery
Many practitioners are not aware that they already have the vocabulary necessary 
to talk about the sounds children are making.   However having become 
consciously knowledgeable practitioners are now able to progress in their 
interaction in a much more musical way.

We listen and watch and take part in the children’s own musicality and by 
doing that we not only extend what they know already but acknowledge that 
what they are doing has worth and value. The cycle becomes a spiral as children 
learn more and more about their own musical abilities.
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Musical
potential?

…puts plan
into action

…observes
&

listens

…Recognises 
potential for extending

learning

…helps make 
connections

…documents
& evaluates

…participates…plans what
to do next

…supports

What the
practitioner does

Fig 5. Cycle of musical discovery

Below is an episode in the nursery to illustrate this diagram- (Fig 5: the Cycle of 
Musical discovery). It is drawn from Ouvry, 2003 p 34.

Amy is a three-year-old and practitioner Jane is her key 
person at nursery. Jane plans to make time to observe, 
support and extend Amy’s play in the in the home corner. 

Amy often plays there alone and sometimes alongside 
others. She sometimes ‘irons’, sometimes ‘cooks’ and so on.

Practitioner Jane recognises the musical 
potential in the play 

Amy is tucking her ‘baby’ into bed for the night. Jane does 
not know how she will extend Amy’s play; it depends on 
what the play that she observes is about. 

‘She doesn’t want to go to sleep,’ says Amy. 

Practitioner participates

Jane says, ‘ Do you think a story or a song would help or 
shall we tip-toe away?’
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(Jane is putting Amy into the role of knowledgeable expert 
and giving Amy the chance to go ahead with this idea or to 
opt out it if she would prefer.)

Amy says, ‘Sing.’ 

Practitioner helps make connections

Jane uses humour to engage Amy’s understanding of what is 
appropriate for the situation. ‘We can sing a very loud song 
to get her to sleep.’ 

‘No! Shhhh,’ says Amy, putting her hands up to her  
mouth in glee.

‘Oh, yes, you’re right,’ says Jane. ‘We have to sing it quietly. 
What song would your baby like us to sing?’ 

‘Rock-a-bye baby’

Practitioner supports

They begin to sing, but Jane begins to get louder and louder.

‘No!’ says Amy, laughing, ‘you’ve got to do it quiet.’

‘Oh, yes, I forgot,’ says Jane.

They continue this play for some time, with Jane getting it 
wrong from time to time, until they are satisfied that the 
baby is asleep.

Documents evaluates and records

Jane is pleased that Amy has used the word ‘quiet’ in 
the right context and makes a note that she will add this 
information to Amy’s music assessment profile. Amy learned 
this concept and word very quickly because it was totally 
meaningful and embedded in the situation. Amy also knew 
about appropriate songs, lullabies. Some other children join 
them around the bed and enjoy the joke of getting louder.



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

14

Plans what to do next and puts plans into action

This turned out to be a ‘lesson’ about louder and quieter.

At group time the rest of the group was told about Amy’s 
baby going to sleep and waking up when ‘we sang too 
loud’, and everyone sang some songs loudly and quietly. For 
example, when they sang ‘The dingle, dangle scarecrow’, the 
children shouted very loudly when they came to the line ‘up 
jumped the scarecrow and shouted very loud’.

Jane and the staff team planned some activities for the 
coming week based on voices and instruments being loud 
and quiet. The staff decided to carry out an activity using 
three beaters (one made of metal, one wood and one padded 
rubber) with a small group. They stuck notices to the music 
table which prompted ways of using the beaters: ‘Which 
beater makes the loudest sound?’, ‘Can you play the chime 
bar loudly and then quietly?’

Lullabies were collected from songbooks and some parents 
contributed.

Responding to children’s experiments with sound
Some children were interested in a spider’s web woven 
in the eaves of the building. The practitioner saw the 
musical potential and intended to remind the children of 
the songs that they knew about spiders but before she did 
this at together time a child already began to sing Eency 
Weency Spider with all the finger actions! He had made the 
connection himself.

This illustrates the importance of teaching children lots of songs and singing 
games. Children need a repertoire of songs as singing has so many benefits
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BY 
SINGING BY 

DESCRIBING
how the child 

is playing

BY 
ADDING

A prop

BY 
MAKING
home made
instruments

BY 
IMITATING

the sound that the child 
is improvising

BY 
SAYING

how their comparisons
made you feel

BY 
MODELLING
e.g. playing an

instrument

BY 
USING

musical language

Respond 
musically to 
what children

say & do

Fig 6. How we respond to children’s music making

Singing all the time!
The approach of Friedrich Froebel, the 19th century German philosopher and 
educationist has always influenced my thinking and teaching since I trained as 
a Froebelian teacher. He believed that we should start respectfully by observing 
children in their play to see what they know and can do already and then support 
them in making connections to new knowledge and experiences. Nothing can 
be more familiar to young children than music and movement and so it makes 
sense to use children’s singing and sound- making and make connections through 
action songs, ring games and movement and dance. Froebel believed that 
singing the songs and singing games he devised provided fundamental learning 
experiences such as symbolic representation e.g. ‘Here is the beehive, where 
are the bees?’ In this finger rhyme the hands represent the hive and the fingers 
hidden within, the bees. 

To remind ourselves of learnt songs and to learn new songs is all part of the 
practitioners’ job. A broad and wonderful range of songs about everything that 
interests the children will stand the nursery and reception teacher in good stead. 
Practitioners nowadays have no excuse for not extending the range of songs 
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they know. For example almost every song book now comes with a CD from 
which they can learn songs to teach to their children. The internet (e.g. the BBC 
website) provides practitioners with songs and nursery rhymes, counting song 
and action songs for every occasion. There is also, for example, a fine selection of 
ring games and action songs in ‘Singing and Rhymes for early years’ and ‘Singing 
and Rhymes for tiny tots’ by L. Geoghegan (2002). (See Resources at the end of 
this paper for details of these).

 When children learn lots of songs, they learn structure and composition 
and of course begin to make up their own songs. 

The use of voice in play speech, chant and song can help develop attention, 
sound discrimination, and memory and aural orientation.  The vestibular part of 
the ear enables us to assess the direction of sound and the discernment of pitch, 
high and low sounds is sited in the cochlea.  Games such as ‘Doggy, Doggy, 
where’s my bone’ are important as they are a joyful way of practising the skill of 
discerning where a sound is coming from.

Singing has many more benefits: 

• Listening

• Cooperation

• Taking turns

• Language skills

• Vocabulary

• Different languages

• Self expression

• Internal thinking -inner voice

• Diction

• Sequencing and structure

• Patterns and rhymes

• Communication 

• Self control 

Singing makes you happier by causing endorphins to flow, helps you breathe 
efficiently and it enhances your brain function and general wellbeing

In terms of consolidating areas of the curriculum, learning songs is essential. 
For example:

• Number songs for counting  and symbolic 
representation e.g. ‘There were 10- green bottles’

• Nursery Rhymes teach syntax and phonological awareness 
long before any formal teaching should be taught. 

• Songs for the register- e.g. ‘ Is Gemma here? Yes I’m here’
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• To signal change- over times,- e.g. tidy up time songs

• Songs covering information- e.g. ‘Old McDonald  
had a farm’

• Songs for historical memory – e.g. ‘Music is a 
memory bank for finding one’s way about the world’ 
(album by Peter Brötzmann, Fred Hopkins & Rashied 
Ali, 1994). In my native Scotland we have a lot of 
songs that tell of the triumphs and disasters of our 
history. In Estonia there was a singing revolution 
marking the end of Soviets domination!

• Folk songs give shape to the stages of life- e.g. ‘Old 
Roger is dead and he lies in his grave’

• Ring games structure movement and working 
together;  e.g. ‘There was a princess long ago’ 

• Songs for fun and silliness –‘Bananas in pyjamas’

• Songs for supporting acceptable behaviour and living 
in a community- e.g. ‘This is the way we sweep the 
leaves’, or when the crayons spill the teacher can sing, 
‘I’ll pick up the blue ones if you pick up the red’ 

• Songs for helping children to keep order- e.g. ‘I wonder 
where the Lego goes’. ‘When it’s time to tidy up’.
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Singing
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Singing
with
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Fig 7. Singing all the time

Before leaving the subject of how important singing is in the education and 
development of young children, the place of involving parents and carers must 
be made. We now are aware the babies do not come into the world as clean 
slates but rather that they are ‘up and running’ from very soon after conception 
and that there are powerful prenatal neural connections that form the basis for 
musical experiences. Babies begin hearing as early 22 days after gestation and 
their hearing is as sensitive after five months in the womb as that of an adult! So 
babies already have in their brains lots of musical memories and associations from 
the world of their mothers.  Prof Colwyn Trevarthen in Edinburgh (Trevarthen, 
1999) as well as Papousek and others (Papousek & Papousek, 1991, Papousek 
et al., 1990) have studied the musical interactions between mother and infant 
showing that the babbling and motherese is patterned, musical in structure 
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and amazingly universal. Parents do sing and dance with their children, but 
lack the confidence to call themselves musical. By developing strategies which 
involve parents in the musical life of the nursery, practitioners can rekindle the 
enthusiasm and confidence to enable them to foster and share songs and musical 
dialogues to the benefit of all. 

Finally, why music?
Yes : Children find it highly enjoyable - ‘a teacher cannot teach unless children 
want to learn.’ Movement and playing musical instruments are children’s 
preferred activities - there is a good tradition of music in early education.  All 
the great philosophers and pioneers in nursery education advocated music and 
movement as the heart of the curriculum. 

Yes : The research is strong - music is good for mental and physical growth
‘We sing before we talk’ (Colwyn Trevathen, 1996). Loads of research evidence 
from developmental psychologists to physicians, from neurological researchers 
to  therapists of all sorts confirm that music heightens brain functioning and 
supports our feelings of well-being (Moog, 1976; Odem, 1950; Sloboda, 1985) . 

Yes: It gives children pathways of successful experience to other areas of  
the curriculum Music can support the early years curriculum in language, 
reading and writing and maths, science as it capitalises on the enjoyment and 
well -being factor. In my book I give examples of a building site project and how 
all the areas of the curriculum can be covered by musical activities 

Those working with young children can do much to support 
later success in reading and writing by placing a strong 
emphasis on poetry and verse and their musical equivalent, 
songs. (Pound and Harrison, 2003.  p79)

‘In Finland where there is the highest literacy rates in the world Sue Palmer 
particularly noted that songs were woven through the kindergarten day and 
asked the kindergarten teacher, ‘Why do you sing so much and do so much 
music?’  ‘Music trains the mind to pattern and the ears to sound.’ said the 
teacher. (Palmer, 2011) 

A small group of reception class children were given a daily session using 
song and dance with no formal tuition in reading. At the end of the 3 months 
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the phonological awareness of this group was found to be ahead of the control 
group who had received specific teaching in phonological awareness. (Rausher 
and Shaw, 1996, cited in Neville et al. 2008).

BUT I also want to emphasise is the importance of music for its own sake- 
not as a utilitarian means to a curriculum or a maths or a phonics end. Most 
significantly music is important in people’s lives as a unique means of expression 
and articulation of emotion. Neglecting it we block off a means of saying 
something that cannot be said any other way.

‘When we learn to speak we start to lose conscious memory 
of much of the motor, sensory and emotional language 
which preceded spoken language as if the higher system 
of communication has imposed a memory wash on the 
feelings we had before we had the works to describe them. 
If however we do not have the words to describe emotion 
then we regress back to the earlier language of behaviour to 
express what we want to say. (Goddard Blythe, 2008 p. 205)  

When we, or children, are very upset, too much emotion overrides the ability to 
communicate using speech. (How many times do we hear that war veterans never 
spoke of their wartime experiences and then how often do we hear of depression 
or violent behaviour in the same group?) When unable to express in words 
what is wrong, children (and adults) revert to tantrums.  Why the early years 
continuous provision is so important is that when children enter our nursery or 
reception class with limited or no language, they can choose to partake in mark 
making, dance and movement, composing and imaginative playing. In the case 
of older people, poetry or creative writing is a wonderful outlet.

Some things can only be said in and through music.  There is wasted 
potential for some who have never been able to ‘find their voice’ because they 
have been prevented at the earliest of ages by the unconscious incompetence and 
lack of training opportunities of early years practitioners. 
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The Cultural Landscape of Childhood: 
Fairy Tales, Little People and Media Giants.
Keynote address: OMEP Ireland Annual Conference, 28 April 2013.

Prof. Fred Powell, University College Cork 

Introduction
In the well-known Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975), fantasy and the 
surreal combine in an extraordinary comic satire.  The film starts with King 
Arthur of the Britons recruiting knights to join him at Camelot.  They are 
knights without horses and servants bang coconuts to imitate the sound of 
horse’s hooves.  Instead of going to Camelot they embark on a journey in search 
of the Holy Grail. The film satirises events in history, such as witch trials and 
the Black Death.   Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975) evokes Gulliver’s 
Travels (1725), in its satirical approach, its narrative form (a journey) and in its 
shared audience of adults and children.  Both highlight the permeable nature 
of meaning-making in the narrative form of a tale, where the moral is open to 
interpretation, based upon the age and rational powers of the implied reader/
viewer (Rose, 1984).  This raises the question: ‘Do adults and Children occupy 
the same cognitive world of shared meanings or do adults culturally construct 
(and arguably) control the imaginary lives of children?’ That is primarily 
what this paper is about.  We will seek to explore how media forms culturally 
construct the child’s reality, often paradoxically through the agency of adult 
fantasy.  As Jack Zipes (2012: ix) puts it: ‘fairy tales continue to pervade, if 
not to invade our lives throughout the world’. Their primary cultural target 
is children’s informed imaginations. The paper also explores the advent of 
the electronic media, which has arguably, given the child imaginative agency 
(Buckingham, 2000). The paper poses two further questions. “Is the emergence 
of child agency on the internet deconstructing childhood? Is this a positive or 
negative development?”  
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The Constructed Child?
The landscape of childhood is arguably largely mapped in cultural communication.  
Whether it is literature, film or the internet, it is virtually always the product of 
the adult imagination.  This, in one sense, removes childhood from the reality 
of the child’s lived experience and locates it somewhere within the adult human 
imaginary (Rose, 1984: 1).  The act of cultural imagining for children defines 
childhood fiction. Jacqueline Rose (1984:1-2) asserts in her study, The Case of 
Peter Pan or the Impossibility of Childhood:

Children’s fiction is impossible, not in the sense that it 
cannot be written (that would be nonsense), but in that it 
hangs on an impossibility, one which it rarely ventures to 
speak.  This is the impossible relation between adult and 
child.  Children’s fiction is clearly about that relation, but it 
has the remarkable characteristic of being about something 
which it hardly ever talks of. Children’s fiction set up a 
world in which the adult comes first (author, maker, giver) 
and the child comes after (reader, product, receiver), but 
where neither of them entre the space in between. To say 
the child is inside the book – children’s books are after all as 
often not about children – is to fall straight into a trap.  It is 
to confuse the adult’s intention to get at the child with the 
child it portrays.  If children’s fiction builds an image of the 
child inside the book, it does so in order to secure the child 
who is outside the book, the one that does not come so 
easily within its grasp.

Rose (1984: 2) concludes “there is, in one sense, no body of literature which rests 
so openly on the acknowledged difference, a rupture almost, between writer and 
addressee.  Children’s fiction sets up the child as an outsider to its own process, 
and then aims, unashamedly, to take the child in”.  Fantasy is the key. 

The media constitutes and creates a make-believe world, inhabited by 
characters that extend from the benign to the monstrous.   Roald Dahl’s 
(1916–1990) BFG (Big Friendly Giant), published in 1982, represents the 
good adult culture as opposed to the bad adult giants that populate children’s 
lived experience, where size and fear are equated.  The fairy tale provides the 
quintessential literary and cinematic form. The BFG was produced in both 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

25

genres.  The computer game provides a new genre that continues to exploit the 
fantastical imaginary, albeit with an element of interactivity. 

J.M. Barrie, author of Peter Pan (1911), attributes the origins of the fairies 
to the first child:  “When the first baby laughed for the first time, the laugh 
broke into a thousand pieces and they all went skipping about, and that was 
the beginning of the fairies” (cited in Rose, 1984: 98). In folk mythology fairies 
belong to an imaginary world of supernatural beings that are often invisible. 
This imaginary world is also occupied by witches, sorcerers, ogres, giants, 
hobgoblins and other fantastic beings.  Fairies can be good and beautiful but 
also have a capacity to play ‘spiteful’ tricks and caste ‘wicked’ spells, as part of 
their repertoire of magical skills.  There is a moral ambiguity about the exercise 
of their magical powers. Fairies are often represented as ‘little people’.  They cast 
a long shadow over the cultural construction of childhood.

Haruki Murakami’s recent novel IQ84, published during 2011, 
demonstrates the enduring influence of magical realism over the fictional 
narrative. In an interview about the book and the meaning of the magical 
presence of ‘the Little People’, Murakami observed: “the Little People came 
suddenly. I don’t know who they are.  I don’t know what it means.  I was a 
prisoner of the story [IQ84]. I had no choice.  That is my work” (Murakami 
quoted in Baxter, 2011: 25). IQ84 is a postmodern fable (a story with a moral) 
about the invisibility and unaccountability of power.  The ‘Little People’ 
became the ‘unsignified signifiers’ probing behind the mirror of power (Baxter, 
2011: 25).  The counterpoint with George Orwell’s ‘Big Brother’ in his novel 
1984 is striking. Power is elusive, arbitrary and omnipresent in our cultural 
world, which may be illusional, since it is socially constructed. The fairy tale is 
a highly constructed narrative that enables the child to imagine the world in a 
mythical form.  It is probably as old as civilization itself and is universal.  The 
origins of the fairy tale are in oral culture. Unlike the fable it has no moral per 
se but it does shape the moral imagination. In an assessment of the power of 
fairy tale in shaping consciousness, Zipes (2012: 11) asserts

the fairy tales we have come to revere as classical are not 
ageless, universal and beautiful in and of themselves, and 
they are not the best therapy in the world for children.  
They are historical prescriptions internalised, potent, 
explosive and we acknowledge the power they hold over our 
lives by mystifying them.
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J.R. Tolkien’s first novel The Hobbit (1935) brought ‘little people’ in the form 
of the amiable gnome Bilbo Baggins, into the modern child imaginary.  His 
monumental literary achievement Lord of the Rings (1955) is populated by 
Hobbits as major characters, including Frodo Baggins, Samwise Gamgee, 
Peregrine Took and Meriadoc Brandybuck, as well as many minor hobbit 
characters.  There followed film versions: The Lord of the Rings (2001), The Two 
Towers (2002), The Return of the King (2003), and The Hobbit (2012).  Tolkien’s 
fairy tales, written in the wake of the near triumph of fascism, celebrate the 
contestation of good over evil – absolute evil – albeit from a highly conservative 
perspective (Zipes, 2012).

In the English speaking world the translation of the Brother Grimm’s Fairy 
Tales in 1823 and Hans Christian Anderson’s Snow White, The Ugly Duckling and 
The Little Match Queen between 1835 and 1872 brought the fairy tale into being 
as a major literary genre.  Lewis Carroll’s Alice Adventures in Wonderland (1865) 
locates the fairy tale in the world of the fantastic.  In a boating picnic in 1862, 
seven year old Alice falls down a rabbit hole and enters a world populated by a 
strange assortment of fantastical characters: the Cheshire Cat; the Mad Hatter; 
the March Hare and the King and Queen of Hearts.  In the end Alice loses her 
temper- the dream ends, the magic spell is broken.

What does the fairy tale tell us about the adult world’s perceptions of 
childhood and the cultural construction of the child’s subjectivity? It tells us that 
adults view children as pre-rational and pre-social beings, subject to emotional 
tantrums and inhabit a fantasy world close to nature.  The animistic world of 
the fairy tale, populated by supernatural beings with strange and unpredictable 
powers, becomes the mirror image of the child’s purported imaginary world.  
This in turn shapes the child’s subjectivity. It also reflects the child’s social 
exclusion from the adult world.  In many ways the fairy tale is a metaphor, which 
constructs childhood in a space that is imaginary rather than real.  J.K. Rowling’s 
seven Harry Potter fantasy novels captures this imaginary childhood.  For children 
this cultural construction has major social consequences.  They are consigned to 
the imaginary real, while adults occupy the real real.  The life of the child follows 
a trajectory from infancy, though childhood to youth in a series of developmental 
stages before entering the ‘reality’ of the adult world.  The underpinning cultural 
assumption is that childhood is a narrative progress from the pre-rational to the 
rational world.  The fairies symbolise the imaginary nature of childhood in which 
the fairy (a word derived from Latin meaning fate) are cast in the role fictional 
narrators of the child’s ontology. The contrasting beauty of the ‘fairy queen’ and 
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the horror of the ‘giant ogre’ demarcate the polar points in the child’s imaginary 
narrative through the transition from childhood to adult status.  Submerged in 
this imaginary world is the child’s subjectivity – arguably the metaphors in the 
fairy tale shape the child’s consciousness of the world and the role of ‘the Little 
People’ as its ‘unsignified signifiers’. But there the complexity begins.

Jack Zipes (2012: 11) in his classic study Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion 
locates the fairy tale in its cultural and historical context:

My concern is largely with the fairy-tale discourse as a 
dynamic part of the historical civilising process, with each 
symbolic act viewed as an intervention in socialization in 
the public sphere...The symbolic act of writing a fairy tale 
or producing a fairy tale as play or film is problematized 
by asking questions that link fairy tales to society and our 
political unconscious.  How and why did certain authors try 
to influence children or adult images of children through 
the fairy tale? How did these authors react to the prescribed 
fairy-tale discourse and intervene to alter it according to 
their needs and social tendencies?

In his analysis of fairy tales, Zipes argues that they constituted a discourse on 
civilization, capable of being utilized to shape or destabilize children’s attitudes 
and behaviour within our culture.  Fairy tales originate in the oral tradition of 
folk culture.  The print media gives birth to the literary form of fairy tales.

Jack Zipes (2012: 29) argues that the emergence of the literary fairy tale 
began in late seventeenth century France as a distinct genre, aimed at children 
and serving ‘to provide models of behaviour for the rearing and schooling of 
upper class children’.  Interestingly, women were the main authors of this genre 
of literary fairy tales (Zipes, 2012: 31).  The link with the promotion of cultural 
tastes and manners – civilité – was explored in the metaphorical form of the fairy 
tale.  Zipes (2012: 33) concludes that French fairy tales ‘have become part and 
parcel of the general civilizing process in the West’ and traces a distinct line to the 
Walt Disney cinematic fairy tale.  Of course, there is an earlier genre of the fairy 
tale in the oral tradition of folk culture.  The advent of the print media begins 
the process of its translation into literary form.   

During the nineteenth century we witness the bourgeoisification 
(consciously and unconsciously) of the fairy tale in Germany at the hands of the 
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Brothers Grimm.  Grimm’s tales are arguably aimed at the socialization of the 
emerging middle class in Germany.  Zipes (2012: 69) concludes ‘the pattern of 
most of Grimms’ fairy tales involves a struggle for power, survival and autonomy 
… For a child growing up in a capitalist society in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, the socialisation process carried out by the pattern and norms in 
Grimm’s fairy tales functioned and still functions to make such a society more 
acceptable to the child’. In essence, Grimms’ fairy tales are an unconscious appeal 
to the authoritarian imaginary of class domination and patriarchy.  Their mission 
of promoting a culturally essentialist view of the world based upon the Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, as the basis of child socialisation, was 
complemented by Hans Christian Andersen.  The publication of Hans Christian 
Andersen’s literary fairy tales between 1835 and 1874 enshrined bourgeois values 
within the literary canon of fairy tales (Zipes, 2012: 79).

As the nineteenth century progressed the cultural authoritarianism of the 
European fairy tale began to be challenged in the English-speaking world by 
writers, such as George Mac Donald, Oscar Wilde and Frank Baum.  These 
writers began the process of subverting the fairy tale at a point when it was 
gaining cultural acceptance in nurseries, schools and libraries in Europe and 
America, due to the energetic efforts of publishers to create a market of child 
consumers (Zipes, 2012: 107).  George Mac Donald (1824 – 1905) and Oscar 
Wilde (1854 – 1900), while emerging from very different social backgrounds 
in Scotland and Ireland, shared a common Christian socialist view of the 
world.  Mac Donald rejected the authoritarian imagination of the Brothers 
Grimm and sought to write fairy tales that liberated the child’s mind. His 
fairy tales The Light Princess (1864) and Little Daylight (1867) parodied more 
conventional forms, such as Sleeping Beauty and Rapunzel.  Similarly, Oscar 
Wilde’s fairy tale The Happy Prince (1888) parodies the hypocritical values of 
the contemporary English bourgeois and their imperialist tastes and manners.  
Jarlath Killeen (2007): 2) argues that Wilde’s stories are folk tales rather than 
fairy tales: 

Critics have claimed that while fairy tales are designed to 
socialise children, to ‘educate’ them into a pre-existing adult 
world, folk tales are counter-hegemonic challenges to the 
‘adult’ aristocrats by ‘child-like’ peasants who desire some 
kind of social upheaval.   
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The logic behind Killeen’s (2007:3) argument is “fairy tales are ideologically 
conformative; folk tales are primitively subversive; Wilde is subversive so his 
stories must be folk tales”.  This purported ideological difference between the 
folk and the fairy tale is shared by Jack Zipes (2012).  In reality folk tales (oral) 
and fairy tales (literary) are divided by literary form rather than ideology and 
moral purpose.  The former undoubtedly influence the latter, which was certainly 
true in Wilde’s case, arising from his interest in Irish folk tales (Killeen, 2007).  
Oscar Wilde was also conscious that his “childhood was certainly analogous to 
the Happy Prince … the Prince must be transported from the rustic ignorance 
of the garden in Sans-Souci, to the urban nightmare of poverty” (Killeen, 2007: 
28).  He appreciated that there are plural childhoods, which he reflected in his 
fairy tales in a similar manner to Charles Dickens’ (1812–1870) social novels.

L. Frank Baum (1856–1919) sought to Americanize the fairy tale.  He was 
less consciously political than Mac Donald or Wilde, but they share a common 
utopian view of the world that rejects bourgeoisie manners and tastes. Baum’s 
utopia is paradoxically governed by a princess, called Ozima, but Oz is not a 
class based society.  In the Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1901) Baum rejects the 
conventional American (capitalist) dream with his own dream: ‘Somewhere over 
the rainbow, way up high, there’s a land I dreamed of,’ as the lyric to the 1939 
MGM film version presents it.  

The contribution of these utopian writers to the literary canon of the 
fairy tale was immense. They view the fairy tale as both potentially subversive 
and transformative. As the distinguished African writer Chinua Achebe (1930 
– 2013) observes: ‘imaginative literature … does not enslave, it liberates the 
mind of man.  Its truth is not like the canons of orthodoxy or the irrationality 
of prejudice and superstition.  It begins as an adventure in self-discovery and 
ends in humane conscience’ (Guardian, 23 March 2013).  Achebe, who grew up 
in the colonial world of Nigeria, understood the oppressive nature of cultural 
domination by European imperial powers.  He also understood the liberating 
potential of literature to interrogate and subvert cultural narratives, designed to 
shape and constrain the moral imagination of humanity.  Writers of children’s 
fairy tales, such as George Mac Donald, Oscar Wilde and L. Frank Baum, share 
this transformative vision of the world, based upon hope in humanity and the 
belief that the civilising process, as defined by Norbert Elias (1939), would lead 
to a more just and humane world.

The twentieth century witnessed a change in the metanarrative of the 
fairy tale in a world increasingly shaped by consumer society with its celebrity 
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Hollywood culture.  Jack Zipes (2012: 169) observes that the ground-breaking 
work of writers, such as George Mac Donald, Oscar Wilde and L. Frank Baum, 
opened up the genre to a more utopian and subversive fairy tale discourse, in 
which ‘hope for liberating changes in social relations and political structures was 
conveyed through symbolic acts of writers who criticised abusive treatment of 
children and the repressive methods of social pedagogy’.

Sigmund Freud (1856 – 1939) became the interpreter of the twentieth 
century mind.  He interpreted civilisation and society in his works Totem and 
Taboo (1913), Group Psychology and the Ego (1922), The Future of Illusion (1927), 
Civilisation and its Discontents (1930) and  Moses and Monotheism (1937).  
In these works, Freud investigated the origins of morality, religion, social 
institutions and political authority.  Freud explored the relationship between 
the conscious and consciousness.  He was preoccupied with the influence of the 
primitive and archaic on modern culture (Wollheim, 1971: 219).  Freud the 
interpreter of dreams links reality and fantasy in the human mind.  In mapping 
the mind, Freud opens up the child’s cognitive world which the fairy tale seeks 
to connect with through the use of metaphor in its civilising mission.   In this 
reconstructed cultural vision of humanity, new emancipatory fairy tales emerge, 
with changed gender and social class themes, we witness ‘the liberating potential 
of the fantastic’ – as Zipes (2012: 168 – 190) puts it.  Bruno Bettelheim (1976) 
in his study The Uses of Enchantment views the fairy tale as ‘fortifying’ the 
child personality and resolving the Oedipal complex.  But the change in the 
metanarrative of the twentieth century fairy tale was primarily in its artistic form.  
Film became the revolutionary new genre of the fairy tale.  Zipes (2012: 194) 
desribes this as ‘the next great revolution in the institutionalization of the genre’ 
as images began to impose themselves on the text. Walt Disney emerged as the 
master of this new genre of the fairy tale.

The Disneyfication of Childhood
Walt Disney (1901 – 1967) was an American producer of animated cartoon 
films, entrepreneur, and inspiration for Disneyland – a fantasy world that exists 
in both America (Florida and California) and Europe (France).  After studying 
art and dabbling in advertising, Disney established his own Hollywood Studio in 
1923, making animated classic cartoons.  Between 1928–1937, Disney invented 
classic cartoon animated figures, including Mickey Mouse, Pluto, Goofy and 
Donald Duck, that were to become universal.  In 1937 he adapted the Brothers 
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Grimm fairy tale Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs into a full length movie 
cartoon, with worldwide success.  He went on to create brilliant film adaptions 
of popular fairy tales including: Pinocchio (1940), Cinderella (1949), Alice in 
Wonderland (1951) and Peter Pan (1952).

 Through animation Disney sought to replace the literary and oral canon 
of fairy tale by using film technology to make audiences awestruck and celebrate 
the magical talents of the animator as demigod – a status Disney cultivated for 
himself (Zipes, 2012). But Disney also a great populariser of the fairy tale, even if 
he culturally appropriates the genre depriving the audience of their own unique 
imaginary experience.  In his quest to take ownership of the fairy tale, Disney 
may have destroyed it as an imaginary form of cultural discovery.  Zipes (2012: 
198) views Walt Disney as being driven by a political mission to manipulate the 
audience, artfully using delightful images so that:

…in the end audiences can no longer envision a fairy tale 
for themselves, as they can when they read it…It is the 
repetition of Disney’s infantile anal quest to cleanse the 
world – the core of American mythology – that enabled him 
to strike a chord with American viewers from the 1920s 
to the present.  However, instead of celebrating infantile 
curiosity, the child in us, Disney began insisting on taming 
if not instrumentalizing the imagination to serve the forces 
of law and order.

Nonetheless, Disney’s films reflected the popular preoccupations of the times.  
For example, The Big Bad Wolf (1934) has been widely interpreted as representing 
the Great Depression and the pigs in the movie symbolised ‘the little people’, 
who stood up to the wolf (Zipes, 2012: 200).

Yet, despite his artistic triumph, Zipes (2012: 200 – 201) concludes 
that Walt Disney was a conservative ‘cleanliness fetishist’, who promoted 
conformity and order, advising the public against risk-taking, indulging in 
curiosity or challenging power structures, ‘know  your place in the order of 
things’ and ‘don’t wander far from home’.  Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs 
epitomised Disney’s world view and his debt to Hans Christian Andersen, not 
just artistically but philosophically.  Disney built a vast business empire through 
the commercialisation of the fairy tale but also achieved extraordinary artistic 
feats through his unique films.  Disneyland, which dates from the 1960s in 
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California, sought to translate the animated world of the cinema into a spatial 
reality, which children could visit and become active participants in their own 
cultural fantasies.  The child visitor is enveloped in a fantastical world that 
merges the past with the future.  It is a utopia – but a utopia with a message 
that ideologically celebrates the globalisation of American cultural tastes and 
manners.  This in the view of the Disney Corporation is both our real and 
metaphorical world – the imaginary real and the real real have become one. The 
project of Disneyfying childhood is complete. Or is it?     

Child Studies and Cultural Construction
Jans Qvortrup et al. (2011: 1) in their introduction to The Palgrave Handbook of 
Childhood Studies have observed:

One of the roots of the Childhood studies is the critique of 
the adult ideological viewpoint.  Childhood studies can only 
move beyond this viewpoint when they make a distinction 
between children and childhood and ask: how is the child 
possible?  This question can be answered not with an 
alternative image of the child, but through an analysis of the 
social construction for making children observable. 

Maria Luddy and James Smith (2009: 6) have written ‘the study of children 
and childhood and concepts associated with these words, in only beginning’. 
They argue that ‘much of the significant work on the history of childhood 
concerns itself really with the ways adults perceive and understand children, 
and traditional studies stress the cultural construction of childhood.  Adults 
attach symbolic and psychological meanings, to the figure of the ‘imagined 
child’ (Luddy and Smith, 2009: 76). In their analysis Luddy and Smith detect a 
fundamental cultural and social ambiguity towards children and young people 
that simultaneously views the child as innocent and in need of protection and at 
the same time dangerous and threatening which led to mass institutionalisation 
in reformatories, industrial schools, orphanages etc.  There is a chasm between 
adult conceptualisations of childhood and the real lived experience of children 
(Luddy and Smith, 2009).

There is an emerging epistemological debate about the meaning of 
childhood. What is it? What should it be? Do we need childhood? Is childhood 
an outmoded institution – the garden in which children are imprisoned?  
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Child liberationist during the 1970s fundamentally questioned the institution of 
childhood (Holt, 1974; Farson, 1974). Latterly, the respected political theorist, 
Professor John Keane (2008: 16) has argued ‘the most recent phase of childhood 
– let us call it the age of the child citizen – is one in which the principle that 
children are capable of living within civil societies, and that they are honorary 
citizens, serves as both a rallying point for many organisations, networks 
and groups, and as the focus of conduct and policy-making in the fields of 
government, law and civil society’. He concludes that despite cultural resistance 
(including people working with children) ‘the dualism between children and 
civil society becomes blurred in many people’s minds; the power-ridden division 
between child and adult becomes questionable, and is publically questioned with 
politically unsettling effects’ (Keane, 2008: 16).

Professor Keane is widely regarded as one of the foremost authorities writing 
about civil society in the world.  His argument that, it is time to consider the 
emancipation of children from ‘age-patriarchy’ – involving an imbalance of power, 
control and resources between adults and children – therefore takes on a powerful 
resonance.  Keane’s argument also finds support amongst scholars working in the 
field of childhood studies.  David Buckingham (2000: 4) observes ‘the sacred 
garden of childhood has increasingly been violated; and yet children themselves 
seem ever more reluctant to remain confined within it’.  Holt (1974: 27) in a 
sardonic comment on the garden metaphor of childhood as Eden, comments: 
‘some children experience childhood in just that way.  I do not want to destroy 
their garden or kick them out of it.  If they like it, by all means let them stay in it.  
But, I believe most young people, at earlier and earlier ages, begin to experience 
childhood not as a garden but as a prison’.  Clearly, childhood is undergoing 
significant change in contemporary civil society.  But what does it mean?

The ‘Death of Childhood Thesis’
The advent of the electronic media has led to ‘the death of childhood thesis’.  
Some commentators argue that the electronic media has robbed children of 
their innocence and created a parallel cyber-space for children from which adults 
are excluded.  This has undermined the social institution of childhood leading 
to the death of childhood thesis (Postman, 1983; Meyrowitz, 1985; Steinberg 
and Kincher, 1997; Sanders, 1995).  What unites these studies is the belief 
that childhood has been ‘culturally undermined’ and the electronic media are 
responsible for its disappearance.
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Neil Postman in his book The Disappearance of Childhood (1994) has argued 
apocalyptically that the age of the electronic media has ‘disappeared’ childhood.  
He asserts: ‘it is clear if we turn over to children a vast store of powerful adult 
material childhood cannot survive.  By definition adulthood means mysteries 
solved and secrets uncovered.  If from the start the children know the mysteries 
and the secrets, how shall we tell them apart from anyone else?’ (Postman, 1994: 
88).  What Postman is suggesting is that childhood is being destroyed by sex and 
violence in the electronic media.  Others echo this pessimistic analysis of modern 
media influences on childhood.  Joshua Meyrowitz’s No Sense of Place: the Impact 
of the Electronic Media on Social Behaviour (1985) contends that childhood and 
adulthood are becoming merged. Meyrowitz asserts that the electronic media 
takes us ‘backstage’, revealing facts that contradict dominant social myths and 
ideals of childhood.  In essence, the electronic media exposes the ‘secret of 
secrecy’, undermining adult paternalism in social relations with children.  In 
this communicative revolution the meanings and boundaries of child-adult 
relations within society become blurred in a process of cultural deconstruction.  
Essentialist views of childhood have been challenged.  Buckingham (2000: 
73), in a penetrating analysis of ‘the death of childhood thesis’, argues that its 
proponents may have oversimplified the argument.  He asserts that while the 
boundaries between adulthood and childhood have ‘indeed become blurred; 
yet in several respects, they have all been reinforced and extended’. Buckingham 
(2000: 75) suggests ‘children’s leisure time has become more curricularized and 
more consumer oriented, and the difference between the two is not always easy 
to identify.  On this account, childhood – or at least young people’s period of 
dependency on adults – is being extended rather than curtailed.  Children it 
would seem, no longer want to be children; and hence we must try even harder 
to encourage them to remain so’.  On the positive side, Buckingham concludes 
that in the postmodern world ‘one can identify a process of individuation, a kind 
of extension of the rights of citizenship to children.  In this sense, children could 
be seen as one of a number of social groups (such as women, ethnic minorities, 
or the disabled) which were previously excluded from the exercise of power, 
and are now given access to it’ (Buckingham, 2000: 75).  Viewed from this 
perspective we are not witnessing the death of childhood in postmodernity but 
its reconstruction in the age of the electronic media.  However, adult authority 
and childhood innocence are not victims of this reconstruction, as conservative 
moralists fear.  What we may be witnessing is a greater recognition of children as 
people coupled with more subtle and sophisticated understanding of the child’s 
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world and adult-child power relations (Hendrick, 1997: 57).
But there are very real policy tensions as Allison James et al. (2008: 85) 

have pointed out ‘although rights to protection and participation are enshrined 
by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Child (UNCRC) as key 
children’s rights, in contemporary English society these are becoming increasingly 
incompatible, as calls for child ‘protection’ – by adults on children’s behalf 
– begin to work as forms of restraint on children’s active social participation 
and to constrain their potential as citizens’. They argue that ‘contemporary 
representations of childhood are actively repositioning children as both 
irresponsible and vulnerable a representation that lessens their opportunities 
for active citizenship’ (James et al., 2008: 85).  They set the issue of childhood 
representation within a context of classification and boundary setting that makes 
children’s citizenship problematic, observing ‘to confer children with equal 
citizenship rights would be to breach the boundaries that separate children from 
adults, the boundaries that help constitute their difference’ (James et al., 2008: 
86). They conclude ‘on account of being a child, of being different from adults, 
children cannot participate as equal citizens and it is through the thin red line of 
protection that takes place as both care and control that this difference is both 
justified and sustained and children’s dependency on adults confirmed’ (James 
et al., 2008: 87).   

Child Citizenship, Consumer Culture and Media Giants  
Children and young people have become a major focus for advertisers in the 
media over the past half century. They are constantly targeted by television and 
commercially based sites on the internet. YouTube, Google, Facebook etc. are 
the media giants that populate our children’s lives. The social consequences 
are significant and raise important policy issues.  Buckingham (2000: 148) 
comments ‘the convergence of media and the rise of integrated marketing 
have led to a situation in which all media texts could effectively be seen as 
advertisements for other media texts.  And yet, the steady commercialisation 
of media aimed at children is also contributing to a widening gap between 
the ‘information rich’ and the ‘information poor’, in which viewers who are 
restricted to free-to-air broadcast channels and who do not have access to 
new technologies are significantly disadvantaged’.  This inequality of media 
access raises questions about consumption and citizenship in the lives of 
young people and how they participate in society.  It reminds us that there are 
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plural childhoods, mediated by class, ethnicity, gender and so on.  Powell et 
al., (2012) in a recent study of youth in Ireland noted that the symbolic and 
material treatment of youth in Irish society in general, and the institutions 
of the Church, state and civil society more particularly, reflect broad social 
and cultural shifts.  In a historical context, it may seem that young people’s 
autonomy and freedom to choose has increased significantly as the Irish welfare 
state developed.  However, it was concluded that increasing choices available to 
young people in terms of biographical choices, lifestyles and consumption do 
not necessarily imply more freedom.  Young people’s ability to negotiate their 
lives a market society depends on multiple factors, such as economic, social 
and cultural capital, which remains unequally distributed.  Similarly, societal 
anxieties about young people in the form of moral panics about youth culture 
and behaviour remain as valid in public and policy discourses today as ever 
before, perpetuating deficit constructions of young people.

It is important to acknowledge that childhood is not a monolithic status.  
There are in reality plural childhoods defined by class, gender, ethnicity and 
geography, as well as disability, sexuality and religious influences.  James and 
James (2011: 38) have commented in reference to the relationship between 
structure and agency in cultural politics of childhood:

In short, what are the precise ways in which social, economic, 
legal and political systems position children in any given 
society and culture, and what are children’s and adult’s 
responses to that positioning?  The concept of the cultural 
politics of childhood seeks to provide a framework within 
which such questions can be considered by drawing attention 
to the dynamic, interrelated and intergenerational processes 
through which childhood is socially constructed.  It also seeks 
to acknowledge the significance of the actions not only of 
adults but of children themselves in the social construction of 
childhood and their potential as agents of social change.

They conclude that despite the plurality of childhoods, there are universal 
dimensions to the childhood experience in terms of (1) childhood being ‘a 
particular biological phase in the life course of all members of society’ and (2) 
the existential reality that ‘eventually all children leave their childhood behind 
them’ (James and James, 2011: 39).
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In many respects childhood is the product of the adult imaginary.  The 
social construction of childhood is determined by adult modes of recognition 
and signification in our social world.  In this regard the childhood-adulthood 
power relationship intersects with other bi-polarised power relationships, such 
as male-female, black-white, able-bodied-disabled.  Citizenship is constrained by 
social norms and cultural codes. In the age of the internet childhood increasingly 
challenges these social norms and cultural codes that sequester it in the ‘Garden 
of Childhood’.

Conclusions
In this paper we examined the cultural landscape of childhood through the 
prison of both the print and visual media.  The existence of a particular genre of 
child literature in the form of fantasy, exemplified by fairy tales, the identification 
with ‘little people’ and magical forms, culturally separates the child’s imaginary 
world from the real world of adult life.  Yet, the fundamental contradiction 
is that the ‘imagining’ is done by adults for children.  It suggests that adults 
control the ontological life of the child by monopolising the child’s access to 
meaning-making.  Childhood is constructed.  The emergence of the electronic 
media, notably in the form of the internet, has challenged this monopology over 
the construction of meaning in the child’s world.  This development has given 
rise to a literature lamenting the loss of childhood innocence.  The argument is 
that children are being cast out of ‘the Garden of Childhood’ (Eden) into the 
real world of adulthood.  Child liberationists have turned this social anxiety 
on its head, arguing that the age of the internet may be emancipating children 
from ontological servitude.  What is clear is that the cultural phenomena of 
J.R. Tolkien’s Hobbits and J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter indicate that children’s 
appetite of the imaginary world of fantasy remains undiminished.
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Supporting Childcare Staff and Parents 
towards a deeper understanding of 
children’s emotional development

Máire Corbett, (MA. Integrated Provision for 
Children and Families, AMI)

Abstract
This paper describes the process of introducing and conducting 
a participatory research project with a childcare service. It 
commences with a brief description of the author’s work which 
provides a context for the existing relationship with the childcare 
service provider involved. It then proceeds to describe the 
motivation for undertaking the research and the identification 
of the research question, followed by an outline of the ethical 
considerations involved. It then describes the research process 
of gathering the data. It concludes with an analysis of the data 
and discusses the implications for future practice. It should be 
noted that this research was concerned with the local rather than 
the global. While the findings are not generalizable they provide 
important insights in to how practitioners may misinterpret/
not understand children’s emotional development and as a 
consequence may not respond appropriately to children’s needs. 
The research was conducted as part of the researcher’s M.A. 
degree in Integrated Provision for Children and Families. 

Introduction
Some years ago, while working for the National Children’s Nurseries Association 
(NCNA), I encountered a troubling incident which was instrumental in 
triggering my interest in how childcare practitioners support children’s emotional 
development.  A colleague and I were carrying out a validation visit to a nursery 
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which had applied for the NCNA/Early Years All Ireland ‘Centre of Excellence’ 
Award (see endnote).  During the visit, one validator spends the day in the 
rooms of the nursery, spending at least an hour in each room validating the 
direct service provision, while the other person validates paperwork, policies 
and procedures. In addition she spends as much time as possible in the different 
rooms of the service. I was validating the direct service provision on that day. 
When I went in to a toddler room, a little girl of around eighteen months ran 
up to me and hugged me as though I was someone she knew well. I sat in the 
room and she sat on my knee and we chatted together. This meant I could not 
easily observe what was happening in the room, so after a while I explained to 
this little girl that I needed to visit the babies. She became distraught and clung 
to me. Each time I re-entered the room the same thing happened and when my 
colleague went to the room, the little girl responded in the same way. Staff in 
the room did not appear very responsive to her needs. I knew very little at that 
time of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) but knew enough to realise that this 
was not simply an affectionate child but a child who craved affection and would 
“attach” to any adult who appeared responsive to her. The more typical behaviour 
I had experienced in my role previously was that some children were interested 
in the fact that a stranger was in the room, observe from the safety of the Carer 
present and after a while may approach with a book, while some children may 
not come close to us at all. This little girl did not appear to connect well with the 
other children and I did not observe staff interacting emotionally with her. This 
child has remained in my memory since then. 

This critical incident troubled me: the lack of emotional connection 
between the staff and this little girl who seemed to crave affection seemed 
to indicate to me a lack of understanding on the part of the staff of how 
young children should typically react to strangers.  Since that time I have 
been extremely interested in how practitioners should support the emotional 
development of young children. 

Through my work and study I have identified two key factors in relation to 
supporting children’s emotions:

1. The importance of consistency in staff and supporting 
attachments.

2. The need to implement a comprehensive Key  
Person system.
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Trevarthen (2002) says that education should “grow in consistent relationships of 
trust and liking”. Elfer, Goldschmeid and Selleck (2003:9) concur: “We believe, 
however, that that the evidence about that nature of human relationships and the 
longing to form individual attachments, particularly for very young children, is 
overwhelming”. Elfer et al (2003) focus therefore on the importance of children 
in nursery and other early years settings having a ‘key person’ with whom they 
can form an attachment. In recent years Síolta, the National Frame work for 
Quality (CECDE, 2006) identifies Relationships as one of its Principles, while 
Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) also names 
Relationships as a Principle, and includes Well Being as one of its themes. This 
theme of Well Being focuses on children being happy, healthy and confident.  
Aistear also includes a set of guidelines on interactions, including how staff 
should interact with children.

As part of my own professional development, I undertook a MA in Integrated 
Provision for Children and Families (Pen Green Research, Development and 
Training Base/Leicester University) which entailed a research project. In setting 
a research question, I followed the suggestion by Mc Niff and Whitehead 
(2005:45) to “identify an issue that is occupying your attention at the moment.” 
My interest in the issues outlined earlier led me to decide to focus on the idea of 
“Supporting a service with the aim of developing a Key Person system” for my 
research project. 

Key Person System:
Elfer et al. (2003) define a Key Person approach as

A way of working in nurseries in which the whole focus 
and organisation is aimed at enabling and supporting close 
attachments between individual children and individual 
nursery staff. The Key Person approach is an involvement, 
an individual and reciprocal commitment between a 
member of staff and a family.

Each child is allocated a member of staff to be his/her Key Person, and this 
person builds a close relationship with the child and his/her family. Relationships 
are fundamental to quality care and this is borne out by the fact that Aistear, the 
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA. 2009) stresses the importance 
of relationships to support young children’s learning and development.   
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The Draft Framework for Early Learning (NCCA 2004: 24) states “Warm and 
trusting relationships, where children feel loved and where they are encouraged to 
express themselves fully, enables the child to develop emotions such as enthusiasm, 
interest and a positive disposition to learn.” Aistear (2009: 9) notes that “children 
learn and develop through loving and nurturing relationships with adults and other 
children.” Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education 
(2006) contains a Principle on Relationships, which states “Responsive, sensitive 
and reciprocal relationships that are consistent over time, are essential to the well-
being, learning and development of the young child.” Further afield, Melhuish 
(2004:4) also says that “Where a warm secure relationship exists between an adult 
and child, the child is better able to use the adult to explore the environment.” 
However, it has been my experience that practitioners need first to understand 
these issues of relationships and, in addition, need support to implement a more 
nurturing experience for young children. 

Methodology 
I intended to adopt an action research approach to this project. I approached 
a crèche with which I had previously worked to ask if they would be interested 
in collaborating with me in this action research. Originally, this service had 
operated as a preschool, mornings only, but in recent years it has expanded to 
become a full day care service.  The service caters for 75 children and employs 23 
staff, 19 of whom are childcare staff.  Of these 19, 3 were engaging in training 
and the remainder are already qualified, some to BA Degree level and some to 
FETAC Level 5.  The two staff with whom I worked on the project are both 
trained: one has a BA in Early Childhood Studies and the other has completed 
her FETAC Level Five Childcare Qualification.

On the initial contact with the owner of the crèche, I explained the nature 
of the project and asked if they would be interested in participating. I offered 
to meet with the relevant staff to discuss it further. On that initial phone call 
she appeared very positive, but I suggested that the proposal be discussed by the 
team. She did make an interesting suggestion: that maybe only one room would 
be involved. My original intention had been that a full service would be involved 
but on reflection, I thought that the owner’s suggestion of involving only one 
room would help to focus my research. The literature on Action Research refers 
to the notion of funnelling. Clough and Nutbrown (2002:34) describe this as the 
“Russian Doll” principle, saying “This may well mean phrasing and rephrasing 
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the question so that each time its focus becomes sharpened and more defined – 
just as a Russian Doll is taken apart to reveal finally a tiny doll at the centre”. As 
the practitioners in the toddler room (children twelve to eighteen months) had 
worked together for some time, the manager considered it a suitable room to 
participate. Both staff members were interested in taking part, and in addition 
the age range was appropriate to the topic of the research. 

Initially staff informed me that they had not had time to discuss the proposal.  
Then it emerged that staff felt anxious about being involved as they felt that they 
could not do their work with someone watching them. I reassured the owner/
manager that, as McNiff, et al (1996; 84) put it “… action research is participatory 
and others are involved as co researchers rather than informants….” Reason 
(1994:10) states “… we can only truly do research with persons if we engage with 
them as persons, as co-subjects and thus as co-researchers:” I also reiterated my 
offer to meet the staff and also said that, initially, I need not be with staff in their 
rooms if that was the preferred option. Observing practice was important but it 
was equally important that staff were comfortable with the notion of their way 
of working being appraised.  I gave reassurance that I felt it was important that 
staff knew from me what the project was about, so that they could give “informed 
consent” (National Children’s Bureau 2003; Mac Naughton et al 2001:65; Blaxter 
et a.l 1996:146). I felt strongly that it was important, as Murphy (2005: 171) says, 
“…that an attempt is made to establish a position of equal status between the 
researcher and those being studied.” The owner agreed and so I arranged to visit 
to discuss the issues with no obligation for the staff to participate.

Initial Meeting with staff
On the day I visited I met the owner, the manager and the Leader in the room 
identified. I explained that the aim of the project was to explore the issues 
surrounding the introduction of a Key Person approach in the room. We looked 
at the ethical framework around informed consent and the nature of Participatory 
research. I spoke a little about Wadsworth’s (1998: 5) Cyclical Research Process 
and the “spiral” referred to by Elliot (1991:70), where “reconnaissance should 
involve analysis as well as fact-finding and should constantly recur in the spiral 
of activities, rather than occur only at the beginning.” I stressed the fact that this 
was not research with a fixed end goal. 

At this initial meeting, prior to the decision to proceed being made, the 
impression was given that staff were instinctively inclined towards the group of 
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children in the room being “divided” in two, but that this “division” was not 
done in a structured way. There was no consistency about who was in each group, 
and divisions were made for the convenience of staff, rather than an appreciation 
of meeting children’s emotional needs.  The service views the ‘settling in’ period 
as important, as it enables them to get to know the children and parents and 
make the transition easier. There were instances where children had themselves 
gravitated towards a particular staff member, reflecting Dalli’s (2000) finding 
that children identified a preferred adult, whether or not a Key Person system 
was in place. 

The Manager articulated her fear the project might be disruptive; that after 
a lot of work, the right team was now in place and working well and was “going 
smoothly”. She was afraid of someone coming in telling staff they were wrong. I 
reassured her that this would not be the case. They also asked were there “things 
they would need to do for me”. I suggested that rather than there being things 
they could do for me, I might make suggestions on changes they might make 
for themselves. I told them that the last thing I would want would be for them 
to feel in two months’ time “If we had only known X we would never have done 
it”. Rather, my ideal would be that they would feel “This isn’t quite what we 
expected but it’s been good.” I clearly identified with Clough and Nutbrown 
(2002:32) regarding the purpose of research: “It is important that the research I 
do benefits others and not just me.” Following the meeting I emailed a suggested 
timeline to the staff. This timeline included an initial workshop session with 
staff, two further visits at times when the room is quiet and a final workshop with 
staff. This meant that I would meet with staff four times and in additions I also 
committed to phoning weekly to maintain contact and answer queries and asked 
them to phone me if they had any concerns. This “mapping out in advance” 
which Heron (1996: 51) views as important, helped to ensure that the project 
proceeded in a logical way, with time for the staff group and the researcher to 
reflect on the process. Having considered the proposal they decided to engage in 
the research process.

Ethical Considerations:
At all stages during this process I tried to behave in as ethical a way as possible, 
approaching the assignment from the aspect of beneficence and non-maleficence 
(NCNA, 2003: 23). Thus I was cognisant of not doing harm and also of 
“allowing individuals freedom of choice.” (ibid). At both the initial meeting and 
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the workshop with staff that took place subsequently, I emphasised the issue of 
consent . I took care to give all available information which was relevant, almost 
at times labouring the point. Bell (1999: 39) suggests that “… subjects should 
never be expected to sign any protocol form unless they have had time to read 
and consider the implications.” 

Parental involvement was also vital, not just for ethical reasons but because 
it was also vital to seek participation from the cohort of parents of children in 
the toddler room. One of the Standards of Síolta (2006) concerns Parents and 
Families. Aistear (2009) provides Guidelines for good practice in relation to 
‘Building partnerships with parents and practitioners’ and says that “Partnership 
involves parents and practitioners working together to benefit children. Each 
recognises, respects and values what the other does and says. Partnership involves 
responsibility on both sides” (Aistear, 2009: 7). It was agreed that I should write 
to each family in the participating room and explain the project to them. In this 
letter I gave parents four options with regard to their involvement in the project:

• To meet me at drop off or collection time

• To meet me at another time

• To attend a group meeting

• To have a phone conversation with me

Twelve children aged twelve to eighteen months attend the room, and eight 
families responded. I followed up on each response. Three families indicated they 
would like to meet at drop off or collection time; four that they would attend a 
group meeting and one Mum said she would like to meet me at another time. 
I met two of the three parents one day at drop off time. The third parent I was 
unable to meet as a family circumstance on their part made it impossible for 
this to happen. Four parents (3 families) attended the parents’ meeting and I 
had a phone conversation with the Mum who had expressed an interest, but was 
unable to attend the night of the meeting. The parent who indicated she would 
like to meet me away from the crèche had to cancel the appointed time and so 
we had a phone conversation instead. At the end of the project I made a follow 
up phone call to each of the parents who responded to thank them for their 
involvement and interest and to invite them to share any comments, feedback 
etc. In addition to answering any questions they may have had, the purpose 
of meeting parents was to make them aware of the project and to discuss the 
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importance of meeting children’s emotional needs. As this research primarily 
focused on the staff, on how they understood attachment and responded to 
children, and on supporting them to interact in an emotionally responsive way, 
formal consent was not requested from parents. However, as stated, they were 
informed and involved at all stages. I gave the staff and the parents my contact 
information, so they could call if they needed clarification or wished to discuss 
any aspect of the project with me on an individual basis, as I fully appreciate that 
it can be difficult to ask questions in a group situation. 

The Owner and I discussed the issue of identifying the service in the write 
up of the research. She was proud to have the service involved in the project 
and felt they “had nothing to hide”. Murphy (2005: 172) states “A group or 
programme that has participated in a research project may be happy to have their 
contribution acknowledged; however, individual children and staff still have the 
right to privacy.”  For this paper I have not given any identifying details, even 
though the staff involved had no issue and happily gave their consent for their 
real first names to be used.

Gathering Data & Meeting Staff
The first meeting with the nursery staff was attended by the two staff from the 
toddler room and the owner who was present for the initial discussion. The 
meeting took the form of a workshop, facilitated by myself. I told them of the 
“critical incident” in the other service, referred to earlier, that had spurred me on 
to do this research, and  I explained my belief regarding the critical importance of 
all practitioners supporting attachment. We discussed issues of attachment and 
children settling in. I referred to research in this area, most notable to the work 
of Bowlby (1953, 1969, 2005), and of Ainsworth (Ainsworth, 1989, Ainsworth 
and Bowlby, 1991). Ainsworth developed the “Strange Situation” as a way of 
investigating infants’ attachment to their mothers. Bretherton (1992), writing 
about the work of Ainsworth and Bowlby, defines the “Strange Situation” as 

a twenty minute miniature drama with eight episodes. 
Mother and infant are introduced to a laboratory playroom, 
where they are later joined by an unfamiliar woman. While 
the stranger plays with the baby, the mother leaves briefly 
and then returns. A second separation ensues during which 
the baby is left completely alone. Finally the stranger and 
then the mother return.
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In this experiment the behaviour of the infants was studied at each stage. The 
infant played and explored more when their mother was in the room, and the 
reactions of the infants when the mother returned were interesting. Some were 
angry, and refused to simply cuddle, while some snubbed their mother, though 
they had looked for her while she was absent.   We spoke about the fact that “the 
more experience of social interaction an infant has with a person the stronger 
his attachment to that person becomes” (Bowlby 1969: 222) and also “once 
a child has become strongly attached to a particular figure, he tends to prefer 
that figure to all others and such preference tends to persist despite separation”  
(Bowlby, 1969:223).

I recommended some useful books to them and gave them a copy of 
Elfer, Goldschmeid and Selleck’s (2003) book Key Persons in the Nursery along 
with some copies of Nursery World and Childcare Exchange articles. This was 
to give the staff the opportunity to read more about some of the concepts we 
were discussing and also to share with parents and other staff in the service if 
they wished. 

Prior to the discussion, I asked both practitioners to write down what 
they felt was important about children settling in and supporting children’s 
emotional development in a childcare setting.  They both agreed that settling in 
was important, and one of them raised the point that the child attaches to the 
adult who comforts them when they are upset. This featured strongly in Dalli’s 
(2000) study of children starting childcare, where a child,  Maddi, formed a clear 
attachment to a carer who responded warmly to her when she was settling in, 
despite the fact that there was no key person policy in that setting. In discussing 
various observations of children in the crèche, it was very clear that this had 
occurred in the toddler room also. Certain children had gravitated towards one 
staff or the other. This depended on which of the staff had been in the room 
during settling in, or who had responded to the child when upset or in pain. 

They discussed a child who is ‘clingy’ and at this stage of the project, their view 
was that the way to handle this was to maintain a distance and make the child wait 
for comfort. I think this stems from a view that clinginess should be discouraged; 
as Balaban (2006) states ‘If attachment is misunderstood as dependence, it may 
be wrongly discouraged.’ I suggested to them that this ‘distancing’  might in fact 
be making the child all the more ‘clingy’ and encouraged them to respond to the 
child’s distress as soon as possible. I explained that if a child knows that comfort 
is available when they need it, they will be much happier than if they feel they 
have to ‘fight’ for it. Manning-Morton (undated) says:



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

50

Nought to threes feel their physical and emotional needs 
intensely and immediately. If these are unmet, children 
learn to expect little from relationships and to approach a 
threatening world with caution. But children who learn that 
they can rely on close adults to help them manage feeling of 
distress gradually learn to manage their feelings for themselves. 

It was the importance of giving children this sense of containment, of ‘the adult 
show[ing] the baby, at an experiential level, how an emotion that threatens to 
overwhelm can be modified and made manageable by thought’ (Elfer 2006:114), 
that I was trying to convey. At the end of this workshop, both practitioners 
agreed to work on being more emotionally responsive to the children.

During the follow up phone calls and visits, I began to realise that 
the focus was changing from developing a Key Person system to a focus on 
understanding children’s emotional needs and attachments. I felt that without 
a deep understanding of emotional development, the fundamental reason for 
having a Key Person system was absent. Mc Niff (1996: 47) refer to the process 
in action research of taking stock of what is happening, modifying plans in the 
light of what we have found and then continuing with the action. I found it very 
interesting that just when I thought I had got to the last Russian Doll, there was 
another one inside. At this point it seemed appropriate to refine the original 
research objectives and focus on supporting a better understanding of young 
children’s emotional development. 

Over the six weeks of the project, the practitioners contacted me by phone 
and email about two children in particular who need a lot of support. One is 
Sandra1 aged 16 months. She had been in the room for three months. One 
practitioner described her as “loving being the centre of attention.” She had 
become attached to one of the practitioners and gets extremely upset if she sees 
another child sitting on her knee. She also finds it difficult when this practitioner 
goes on her breaks. From reading observations the staff member had made, 
I felt that the practitioner was sometimes expecting the little girl to wait for 
reassurance rather than immediately responding. We spoke about this and I told 
them about Gerhardt’s (2004:37) comment “… it is no good trying to discipline 
a baby or to expect a baby to control its behaviour, since the brain capacity to 
do so does not yet exist.” The practitioner also referred to a situation in the 

1 Not her real name
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garden where Sandra got really upset, and the practitioner changed her normal 
response of ignoring her clinginess to one of holding her hand and walking with 
her and singing songs. She has found that this changed response helps. At the 
first workshop meeting I had referred to an incident that had occurred in my 
own service previously, with a boy who was finding it hard to say goodbye to 
his Mum. She took a bracelet off her wrist and gave it to him. He immediately 
became quite content to stay and to mind Mum’s bracelet. Winnicott’s (1974) 
term for such items is ‘transitional objects.’  The practitioner recalled this 
discussion and one day when Sandra was upset when the practitioner was going 
to lunch, she gave Sandra her watch to “mind” and Sandra was happy with this. 
Both practitioners have found that responding to Sandra quickly has sometimes 
helped to avoid her becoming increasingly upset. 

The practitioners told me that they each find it difficult when a child is 
upset because the other staff member is away, for example, on holidays, or even 
within the daily routine of the room. It seemed that they felt in some sense 
rejected by this. We spoke a little about trying not to take it personally, and to see 
the affection and attachment the children have for a particular staff member as 
being a positive thing. They also feel frustrated at times when they can’t meet the 
child’s needs. I encouraged them to explain in advance to the children if a staff 
member is going to be away, and also to acknowledge and support the children’s 
emotions when they are lonely or sad or angry. 

It was during one of these discussions that the room leader told me that due 
to illness and a family bereavement earlier in the year she had been absent from 
work for a month. The assistant had explained to the children that the leader was 
sad because her Granny had gone far away. The leader recalled that the children 
were extra affectionate at this time. On my next visit we spoke again about this 
and related it Sandra. Sandra was very new to the Caterpillar room at the time 
of the staff member’s extended absence, and this may have been a contributory 
factor to her ‘clinginess’. Sandra may be afraid that the staff member would go 
away again.  The two practitioners had not previously recognised a possible link 
between the two events.

In my discussions with the two practitioners, I also referred to the literature 
on empathy in children. Gopnik et al (1999: 39) state that  “systematic studies 
indicate that two-year-olds begin to show genuine empathy towards other people 
for the very first time. Even younger babies will become upset in response to the 
distress of others….. But only two-year-olds provide comfort.”  However, Quann 
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and Wien (2006) documented observations of children as young as seventeen 
months displaying visible empathy to other children. This was borne out by my 
own observations. On one occasion when I was in the room, I observed a girl 
(aged 19 months and 16 days) give a younger child a soother and stroke her hair 
very gently to comfort her. She was not at all upset by the tears of the other child; 
she simply sought and found a very effective way to provide comfort. The age 
range of the children present on the day was fifteen months to twenty months. As 
we spoke about this, I encouraged the staff members to think about how children 
can provide support and empathy to each other, and how staff can support this. 

The parents 
As previously stated, eight out of the twelve families whose children attend the 
room responded to my letter. I spoke to all but one of these, either in person or 
by phone or at the parents’ meeting. The parents’ meeting was held at the crèche. 
All parents were informed about this and invited to attend. In the event, four 
parents of three children – three Mums and one Dad- attended, along with one 
child. At the outset I explained the project and then I asked them to complete 
a questionnaire regarding attitudes to settling in, both when their child started 
at the crèche and when they move to a new room, how transition times are 
handled, sensitivity of staff, relationships and the length of time a child spends 
in the room. 

All agreed that a settling in policy was important, both when starting at a 
crèche and when moving to a new room. All agreed that arrival and departure 
times are handled well in general, though one parent said it can get a bit ‘chaotic’ 
when a few parents arrive together. I asked about staff being sensitive to the 
children’s needs and forming close relationships with staff. All the parents agreed 
that it is important that staff are sensitive, and they felt that the practitioners in 
the setting are indeed sensitive and have good relationships with the children. 
One Mum said ‘As children learn to trust the carers, this builds a good 
relationship between the two.’ One question that elicited different responses 
from parents was on whether they would like their children to stay in a room 
for a longer time span (currently the children move to another room after six 
months). One Mum said Yes, while another said ‘Maybe twelve months, as long 
as there were a number of children of the same age in the room too’. The other 
two said no, feeling that progression and change were good for children and 
staff. (The two who said no are the parents of one of the children in the room.)
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Following the parents completing the questionnaire, I spoke to them 
about attachment theory and children’s emotional development. In meeting the 
parents, I was conscious of what Clough and Nutbrown (2002:34) refer to as 
the ‘Goldilocks test’: Is the question ‘too hot’? I did not want in any way to 
make parents feel guilty or uncomfortable about their relationships with their 
children or the children’s relationships with staff. I had hoped that as a group, 
and especially a small group, there would be discussion of some of the concepts 
I spoke about, but I did not manage to get a discussion going and I think this 
may have been because of fear of the situation becoming contentious. 

I phoned each parent who responded to my initial letter to thank them. I 
spoke to two, one had no feedback or comment (she was not at the meeting) and 
the other said she and her husband had noticed that their little girl had become 
more attached to her Mum and was upset when Mum dropped her at the crèche 
in the morning, but was quite happy to be dropped by Dad. She felt this had 
occurred since we started the research process. She wondered whether it was a 
coincidence or a result of the project. My view was that it was a coincidence; 
that children can go through stages as they develop an increasing awareness of 
their world. I said I hoped that as a result of the project, the practitioners would 
handle these kinds of situations more sensitively. Interestingly, when I looked 
at this person’s questionnaire response from the parents’ meeting she had said 
in response to the question regarding arrival and departure times ‘… but on the 
mornings she’s not in good form or is very clingy both staff help her settle in and I 
know that by the time I’m in the car she’s fine’. I wondered whether the Mum’s 
awareness had changed, rather than the child’s behaviour?

On my next visit to the service I asked the practitioners to complete the 
same questionnaire, but from the staff perspective. They concurred with the 
parents on most of the questions, and in relation to the last question, they both 
felt that they would like to have the same group of children for a longer period 
of time, at least eight months as opposed to the current six months.

Final Meeting and Evaluation
My final meeting with the two practitioners took place in the staff room. I asked 
them to fill in an evaluation form. Both felt that the project was interesting 
and that a Key Person approach would be beneficial in their setting. Both 
expressed the view that they enjoyed being involved with the project. One said 
that it ‘provided her with the opportunity to educate myself, work in a team 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

54

environment and get to know the children even better.’ The second said in 
response to the same question that ‘It was interesting to see if the techniques 
worked with the children, which they did.’ 

In answer to the question ‘Was it as you expected?’ one said ‘No, I was unsure 
what to expect. I thought that we would be just told what to do but we were 
very involved with the project’ whereas the other person said ‘It was different, as 
I didn’t know what to expect. I enjoyed the reading, research and working with 
the children, parents, my colleague and the researcher’. Both would have liked 
more time, and both felt that their practice changed in a positive way, that the 
children are more settled. One commented that the experience promoted her 
awareness of the children’s emotional needs. Finally both felt that the changes in 
their practice would continue.

Following the completion of the evaluation form, I discussed with them my 
three recommendations for future practice:

1. That staff continue to respond to children’s emotional 
needs quickly and warmly

2. That children remain longer in the room, preferably 
for up to a year, to reduce the number of transitions 
that the children have to make and to enable staff to 
get to know the children better, which will support 
the emotional needs of children more.

3. That the physical environment be adapted to provide 
children with more choice of activities to enable them 
to feel more settled in the room. This latter was not 
an issue we had discussed during the research period, 
as I did not wish to broaden the scope of my research 
focus. However, as I spent time in the room, I formed 
the opinion (based on my professional experience and 
background) that the environment was not sufficiently 
nurturing and challenging for the children. 

The two practitioners and I also discussed the issues raised by Wadsworth 
(1998:6) about “the effects of involving some people in the process (or even 
apparently only one) and not others.” I had been conscious of the fact that this 
project might have an effect on the whole staff, even though I was only working 
directly with two. It was confirmed that this was so. They said they had been 
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asked questions by the other staff and that some staff were interested in the 
theories we were discussing. There had been ripples created in the whole service. 
The two staff involved had shared their learning and ideas and in this way there 
was potential for the entire service to benefit. 

Wadsworth (1998:6) also makes an interesting point about change. She says 
All research seems to be implicated in action. Not only is research itself an 

action in and on existing situations, but it also always has consequences. Things 
inevitably change as a result of research – the mere fact of asking questions is an 
intervention in a situation, and giving and hearing answers and making sense of 
them inevitably brings about changes in those involved. Whether people then 
choose to continue as before or to change course means that the new situation 
will either be different from that before or it will be the same. To ‘not change’ is 
nevertheless action: some might call it inaction.

Conclusions and Implications for future practice
The emphasis placed on relationships by the two Irish National Frameworks, 
Síolta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009) has been discussed earlier. 
Both documents are aspirational, and many practitioners need support in 
their delivery. Previously, I referred to the possibility that attachment may be 
discouraged if it is mistaken for dependence (Balaban, 2006:14). This perception 
is common among childcare practitioners in my experience, along with the fear 
that parents will worry if their children get too fond of their carer at the crèche. 
These fears can be justified; parents may indeed be concerned about this.  This 
highlights the importance of parents knowing and understanding the absolute 
imperative that children feel loved and nurtured, all day, every day. This can be 
a challenging balance to achieve for both parents and carers. 

Bowlby (1969:125) refers to the concept of a secure base, but Trevarthen 
(2004) does not consider this as “an appropriate metaphor for the ‘intuitive 
parenting’ of a mentor or companion in play and learning” and goes on to say 
“The infant’s pleasure in companionship can be shared with any playful partner, 
of any age and with more than one other.” Personally, I like the concept of a 
secure base; the fact that children need to feel secure and loved is fundamental 
to my beliefs about caring for children. However, the sense of fun and ‘pleasure 
in companionship’ resonates for me too. Good quality childcare must provide 
children with both, but practitioners and parents need support to enable them 
to provide and seek this nurturing environment. 
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The support is needed in the following areas:

1. For staff to develop sufficient confidence to know it is 
appropriate for them to be close to children, to love 
them and nurture them

2. For parents to acknowledge and welcome a close 
affectionate relationship between their child and his 
or her carer in whatever form of childcare they choose 
for their children. 

This, for me, is the challenge that lies ahead in truly developing a Key Person 
approach. One of the practitioners in her final evaluation referred to her wish that 
there had been ‘more time with parents so we could discuss ideas in more detail.’ 
This is the key to moving forward. If staff take on board and develop further the 
areas outlined and work with parents then change can take place, in providing a 
more nurturing environment for children.  As Aistear (2009:27) states 

Through their early interactions babies learn to feel secure, 
to communicate and to enjoy being with people. As they 
grow and develop toddlers and young children love to play, 
to chat, to watch, and to be with others. Children build 
relationships, communicate, express love and affection, play 
together, learn and have their needs met through contact 
with others.

The key to this quality of provision is responsive caring staff who understand 
the vital importance of emotional development for children’s development  
and learning. 
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The Role of Student Learners in 
Supporting Children through Play
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Abstract: 
Play is the medium through which young children learn. This 
paper looks at how students help to support and scaffold children’s 
learning through a play based curriculum during Professional 
Practice Placements undertaken during their degree course in 
Early Years and Childhood Studies (EYCS) in University College 
Cork (UCC). It draws on students’ reflections on their own work 
with the children during a ten week block placement. The paper 
also evaluates the UCC Placement Team’s teaching through the 
lens of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SoTL) 
Key words: Play, Early Years,   Scaffolding   

Aim of the Study  
The aim of this research study is twofold. First, it is to evaluate the UCC 
Placement Teams’ teaching through the lens of the Scholarship of Teaching 
and Learning (SoTL) framework. It also looks at how undergraduate students 
of Early Years and Childhood Studies support children’s learning in a play 
based environment. The 100 students on this course were required to write a 
portfolio entry on the topic of how they supported children’s learning during 
the placement. From these entries we selected the quotations illustrated below 
as germane to the point. 
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The background to the study
Students of the Early Years and Childhood Studies (EYCS) degree in University 
College Cork undertake two 10-12 week block placements as an integral part 
of their degree, one each in Years 2 and 3. These placements give students 
an opportunity to work with experienced practitioners who mentor them. 
The lengthy placements provide an excellent opportunity to integrate theory 
with practice and to critically evaluate and reflect on this practice through 
writing a Portfolio each year. It must be noted that before embarking on their 
placements in various early years settings in Year 2, students are given 24 
hours of lectures and 18 hours of workshops in Year 1, which extensively cover 
the area of good practice when working with children.  Furthermore, before 
embarking on work placement, the students attend a module (20 hours) on 
Integrating Professional Practice and Theory in Year 2, which helps develops 
students’ competencies in a range of areas including observation, confidentiality, 
becoming a reflective practitioner, developing personal awareness, conflict 
resolution and the application of theory to practice.  This allows for the personal 
and professional development of students’ skills. These lectures are conducted as 
part of the Professional Practice/Theory Integration Classes that are designed to 
prepare students for their work placement. 

The Placement Supervisors (as part of a larger team) deliver these lectures 
and workshops to help to prepare students for their placements. In this light, 
the teaching team is involved in a peer review collaboration in relation to the 
teaching material for the classes.  It is through this cycle of enquiry that we 
make our teaching public and shared.  The focus of these classes is very much 
on how students support children in practice.  Lectures involve, amongst other 
topics, becoming reflective practitioners, how to deal with children’s challenging 
behaviour, supporting children with a disability, the art of active listening 
skills when working with children and how to relate theory to practice.  It is 
during this process that a critical review of our own teaching is undertaken 
by the professional practice team so that we can constantly monitor it and 
improve it.  In theory, our students should enter their work placement as 
reflective practitioners.  However, according to Schön (1995, p. 28) here lies the 
‘swampy lowlands’, because as with most disciplines, such practice is difficult 
to measure and define.  Although we expose our students to the framework 
of good practice from a theoretical perspective, we have no understanding or 
control over how these students will incorporate this theory into their everyday 
work with children.  It is for this reason that the authors have undertaken this 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

61

present research. It is through the process of observing students in practice and in 
reviewing their perspectives on their placement, that we will be enabled to have 
a better understanding of how successful our teaching is, and how well students 
have assimilated their understanding of good practice.

As an essential part of placement, each student is assigned a Supervisor who 
visits the student twice during each placement.  In the course of the two visits, 
students are observed working with the children. Following each observation, 
students are given extensive feedback in relation to their interaction with the 
children.  Observation is an ethnographic research instrument that enables 
one to study people within their natural environments (Cunningham, 2013).  
Simultaneously, as part of this two way discussion, students are encouraged 
to reflect on their practice through the lens of their theoretical learning.  John 
Dewey developed and promoted the concept of reflective practice, where he 
describes reflection as ‘an active, persistent and careful consideration of any 
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support 
it and the further conclusions to which it tends’ (Dewey 1933, p.118).  Dewey 
considered learning as a process of problem solving, and viewed reflection as a 
tool to promote thinking.  In his view, the reflective process moved the learner 
from uncertainty to making sense of the experience.  Dewey proposed that 
‘reflective thinking’ is distinctive from other operations to which we apply the 
name of thought because it involves, firstly, a state of perplexity and doubt from 
which our hypothesis originates, and secondly an act of enquiry and searching 
to find a means of resolving the doubt or perplexity. 

Throughout student placement in both the 2nd and 3rd Years of the 
EYCS course, students are required to produce an extensive reflective Diary 
and Portfolio of their work practice.  In their third year, students are required 
consider and show examples of the ways in which they supported children’s 
learning through play throughout the placement. The purpose of this exercise is 
to help students to become reflective practitioners by identifying the building 
blocks of children’s learning and identifying opportunities for children’s further 
development to take place. This is in line with Vygotskian thinking; Vygotsky 
identified the importance of the adult’s role in the intellectual development of 
the child and  described the gap between what a child can learn on his own 
and what he can attain with the help of a trained adult as ‘the zone of proximal 
development’ (ZPD) of the child (Vygotsky, 1978).  
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Methodology
This study involved collaboration with colleagues, observation of students  
(with their consent) and analysis of student feedback; it is what can be 
considered ‘Action Research’. Action Research advocates that one looks at one’s 
teaching in a critical, self-reflective manner.  It is closely linked to Dewey’s 
theory of how people learn.  Dewey advocated that people learn by doing, a 
concept that is very closely linked to child-centred practice in early childhood 
education today.  Action Research looks at the practical rather than the 
theoretical side of teaching.  

The aforementioned constant peer reviews and feedback with colleagues 
allows us to improve our lectures in a ‘plan-do-review’ process. Kroath (1990) 
first introduced the concept of teachers acting as one another’s ‘critical friends’ 
when examining their practice (cited in Lyons 2010, p. 293). According to 
Loughran (2010) collaboration with one’s colleagues is seen as an important 
way to increasing understanding of practice beyond the individual teacher.  
This process allows for the exchange of ideas by colleagues which affords the 
team the opportunity to further enhance both our teaching strategies and 
students’ learning.

We collaborated in collating data from students’ portfolios to gain an 
insight into our teaching and students’ learning.  In this light, we gathered 
the evidence of students’ understanding of how to support children’s learning 
through a play based curriculum in pre-schools and day care centres. The 
participants in this study are the 3rd year students following their final 
placement in the academic year 2011/2012.  Permission was sought from the 
students to use excerpts from their written feedback in this research paper.

Researching through the Lens of the Scholarship of  
Teaching and Learning (SoTL)
To give the reader more insight into SoTL, Boyer in 1990, who was then 
President of the Carnegie Foundation, challenged the traditional form of 
academic research when he published a report Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities 
of the Professoriate (Boyer, 1990).  This report offered a new paradigm for 
supporting research on teaching within colleges and universities (Boyer, 1990).  
Subsequent to Boyer’s publication came a widespread chain of investigations 
as to how third level institutions teach, and how effective such teaching is to 
students and to the wider community.  
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In this study, the authors, or ‘we’, investigate students’ perspectives into 
their understanding of how they support children’s learning through play.  In 
doing this, we are simultaneously examining the success of our own teaching.  
Beaty (2006) points out that the obvious way to improve student learning today 
is for educationalists to research their own teacher practice in a more systematic 
manner.   We endeavour to do this by researching and finding evidence of 
student learning following our teaching practice. A critical review and evaluation 
by members of one’s community is part of the principles of engagement in SoTL.  
This enables academics to not only make their teaching public, but also helps 
them to critically self-reflect on their teaching.  

The Importance of a Play Based Curriculum
The role of the practitioner in supporting children’s play derives its importance 
from the central nature of play itself in children’s learning and development.  
Some of the great educational theorists, including Froebel, Piaget, Montessori 
and Vygotsky looked at the role of play in early childhood. This emphasis is 
sustained in more recent writings (e.g.  Brooker & Edwards, 2010;  Bruce, 2001)  
and the emphasis on play in  HighScope, in Reggio Emilia and in Aistear show 
the value of quality play in the early years. The whole concept of children’s play 
has been often discussed but is still not fully understood. In fact, Moyles (2010, 
p. 4) refers to the complexity of discussing play as ‘trying to seize bubbles’. Play 
comes in many forms, including role play, heuristic play, rough and tumble play, 
socio-dramatic play or structured/unstructured play.  Hutt et al. (1989) posit 
that some play activities involve learning, and some do not.  According to Bruce 
(2001, p. 117), there are 12 indicators of quality play, which are: 

Using first-hand experiences; Making up rules; Making 
props; Choosing to play; Rehearsing the future; Pretending; 
Playing alone; Playing together; Having a personal agenda; 
Being deeply involved; Trying out recent learning; and Co-
ordinating ideas, feelings and relationships for free-flow play. 

The important role of play in young children’s lives can never be stressed 
enough.  Educationalists such as Frobel, Montessori, Vygotsky and Piaget 
have all concurred on the importance of play in meeting the educational and 
psychological needs of pre-school children.  
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Play linked with learning for a child is what Montessori considered ‘purposeful 
activity’.  Montessori saw play as the ‘work’ of the child that leads children towards 
independence (Montessori, 1992). Moran and Brown (2013, p. 86) remind us 
that ‘all play is purposeful and meaningful to the player’.  Wood (2013, p. 13) 
states that ‘play is complex, challenging and dynamic, and often makes high 
cognitive, social and emotional demands on the players’.  In fact, Chazan (2002, 
p. 198) stresses that,  ‘play and growing are synonymous with life itself. Playfulness 
bespeaks creativity and action, change and possibility of transformation’. These 
key points are synonymous with Vygotsky’s (1978) view that play creates its 
own ZPD. According to Brennan (2004), play is a means of meaning making 
and problem-solving and a way of scaffolding children’s efforts to make friends, 
learn, and identify with their community.  Brennan points to the importance of 
the expert childcare practitioner to guide children’s overall development, thereby 
highlighting the importance of play for holistic development. Sylva et al. (2004) 
show that children build resilience as a result of playful exploration of materials 
without time constraints. This shows part of the complexity here as children 
often find themselves constrained by the timetable of the preschool or school. It 
is clear that play is a fundamental part of how children learn and the role of the 
practitioner is key to maximising the children’s learning potential.

Student Reflections on how they supported 
children’s learning through play
The following excerpts from 3rd year students’ individual reflections on how 
they supported children’s learning through play, during their time in work 
placement are drawn from their reflective diaries and portfolios. They are based 
the understandings they have achieved, through the input and feedback from 
their lecturers, mentors and placement supervisors, their own reading and 
reflections and, crucially, their direct experiences of working with children. By 
choosing to document these particular events, they show that they consider them 
to be important both to their own professional development and to the children’s 
preschool experiences. The excerpts, in the students’ own words, demonstrate 
the understandings they have of how to work with children and how to support 
their learning through play.

1. When playing with a child at the sand pit we 
made sandcastles of different sizes and ‘roads’ of 
different lengths, and I used the opportunity to do 
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mathematical exercises, as this child likes playing with 
sand and does not like to sit at a desk. During water 
play I again talked about different sized measurements 
with containers and also guessed what we thought 
would float and what would sink. Counting was also 
used during this play session.

In the above quote, the student demonstrated her understanding of how to 
extend the children’s learning through play, by taking the opportunity of 
introducing mathematical and scientific concepts to the child whilst engaging 
him in sand play.

2. I was asked to work on a one to one level with a 
child who would be at the severe end of the autistic 
spectrum.  The pupil was assigned to do maths work, 
the maths involved basic addition.  At the beginning 
of the lesson, the child showed little understanding of 
what he had to do.  I got a jar of toy insects that I had 
seen the child playing with earlier.  I wanted the child 
to relate to something which he enjoyed playing with.  
One of the sums was 3 + 2.  I first asked the child to 
take three insects out of the jar and then a further two 
insects.  When the boy did this, I asked him to count 
how many insects there were in total, he said five 
insects confidently.  The boy was then able to finish 
the maths work using this method of counting.

This was an interesting quote because this student was working with a child with 
autism who found it difficult to engage in classroom directed work.  The student 
noted that during ‘free time’ this child constantly played with the insect jar. In 
this light, this student seized the opportunity of engaging the child in an activity 
which she knew, from her previous work with him, was an area of interest to 
him.  This is an important aspect of engaging children’s learning through a play 
based activity, because it is only when the child has an interest in the subject that 
true learning can take place.  The end result of this exercise was that the child 
was able to not only complete the exercise, but show an understanding of the 
mathematical concept of the exercise.
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3. This boy became particularly upset by the fact that 
he thought he could not build something for himself 
with the Lego. I knelt down alongside him asking him 
what he would like to make. When he had told me, 
I asked him how he thought we could make it; what 
pieces would we need; how could we start to make 
it. He had the answers to all of these questions and 
without even realising it he began to build things for 
himself. He realised he was fully capable…

This is a wonderful example of how the student supported the child through 
the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’.  Through the student’s encouragement, 
the child was empowered to move to a higher plane of learning, one which, 
although he had the competency to do so, was unable to reach on his own. This 
is also reflective of Meckley’s (2002) observation that learning occurs through 
the process or activity of play, and communication is essential. 

4. A child did not like to draw, so one day I asked her if 
I could draw with her. I put the crayon on the paper 
and she did the same. I made a line and she followed 
me. Very soon I was following her lead.

This demonstrates the student’s understanding of when one should intervene 
and give assistance to a child, but more importantly when to stand back and 
allow the child to be the expert in her own play. This is also in keeping with 
Jordan’s (2009) view that co-construction of learning between adult and child 
can empower the child.

5. It is the job of the adult to support the child in finding 
an answer rather than telling him/her the solution

The above quote demonstrated the student’s understanding of the importance of 
encouraging ‘problem-solving skills’ in young children.  This student realised that 
offering a solution did not, in fact, support the child’s learning and that it was 
only through helping the child to solve the problem himself that true learning 
took place. The student understood Montessori’s view that ‘children solve their 
own problems….Adults are lacking in this fine power of discrimination….more 
often than not they give unnecessary help’ (Montessori, 1991, p. 208)
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6. I feel I also supported children’s learning during 
this placement, as I often created opportunities and 
gave them time to work together.  For example, I sat 
down on the floor, took out the train set and started 
assembling the tracks.  Three different children came 
over one by one and started helping.  As they started 
working together and helping each other, I stood back 
and let them take the lead.  I feel it is very important 
that children work together.  It helps build upon their 
social development through interaction…

This student demonstrated her understanding of the importance of play in 
relation to children’s social development.  In this light, the student supported 
the children to play together, but also showed her understanding of when to 
intervene and when to allow the children to take the lead in their own learning.

7. Extending children’s play is a huge factor in supporting 
their learning. When doing water play, I started off 
with just water, then I added washing up liquid (for 
bubbles). To keep the interest of the children I then 
added toy cars ‘to be washed’, shortly followed by 
blue paint to add colour to the water….The children 
witnessed the plain water evolve into something 
exciting and colourful in a matter of minutes

This is an excellent example of the student’s understanding of the importance 
of keeping the children interested in the activity, through extending the activity 
with various play instruments, such as bubbles, paint and toy cars.

8. Throughout the placement, I was often put in charge 
of the home area and it was my responsibility to 
draw the children in. I constantly tried to make 
this environment nurturing and welcoming, so as 
to support the children’s play and learning. I would 
ensure that the entrance to my area was free and de-
cluttered and keep the area itself neat and tidy. I feel 
this gave the children physical and emotional space to 
let their imagination take over
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This was again a wonderful example of a student’s understanding of how to 
develop children’s emotional and physical development during role play.  In 
addition to this, the student demonstrated her understanding of the importance 
of an organised and aesthetically pleasing environment, so as to encourage the 
children’s participation in the activity.

9. I observed a boy trying to make a tower, but it kept 
toppling over as he had the larger blocks on top of 
smaller blocks. The boy appeared frustrated with this,  
so I approached the boy and instead of building a tower, 
I asked the boy to put the blocks next to each other in 
order of size. I asked him to pick out the biggest block 
first and set it down, and so on, until the blocks were 
in a row. I then explained to him that the largest block 
goes at the bottom and then the next largest etc. 

This student saw a child who was frustrated with a play activity.  Instead of 
jumping in and fixing the problem, the student showed great patience, in that 
she took the child through the activity, step by step. This in turn gave the child 
a greater understanding of size, whilst giving the child exposure to the concepts 
of early geometry.  The student was reminded of Jordan’s (2009) view that co-
construction of learning between adult and child can empower the child.

10. A boy wanted to make a sword. He first attempted to 
make it with a piece of paper and was disappointed 
when it would not stand. I asked him was there 
anything else in the room which we could use to make 
it work such as using Sellotape. He looked around the 
room and took a piece of cardboard. He repeated the 
process and was delighted when it worked.

Again, this is an example of the student’s understanding of the importance of 
developing the child’s problem solving skills and encouraging his independence.  
An easier solution to this problem would have been to take the Sellotape and 
make the sword for the child.  However, the student understood that for learning 
to take place, she had to encourage the child to independently find a solution 
to his problem.



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

69

11. … while participating in a threading activity, one of 
the boys took the thread and began to knot it around 
his chair. Previously I would have stopped him and 
encouraged him to continue his work. Now I know 
that he was following a schema as studied by Chris 
Athey, i.e., that of connections, which offers me a clue 
about what should be offered to him to encourage his 
development in this area. The train set was offered 
to him as he could connect tracks, the train and 
cabs rather than have him use something potentially 
dangerous like threads.

Here, the student demonstrated her understanding of how to apply her 
theoretical knowledge to practice.  The student recognised that the child was 
following a ‘logical schema’, that of connections (Athey, 2007).  Instead of 
stopping the child in his actions, she distracted him with an activity that she 
saw as a connection to the child’s actions, which in turn gave the child an 
appropriate activity to meet his needs.

12. A girl aged four years and one month created a 
stick man during her cutting work…she was free to 
cut and design any picture that she desired. It took 
her four attempts to cut the man properly, but her 
concentration and attention was held for almost four 
minutes, and I supported her learning by not setting 
any limitations.

Finally, the student above demonstrated her understanding of how children need 
time to assimilate an activity and the importance of the practitioner being patient 
and not setting any limits, so that the child feels free to complete the activity.

Conclusion
This paper has set out to examine the results of our teaching as shown in 
these examples of student learning, as we help to prepare students to become 
professional early years’ reflective practitioners.  In particular, this paper 
endeavoured to demonstrate students’ understanding of how they, in turn, 
support preschool children using a play based curriculum.  We consider that 
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this indicates that they have absorbed the messages we have been giving them 
through our teaching. We believe their responses are tangible evidence that these 
students have a good understanding of how to support young children, using a 
play based curriculum. This is epitomised by one student’s astute insight:  Over 
time I began to take a step back, allowing the child to take more and more control 
until she was managing to complete the task (jigsaw) alone. Of course, not all 
students achieved complete understanding of how optimise their support of the 
children with whom they worked. Some struggled to find the right way or time 
to intervene, but reflected on these missed opportunities later, sometimes very 
insightfully. These insights have the potential for further research and we plan, as 
part of our on-going reflections on our own teaching and learning,  to continue 
to explore these areas.

In summary, the students’ quotations above demonstrated their ability to 
relate theory to practice when working with young children, and made evident 
their understanding of the importance of the following: 

Extending children’s learning through play: by taking the opportunity of 
introducing to the children a variety of educational concepts within the play 
environment, such as linguistic, scientific and mathematical concepts. They 
considered how to keep the children engaged in play activities by introducing 
activities that are of interest to the children and extending play to keep the 
children interested in the activity.

Supporting the children through the ‘Zone of Proximal Development’: 
including how to prepare and organise a play environment so as to maximise 
children’s learning, and the necessity to have patience and give children time to 
assimilate activities.

When to intervene to support children’s learning and when to allow the 
children to take the lead in their play activities: They learned, in particular, 
that offering different solutions to children to enhance their problem-solving 
skills helps to promote children’s independence within the play environment 
thus aiding children’s confidence, social and emotional development.

It is our intention, to continue to critically reflect on our teaching, so as to 
improve students’ overall professional practice.  Furthermore, we will continue 
to observe students during their placements, giving them what we believe is 
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valuable feedback in relation to good practice.  Finally, we will also continue to 
research students’ perspectives in relation to their placement practice, both in 
relation to how students enhance children’s learning and on students’ perspectives 
in relation to professional practice issues.  This research will in turn, allow us to 
inform our own teaching and most importantly inform us of students learning, 
so that we can strive to achieve the highest standards of professionalism for all 
students in the years to come.
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A Community Project for Developing 
Creative Arts in the Early Years

Julie Meighan and Evelyn Egan-Rainy 
(Cork Institute of Technology)

Abstract
During November 2012, Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) 
Early Years Education (EYE) students were involved in a 
community project to conduct creativity workshops in a selection 
of EYE centres in Cork. The settings were diverse and consisted 
of Pre-schools, Naíonraí and Primary Schools. The initiative gave 
students the opportunity to put into practice and further develop 
the knowledge, attitudes and skills acquired during the first year 
of the Integrated Creative Arts course. All three Creative Arts 
lecturers observed the workshops and provided relevant feedback. 
This paper aims to discuss the background, implementation and 
outcome of the project. Recommendations for future community 
linkages are outlined, as well as feedback from the students and 
the Early Years Education centres. 

Introduction
It is by playing, and only by playing that the individual child or adult is able to 
be creative and to use the whole personality, and it is only in being creative that 
the individual discovers the self.  (Winnicott, 1971, p.73). 

Early experience in an arts-rich environment, which includes dance, drama, 
music and the visual arts, offers playful spaces in which children are free to express 
themselves, engage with one another and be creative. Creativity has been linked 
to promoting children’s positive self-esteem and self image and to expanding their 
motivation, awareness, focus and accomplishments (Cropley and Cropley, 2008). 
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Creativity is integral to the holistic development of the child. The Department of 
Social and General Studies at the Cork Institute of Technology is committed to 
providing the Early Years Education students with the requisite skills necessary to 
promote creativity in various Early Education and Care settings.

Theoretical Background
The multiple intelligences theory, which was developed by Howard Gardner 
(Gardner, 1983) has considerably changed many educationalist and 
developmental psychologists’ views of how children learn. Gardner (1993) states 
that every child is born with creative potential and the ages between three and 
five are critical for the development of creativity. Indeed, play and creativity are 
at the core of almost all Early Childhood education (Fox, 2008).  Around the 
same time that Gardner was developing his multiple intelligences theory, Robert 
Sternberg (1985) propounded the triarchic theory of intelligence, which he later 
renamed “the theory of successful intelligence”.  Creativity is a key component 
of Sternberg’s (1999) theory of successful intelligence, which consists of three 
types of intelligences:

• Analytical intelligence, often referred to as 
componential intelligence;

• Practical intelligence, known as contextual intelligence;

• Creative intelligence, also known as experiential 
intelligence.

Like Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory, Sternberg’s theory of successful 
intelligence was ground breaking. They both challenged traditional psychometric 
testing and criticized it, as they believed that this type of testing does not 
encapsulate the wide variety of abilities that humans exhibit. These theories are 
not without their critics.  The main criticism focuses on the difficulties of reliable 
measuring of creative and practical intelligences and being able to differentiate 
them from abilities that can be measured by more conventional psychometric 
testing (White, 1998). Gardner (as cited in Kaufman and Sternberg, 2006) 
also recognizes that there are limitations to his multiple intelligence model, 
as there will always be an element of subjectivity involved.  However, due to 
both Gardner’s and Sternberg’s humanistic approach, these theories have been 
embraced by educationalists around the world.
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Vygotsky (1978) states “for human beings to ascend to the heights of 
cognition that are typical of the human species alone, then a mediator (or social 
agent) is necessary to assist the child in creating his/her own world in the form 
characteristic of the culture in which he/she lives” (as cited in Fielding, 1997, 
p.28). Kaufman and Sternberg (2006) believe 

that an environment that promotes creativity and imagination 
should produce creative individuals who will positively 
influence society. Piaget firmly believed that creativity should 
be encouraged through exploration and experimentation.

Mayesky (2006) claims that it is through play that a child first develops the 
physical, social, emotional and intellectual skills and Moyles (1989) maintains 
that imagination and creativity are firmly rooted within play.

UNESCO (1994) argues against commodity-orientated education, stating 
that everyone responsible for the care and education of the young should acquire 
an abiding respect for “the hundred languages of children” (Malaguzzi, 1993). 
It recognises how the arts contribute immeasurably to the quality and quantity 
of education, in which children can convey feeling but also attain their creative 
expression and academic achievement (Salamanca 1994). Ireland has recognised 
the importance of moving away from the commodity-orientated approach to 
Early Years education, by placing more emphasis on creativity and play in its 
early years curricula.

Irish-based Initiatives
Over the past forty years various initiatives to address Early Childhood education 
have been undertaken in Ireland. The Irish Pre-School Play Association (IPPA), 
founded in 1969, was a pioneer in this regard. It was the largest voluntary 
organization in the country to address the educational deficits in young children. 
Its membership consisted of the following groups: Play, Parent and Toddler, 
Full Day-After-School and Out-of-School as well as individual members. It 
has been the key player in establishing Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE) in Ireland and has set standards and developed policy guidelines for 
childcare services. In 2011, IPPA merged with the National Children’s Nurseries 
Association (NCNA) which represented full day care services to form Early 
Childhood Ireland (ECI).
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Unfortunately, it took over thirty years for an organisation to obtain 
government approval and this occurred when the Centre for Early Childhood 
Development and Education (CECDE) was founded in 2001. In addition to 
CECDE, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) also 
became a statutory body in 2001 although it had existed in a non-statutory 
capacity for over twenty years.  The NCCA advises the Minister of Education 
on curriculum and assessment (from early childhood to the post-primary stage) 
through research and evaluation. Furthermore, it engages with schools and 
other educational settings, interacting through committees and working groups 
(NCCA, 2011).

Aistear and Síolta
Aistear is the curriculum framework used in Early Childhood Education for 
children aged between 0 to 6 years old. It provides information for parents and 
practitioners on how to develop good learning experiences. The aim is to create 
confident and competent learners. Its methodologies can be used in a wide range 
of early childhood settings. The four themes of Aistear are: Well-being, Identity 
and belonging, Communicating, and Exploring and thinking. The Well-being 
theme “seeks to foster creativity and spirituality in the children.” (Aistear, 2009, 
p.17). The Identity and belonging theme “aims to enable children to develop 
an understanding that they are individual, with their own abilities” (ibid) 
and the Communication theme “aids children to express themselves creatively 
and imaginatively.” (Aistear 2009, p.35). This can be achieved by using their 
imagination to recreate roles and experiences and to respond to and create 
literary experiences through art, story, poetry, song and drama. The Exploring and 
thinking theme encourages children to experiment within their environment and 
make sense of the world around them. It encourages them to “use their creativity 
and imagination to think of new ways to solve problems” (Aistear, 2009, P.44).

Siolta caters for the same age group (0-6yrs) and operates in a variety of 
settings: nurseries, crèches, playgroups, child minders and the infant classes 
of primary schools (Siolta, 2006). It has a number of Principles and sixteen 
Standards of which six focus on play. Its credo reads: “Promoting play requires 
that each child has ample time to engage in freely available and accessible, 
developmentally appropriate and well-resourced opportunities for exploration.” 
(Síolta, 2006).This should take place in the company of other children, with 
participating and supportive adults and alone, where appropriate.
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Creative Arts (CA) at Cork Institute of Technology (CIT)
The Early Years Education course began at CIT in 2005. The program developers 
were aware of the Aistear and Síolta curriculum advances and also recognized 
the importance of the Creative Arts in the holistic development of the child. 
Therefore, it became an integral component of the degree course. Currently, the 
Cork Institute of Technology is the only third level institute in Ireland to offer 
Creative Arts as a mandatory module for the entire degree program. It provides 
students with the practical skills and appropriate teaching methods to raise its 
profile in Early Years settings. 

The subject consists of three elements - Music, Art and Drama, which are 
delivered by three subject specialists. Over the past number of years, curriculum 
development has been undertaken to integrate these three elements. The aim has 
been to foster creativity, not only in the students but also in the children with 
whom they come into contact during placement. The Creative Arts programme 
promotes the concept that both creative educators and creative teaching are 
crucial elements to develop creativity in young children. Edwards and Springate 
(1995) emphasize the important role the teacher plays in providing the balance 
between structure and freedom of expression for young children. Throughout the 
three years, the Creative Arts programme constantly reiterates this, encouraging 
students to foster creativity in young children by asking open-ended questions, 
promoting empathy, modelling creative thinking, encouraging experimentation 
and supporting children who provide unusual and creative responses. Emphasis 
is also placed on the importance of each child’s creative process rather than the 
quality of the product, as stressed by  Malaguzzi (1998).  For example, an Art 
activity is not about the beautiful picture at the end, it is about what the children 
are learning while they are creating an art piece that is uniquely their own.

The challenge for students is to implement the above strategies in promoting 
play and creativity during their placements. They have found that many centres 
still use art templates for arts and crafts; music consists of a repertoire of songs; 
drama is limited to ‘dressing up’ in the role-play corner. In light of this and as an 
evaluation of the programme, it was decided that the students should be afforded 
the opportunity to implement and practise what they had learned in college in 
the Early Years setting. A feasibility study was carried out and nine centres, in 
Cork City and County generously facilitated our students and this research, by 
agreeing to participate in the pilot scheme.
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Creativity Workshops
The students worked in pairs and designed and implemented a creativity 
workshop for children ranging in age from 4 to 6 years old. The main aim of the 
workshop was to incorporate the three domains of Music, Art and Drama as an 
instrument to address the Aistear themes. As part of their assessment, students 
were required to devise structured teaching plans, which included the following: 
class size and age; developmental stage; artistic elements; artistic disciplines; 
learning outcomes; room management and materials; stimuli/props and visual 
aids; outline of activity including introduction, application and closure; health 
and safety concerns and Aistear and Síolta themes.

Workshop Sample
This involves a group of 4-6 year olds in a play activity Going on a Bear Hunt 
based on a story by Michael Rosen. Informed by the Aistear Themes, this 
workshop incorporates the three domains of Music, Art and Drama:  Scene-
setting, Exploring, Communication, Cooperation, Identity and Belonging.

Specific Theme Going on a Bear Hunt

Artistic Elements • Role play
• Movement
• Voice exploration
• Construction- Line, shape, texture, form

Age/ Developmental stage 4-6 years; Pre-Schematic Stage

Classroom Management/ 
Materials

• Print-out of Bear paws
• Natural Free and Found Materials- as found in 

a forest
• Selection of  Winter inspired fabrics- Lace, 

white plastic, rolled tin-foil, stitched doilies 
• Red Clay or Mud
• Plastic Sheeting

Learning Outcome/s • Identify  the  different natural environments in 
which bears live

• Recognise  sequence  in story-telling/role play
• Develop an understanding of role play 
• Create a variety of natural environments
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Stimulus- Class discussion/
story-time/songs/poems/
visual aids

Read The Bear Hunt 

Tell the children that they are hunters and about to start 
on their bear hunt

Looking and Responding 

 Include relevant sample 
questions to generate 
discussion:

What? Questions

How and Why? Questions

A variety of descriptive  images;

• different bears
• environments

Pre-Activity Explore the various Natural Materials

Create and construct the various stations:

• Forest
• Snow Field 
• Mud patch 
• Cave

Outline of Activity-Stages The Hunt

1. Children follow bear paw marks to the first 
station

2. A panda bear is found in the grassy meadow 
3. Other paw marks are visible and traced to the 

next station, which is indicated by the sign 
“Wind”. They generate a variety of sounds by 
blowing into different bottles. 

4. More paw marks are again found and 
traced to the area marked “Snowstorm” 
and they find a polar bear in the storm and  
discover another set of bear tracks, as the 
accompanying music fades  

5. They discover a bear’s den and bear masks, 
which they wear, changing roles now and 
becoming bears, initially growling, then 
huddling. They finally settle to hibernate, 
singing The Hibernation Song No Bear Outside 
and fall asleep

6. Springtime is heralded by music and they 
slowly bestir themselves, growling and finally 
walking around mimicking the awakening of 
lives suspended by hibernation 
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Evaluation Get Early Learners in a group and recap  by 
posing specific questions relating to various 
stages of the workshop

Health and Safety • Care to be taken with selection of tools. 
• Ensure all materials are non-toxic and child-

friendly
• Adult supervision at all times

Aistear and Síolta Themes 
and Child Development

Aistear Themes: Exploring, Communication, 
Identity and Belonging.

Scene-setting, Cooperation.

Child Development- Cognitive, Physical and 
Emotional

Feedback was anonymously elicited through questionnaires from both the 
student and the centres involved. The student feedback was positive and self-
reflective. 

• “I gained a huge amount of self confidence and it made me 
question my own ability to be creative.”

• “We were able to apply what we had learned in class in a practical 
child centred setting.”

• “It taught me how it is important to engage with children when 
working with them creatively.”

• “We became very aware of the amount of preparation needed 
when developing the children’s creative skills.”

• “I finally came to the realization that it is the process, not the final 
product, which matters.”

The feedback from the centres was also generally positive.

• “Workshops were a practical solution to the issue of students 
putting theory into practice, with the added bonus of feedback 
from their tutor.”

• “Creative Arts workshops will help educate and inspire other 
childcare professionals in the sector where they may see the magic 
and educational values that lie within the creative arts.”
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• “Students have a wonderful advantage in experiencing their 
very own creative arts workshop, while gaining an even greater 
benefit through assessment where they can reflect and learn from 
constructive feedback.”

However, the students and the centres both clearly outlined some of the 
difficulties which they experienced during the preparation and implementation 
stages of the creativity workshops.

• “The practitioners were not always clear about what was  
required of them.” 

• “I felt it would have benefitted me if I had met and observed the 
children I was working with, prior to the workshop.”

• “The space we were given for the workshop was much smaller than 
we anticipated, which meant we couldn’t carry out some of the 
activities we had planned.”

• “Creative Arts workshops can be difficult for students to 
participate in. Students do not have the advantage of adequately 
knowing each child and his or her nature – meaningful linkages 
must be established between the childcare professional and the 
children to ensure successful workshops.”

• “It was a difficult task for the students to pitch the workshop 
correctly. This relies on the quality of information they gather 
prior to the workshop. What I found interesting is that none of 
them conducted or requested a period of observing the children in 
a structured learning environment - which is essentially the core 
activity of the set task. This would be a significant contribution to 
the overall evaluation”

Reflection 
The pilot scheme was, in the main, successful and as a result it was decided to 
incorporate the project as an integral component of the Year 2 Creative Arts 
assessment. Students will now be required to further develop and implement 
prior learning, by conducting workshops within a variety of settings in the 
community.  This will be a natural progression from the Year 1 assessment, 
whereby students are required to plan and develop a series of lessons, which 
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support creativity as a process but which they do not implement during Year 
1. It also leads on to the Year 3 Creative Arts assessment, where ‘mock’ group 
interviews are held and the students are required to present a combined portfolio 
of all the three Creative Arts disciplines, as evidence of their three years’ work.  
During the interview, various scenarios are presented to them, with specific 
criteria, to ascertain the level of knowledge, attitude and skills in delivering 
the Creative Arts’ elements as a creative process, which is central to the holistic 
development of the early learner.

The feedback from the students and centres as well as lecturer observation 
reports led to the following recommendations being made for future projects: 

• Provide centres with a ‘package’ containing an outline of 
the philosophy, logistics, involvement of students and the 
requirements needed to carry out the workshop.

• Liaise between the Creative Arts lectures and the various centres 
early, in order to build rapport between students, early years 
practitioners and the children in their care.

• Give adequate notice to practitioners to plan and facilitate  
the initiative.

Conclusion
There are many erroneous impressions surrounding creativity in Early Years 
education.  There is the belief that creativity is an innate ability, something that 
children are born with, rather than the result of extensive learning, preparation 
and practice. Creativity is a tangible and transferable skill that can be used in 
all walks of life. Contrary to what many Early Years educators believe, creativity 
is not just about having fun and relaxing. In order for children to develop their 
creativity, they have to be immersed in the creative process and this requires 
focus, perseverance and determination.  Many educators believe that children 
develop creativity through free play and unstructured art activities.  It can be 
reasonably suggested that children do benefit from free play as it stimulates the 
imagination. However, it is important to note that adult intervention is also 
needed to amplify this effect. 

Children should be afforded the opportunity to have their skills and 
pursuits supported and encouraged. All children have a right to develop and 
express their creative thought (Isenberg and Jalongo, 2001). Children’s creativity 
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develops over time and is influenced by purpose, play, and chance (Gruber 
& Davis, 1988). As a consequence, it is important that Early Years educators 
advocate for each individual child’s creative development. 
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The Power of Play: Why we should 
and how we can promote and 
facilitate play

Edel Daly

Abstract
This paper presents a discussion on the importance of play. 
Emerging from the author’s social work practice with children 
and families, it advocates that those of us who work with children 
and their families work hard to promote an understanding of 
play among care-givers. When care-giving adults appreciate the 
significance of play, they do more to provide materials, satisfying 
play space and freedom so the child can play. They also become 
themselves more involved in and available to children as they play.

Introduction
“In many ways play, for the child, is life itself ”  
(Iwaniec, 2006:301).

The purpose of this paper is to promote “a clear understanding and acceptance 
of the play process” (Donohoe & Gaynor, 2011:52) because it is such a 
crucial aspect of a child’s development: physical, cognitive, socio-emotional 
and social. Close caregivers are considered the most important resource for very 
young children (Manning-Morton and Thorp 2003). Play, this paper contends, 
contributes to the development of warm, attuned care-giver-child relationships 
as well as helping the child to develop to his/her full capacity. Emerging from the 
author’s social work practice with children and families, the paper calls on all of 
us who work with children to be mindful of ways we can promote and facilitate 
play for the children we meet. When the parents and caregivers are encouraged to 
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see play as an essential element of childhood and of its importance for children’s 
learning and development (Donohoe & Gaynor, 2011:52), the child can hope 
to be given opportunities and freedom to play, on their own, with other children 
and with their care-giving adult/s. 

Emerging from the author’s children’s rights and strong infant mental health 
perspective, the paper strongly advocates that any discussions on play must 
include the very youngest of babies as “play begins at birth” (Forbes, 2004:3). 
“Play opens up possibilities in the brain that may be picked up later or discarded” 
(Lester & Russell, 2008: 42). Babies and young children “who are played with, 
spoken to and allowed to explore stimulating surroundings” (French, 2007) are 
more likely to develop neurologically in ways that benefit learning, disposition to 
learning and general confidence and competence (Karr-Morse and Wiley, 1997). 
All of these factors inform this paper’s intention to promote play. 

In the Irish context, there have been various policy developments in recent 
years which indicate that play is considered very important to the holistic 
development of the child. Both Síolta: The National Quality Framework for 
Early Childhood Education (CECDE) (2006) and Aistear: the Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) place huge importance on the role of 
play in children’s development. Aistear is applicable from birth, for parents as 
well as practitioners. Both programmes make invaluable contributions aiming to 
“make a real and positive impact on the quality of young children’s experiences in 
their earliest and formative years” (Síolta: CECDE 2006:44). The importance of 
outdoor play in the prevention of childhood obesity and also in the promotion 
of positive parent/child interaction is evidenced in Ireland in the shape of more 
Government and European Union funded play parks for young families to 
enjoy together. The Family Support Agency (2013) in discussing the processes 
of wellbeing draws on the Growing Up in Ireland research (Williams et al, 
2009; Williams et al., 2010). Discussing what strengthens protective factors 
and mitigates risk factors; the Family Support Agency document states that “the 
parent-child relationship is crucial”. This paper is underpinned by the belief that 
if we can promote an understanding of the value of play and enable care-givers 
to play with their children, we can strengthen the parent-child relationship and 
contribute to both the child and the carer’s well-being. 
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Why is Play significant?
Play is an integral part of childhood, an activity “for pleasure” (Erikson, 
1962:148) which is at the same time “highly serious and of deep significance” 
(Froebel, 1826: 53-56). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 
31, of which Ireland is a signatory, states that: “States Parties recognise the 
right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities 
appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and 
arts”. Many eminent theorists have written on play, including Froebel, (1826), 
Erikson (1967), Klein (1932), Piaget (1962), Bettelheim (1987), Montessori 
(1912), Vgotsky (1978), to name but a few and it is beyond the scope of this 
paper to cover the various theories in any detail. It is recognized by many theorists 
that play supports emotional, social and cognitive development (Rousseau, 
1911; Steiner 1996, Piaget, 1962, Vygotsky, 1962, 1978 cited by Johnston 
and Halocha, 2010; Froebel, 1826) and helps children learn skills which help 
them to negotiate their environment (Iwaniec, (2006:301). Notably, Erikson 
(1967:204/205) suggests that

play. is a function of the ego, an attempt to synchronize 
the bodily and the social processes with the self…   To the 
working adult, play is recreation (permitting) a periodical 
stepping out from those forms of defined limitation which 
are his social reality.

Lester & Russell (2008) suggest that the research on the benefits of play are 
complex but that there is evidence to support the assertion that  children’s play 
develops resilience, which contributes to children’s well-being. Other research 
(BERA, 2003: 13) “identifies that play (has a) fundamental role in early learning 
and development”.   

In our work with children we are aware that it is through play that children 
learn about themselves and also about the world around them and that it is 
essential to healthy development (Kellmer Pringle, 1986: Oaklander, 1988). 
It is now accepted by many theorists that babies engage in play (Garvey, 1990: 
Manning-Morton and Thorp, M., 2003). Through play, activity and exploration, 
babies become conscious of their bodies and what is ‘me’ and ‘not me’ (West, 
1996:12).  Manning-Morton and Thorp (2003:5) suggest that  babies play “from 
as early as the second stage of the sensory-motor period, at about 2 months old”. 
With recent cognitive and neuroscience contributions, active learning is being 
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attributed to babies and toddlers. Children from birth to three play, including 
free-flow play and social play, and through play learn about themselves and others 
and about their world (Manning-Morton and Thorp, 2003). An invaluable 
type of play that is described later in this paper is heuristic play (Goldschmied 
& Jackson, 2004: 117). With the enjoyment of “treasure baskets” (ibid: 97) 
and “‘islands of play’” (Auld, 2002:37), babies and toddlers are provided with 
everyday objects or cultural artefacts and their exploratory, usually individual 
play, is facilitated by an attentive adult. As well as having capacity to play alone, 
babies can play with others. A baby’s first social play is with their primary care-
giver, often relating to adults creating humourous situations in which the baby 
will smile and laugh (Garvey, 1990).

Many sources have referred to play as the child’s most comfortable means of 
communication (Axline, 1974; Oaklander, 1988; Landreth, 2002); “the child’s 
natural medium of self-expression” (Axline, 1974:9). Play is seen to serve “as 
a language for the child” (Oaklander, 1988: 160) and it provides “not only an 
outlet for feelings but a means of coping with them” (Kellmer Pringle, 1986: 44). 
Play involves many activities, some of which involve learning, but many of which 
do not (Hutt et al, 1990:6).  Drawing from proven theory and practice, West 
(1996), who works as a play therapist, suggests that play has many benefits for the 
child. Through play, the child can explore, relax, have fun, learn, develop physical 
capacities, “understand relationships, experience and identify emotions, practise 
roles, act out troublesome issues (and) achieve mastery” (West, 1996: 12).
Fundamentally, it is suggested that play itself has a therapeutic value for the 
child (Bettelheim, 1987; Erikson, cited by Richmond, 1970; Winnicott, 1971; 
Landreth, 2002; West, 1996). Children’s feelings are often “inaccessible at a 
verbal level”.  Through play a child’s feelings can be communicated and “conflicts 
can be resolved” (Landreth, 2002: 14/15). Through play, a child can find ways 
“of coping with (his or) her world” (ibid: 15). Bettelheim (1987,1:40) expresses 
it succinctly when he says:

The most normal and competent child encounters what 
seem like insurmountable problems in living. But by playing 
them out, in the way he chooses, he may become able to 
cope with them in a step-by-step process.

Through the playing out of it, through “symbolic play”, the child comes to clarify 
his/her understanding of the events and of his/her world (Piaget, 1962: 11). 
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Indeed, the processes involved in symbolic play are believed to be so powerful 
and fundamental to the child’s development that “at this stage in his mental 
development to stop him playing would be, more or less, to stop him thinking” 
(Richmond, 1970: 16). 

Why is it important that we foster an appreciation of Play 
among care-giving adults?
Having established why play is hugely significant for children, then it follow 
that we should do all we can to promote it. From my own experience of 
working with families, I believe many parents are not fully aware of the 
significance of play. When adults recognise the importance of and the breadth 
of potential within play, they are more likely to let children be at play and to 
actively involve themselves in play, which in turn can enhance positive, effective 
parenting (Murphy, 1996). Through play as the child’s “natural medium of 
communication” (Landreth, 2002: 14), the adult carer can gain vital insight 
into what the child is pre-occupied with and what is happening for the child. 
For example, with the birth of a new baby in the family, an older child can show 
signs of feeling insecure, perhaps unconsciously feeling displaced by the arrival 
of the younger sibling. Within play, the child can often express these feelings. 
An astute, attuned parent, recognising anxiety and jealousy and perhaps anger in 
the child’s play, can help the child. Through pretend play and the use of picture 
books and stories, the older child can be helped to express his/her feelings. This 
can help the child feel heard and cherished and can lessen any anxieties about 
fears of inadequacy or abandonment. 

As in the above example, play can enable a fuller understanding of the child 
(Iwaniec, 2006:301).The care-giver can then provide more empathic, attuned 
responses which can in turn, I believe, enrich the relationships between the 
caregiver and the child. Given all of the above factors, it makes sense that it is 
preferable for the child to have adults around who value play. It can therefore be 
argued that practitioners have a duty to promote an awareness of the importance 
of play, which can be done through the “development of strong working 
relationships between parents/family and practitioners/childminders” (French, 
2007:14).

To have an adult play with a child can be, in my experience, for the child 
a tangible expression of care and value (Winnicott, 1971). It can transmit to 
the child: ‘I matter. I am important. This person cares for me’. It is, however 
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important to state that it is not always essential for the adult to be totally engaged 
in the playing with the child. In fact, at times the richness is in just being there/ 
accompanying/ being alongside the child while he/she gets lost in the play. To 
interfere is often to interrupt the natural flow (Donohoe and Gaynor, 2011:70;). 
As Bettelheim recommends: “When there is no immediate danger, it is usually 
best to approve of the child’s play without interfering” (Bettelheim, 1987: 40). 
Intervening unnecessarily in play can distract the child and “will change the play 
from exploration to social interaction” (Donohoe and Gaynor, 2011: 70). What 
is often required of the adult is to be present to the child in such a way as to 
enable the child to play, to explore and to create.  As Winnicott suggests: 

The (child) is being alone in the presence of someone. The 
child is now playing on the basis of the assumption that the 
person who loves and who is therefore reliable is available 
and continues to be available when remembered after being 
forgotten. This person is felt to reflect back what happens in 
the playing (Winnicott, 1971: 47/48).

Play also can allow us “at least an understanding of a child’s thoughts, feelings 
and attitudes and the impact of their experiences” (Iwaniec, 2006:301). Erikson 
(1968: 92) suggests that “at birth the baby leaves the chemical exchange of the 
womb for the social exchange system of his society, where his gradually increasing 
capacities meet the opportunities and limitations of his culture”. The child’s 
inherent “laws of development” come into play as the child negotiates his way 
through “a set of psychosocial ‘crises’ [that] create a succession of potentialities 
for significant interaction with those who tend him” (Erikson, 1968:52). This 
is how the child matures. The integration of these successive stages depends on 
the child’s experiences and also on how those who tend to him/her respond. If 
these childhood crises, for example, ‘Should I trust or mis-trust the world?’ are 
not handled satisfactorily, the person can continue to struggle with these early 
battles into adult life. When we accompany children as they play, we can through 
careful observation of their play make an approximate assessment of where they 
are in relation to Erikson’s psychosocial stages of development (Erikson, 1980). 
For example, a child who can be seen to confidently ask questions of a wondering 
nature, who is happy to explore new situations with a positive expectation that 
things will work out and that he or she will be cared for and supported, can 
be reasonably considered to have gained trust in his/her carers and in his/her 
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world in general. This child may need our accompaniment in order to develop 
resilience, a reasonable ability to cope when life and some people in his/her world 
actually let him/her down. On the other hand, a child who seems to be more 
habitually leaning towards mis-trusting his/her world will require our support in 
order to develop a more positive, hopeful affect. Having this awareness, we can 
more effectively accompany both children along their developmental journey, 
and more significantly for the child, we can enable those who ‘tend’ the child to 
do the same.

From my own experience as a child, as a mother and as a practitioner with 
children and their families, I believe that through the medium of play, both the 
child and the adult can be freed up to see a different aspect of each other. As 
Winnicott says, “…in playing, and perhaps only in playing, the child or adult 
is free to be creative” (Winnicott, 1971:53). Being together in this creative way 
seems to me to bring different interactions and responses than those associated 
with caring for the child physically or keeping the child safe. Somehow, being 
together in the creative state allows for equal sharing, turn taking, marvelling 
at the magic together…. all of which facilitates a different kind of appreciation 
of the other, and “emotional understanding and interpersonal awareness” 
can develop (Howe, 2005:18). The appreciation and depth of feeling these 
playful experiences can create can help the relationship to get through tougher 
parenting times.

Playing with older children and teenagers and young adults requires the carer to 
be flexible and creative and to be willing to really follow the young person’s lead. 
Playing together can, in my experience, involve playing card games, scrabble/
ludo, one-on-one basketball, swimming, table-tennis, painting, baking, X-box 
games and watching films and television programmes. Really, what is important 
is that the young person is comfortable in the activity so that they are happy 
enough to allow the adult to get involved in the game. The interactions that 
can naturally unfold during these seemingly simple activities are invaluable in 
facilitating shared time together, which can in turn enhance communication and 
the relationship in general. Many families we meet within our work need gentle, 
‘non-condescending’ reminders that as children grow, even into young men and 
women, they actually still enjoy and need their care-givers and significant adults 
to give them time and to play with them. Fundamentally therefore, when as 
practitioners we encourage play between the child and his/her carer, we, in my 
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opinion, make an invaluable contribution to the well-being of both the child 
and his/her carer/s.

At the other end of the spectrum, one of the loveliest forms of play that can 
be promoted for babies, once they are comfortably able to sit, is the provision 
of a safe, suitable treasure basket with a well thought out collection of carefully 
chosen, safe items for the babies to explore, (Goldschmied & Jackson, 2004; 
Forbes, 2004). Goldschmied, through her pioneering treasure baskets work 
with babies observed the quality of play and the amazing capacity babies have to 
concentrate when they are enjoying natural, safe, everyday objects in this way. 
Within these “heuristic play sessions” (Goldschmied & Jackson, 2004:117), 
the adult’s role is to provide a secure base, a watchful, non-interfering presence. 
The adult provides the safe set of materials and maintaining a ‘hands-off’ role, 
ensures the child is safe, so he/she can get lost in the exploratory play. In this way 
through the exploration of everyday items arranged either in a treasure basket 
or in ‘islands of play’, children are given the opportunity to feel the excitement 
of making “their own discoveries” (Auld, 2002:37) in their own way.  Providing 
these treasures for babies and toddlers facilitates their own discoveries, allows 
them to make use of their capacity to concentrate and attend for amazingly long 
periods on even the simplest of objects, for example a sturdy wooden spoon. This 
kind of play, which can give the young child the excited feeling “’I have found 
out about this object’” (Auld, 2002: 36), promotes brain development and assists 
babies and toddlers to think for themselves and make choices and decisions, and 
stimulates them to explore other areas (Goldschmied & Jackson, 1994; Lester 
& Russell, 2008). 

How can we foster play?
Many parents have had very little opportunity to play in 
their lives and need to experience it first hand to appreciate 
its relationship to learning” (Murphy, 2005:134).

Notably, from this author’s experience, many parents need guidance to appreciate 
the value and significance of play. Aistear’s Tip Sheet for parents of young children 
(NCCA, 2009) provides invaluable motivational advice directly to parents, 
pointing out that “play helps your young child learn many new skills and ideas 
and build new information about how the world works. And very importantly, 
play is a fun way for your child to do all this”. This Tip Sheet encourages parents 
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to “Enjoy playing together” (their emphasis) and provides clear suggestions 
to facilitate this happening (available at www.ncca.ie/earlylearning). It is such 
positively framed motivational advice that encourage parents to talk to and create 
enjoyable situations for babies and young children. 

Early years settings that promote parent/care-giver participation in the 
service setting can do invaluable work in improving parents’ awareness of, 
appreciation of and ability to allow children play. “The informal contacts that 
take place every day in a pre-school setting (have been) identified as a valuable 
means of sharing knowledge about how children learn and suggesting ways of 
facilitating this” (Murphy, 2005:134). For the parent, being with the early years 
team in a crèche or play school setting can foster confidence in knowing when 
and how to get involved in the play, and when to be truly present to the child, 
without interfering with his/her play. 

One way of promoting play among care-givers, whether parents or child 
minders, is to run toy library type groups to ‘teach’ the ‘how and why’ of play, 
and to encourage care-givers  to be protective of and nurturing of their own child/
ren’s need to play. A toy library means accumulating a bank of different kinds of 
toys, which facilitate different kinds of playful interaction. The parts of the toys 
are labelled. Cards are created which are included with the toys which propose 
possible ways to use the toys. The practitioner, perhaps a social worker, a child 
care worker or family support worker, meets with the family to encourage them 
to begin playing with the toy along with the child. The family borrow the toy 
for an agreed period of time and then return that toy and swap for another toy. 
It is important for the organiser to maintain the bank of toys whilst also being 
understanding when parts and pieces inevitably go astray. It can be helpful to 
request second hand toys in good condition from the community and also to seek 
sponsorship from local businesses that may be willing to donate finance or toys 
for local families to use. Toy Library Initiatives, as well as Parent Child Home 
Programmes (PCHP) (Levenstein, 1970; Fagan, 2012:130) assist participating 
families to play, and result in children being more prepared for school.

There are many kinds of play. In my experience, many parents involve 
themselves in educative type play. For example, when their child/ren take out 
Lego bricks or crayons, they see it as an opportunity to teach the child colours. 
This instinct is a very nurturing one. The parent is intent on helping the child 
be school-ready, for example. In my experience, it is important to honour this 
parental instinct to teach, to instruct, to help the child be ready for pre-school 
or school whilst at the same time bringing to the parent the awareness that 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

94

within many shared play times it is preferable, indeed, essential that the parent 
is led by the child. I believe from my work with children that there is huge value 
for the child when the adult follows their lead. The child appears to begin to 
have a sense of being capable and that he/she can make things happen. Webster 
Stratton (1990) says “the most important first step in playing with a child is 
to follow the child’s leads, ideas and imagination rather than imposing our 
own ideas or values”. Speaking from her experience with The Incredible Years, 
a project designed to prevent and treat emotional and behavioural difficulties 
with children from 3 to 10 years, she cites evidence that children who engage 
with make-believe play with a care-giver have fewer behaviour problems. 
Enabling parents to be more accepting when the child wants to lead or when 
he/she want to be absorbed in his/her own play can be hugely satisfying for the 
child. The child can then be accompanied by his/her care-giver as he/she plays, 
and has permission to invite the adult in and out of the play as he/she chooses. 
When a parent can either instinctively or through gentle prompting learn to let 
the child lead, then there are really rich opportunities, not just for the child’s 
imagination to take flight but, furthermore, for the child and his/her parent to 
be transported together into the magical, beautiful world of play. There they 
can truly ‘see’ each other, truly appreciate each other’s uniqueness (even if only 
for the briefest of times) and this shared experience can cumulatively grow the 
parent-child relationship over time. 

Sometimes the child and parent find it too difficult to interact directly. 
Where there is fragility in the parent-child relationship, when parent and 
children feel awkward or insecure in how they relate to each other, there can 
be value in having cinema-type DVD sessions. While watching Disney and 
munching popcorn, everyone can relax. Enjoying the film, the family members 
start to relate whilst looking ahead at the screen. The challenge is to build on 
this and help the family to create real, interactive play. Similarly, while driving 
on an outing, with a driver who acts as skilled, unobtrusive facilitator, parents 
and children who relate in a fractured, perhaps irregular fashion can begin to 
relax with each other. In my experience, going on an outing with someone else 
taking care of the organising, the parent/s and children can begin to let go of the 
complex web of feelings for a little while, and begin to relate and find they enjoy 
each other’s company. That is the beauty of for example, family support centre 
outings to the beach. With someone else leading the way, with the worries of 
arranging transport, meals, etc. taken care of by someone else, the parents and 
children can relax. With a group comprising a number of families, children and 
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their parents may make friends and have fun together. Because the children and 
their parents are interacting not just exclusively with each other, they can often 
really have a lot of fun. Also, parents can see how other adults relate to children; 
how, for example, they let the child be ‘the boss of building the sandcastle’ and 
this can be a great help to reluctant ‘players’.  Being outdoors and building 
sandcastles, parents and children can also build relationships. And these can be 
treasured memories the child brings into older childhood and adulthood. 

We can also help parents to help each other. From social work with families, 
it is my experience that often, one parent can have a more natural capacity to 
play. When this is the case, it is useful if one parent can help the other to learn 
to respect play and to get more involved in shared play with the child/ren. 
When parents are not parenting together, it is very important, in my opinion, 
if someone can help the family to find a play activity for the child to do with 
the non-custodian parent during access. Having something comfortable and fun 
to do together, such as swimming or going to the play park, can strengthen the 
child/non-custodian parent relationship. 

Infant Mental Health literature (Fraiberg, 1980; Weatherston, 2000; 
Iwaniec, 2004) describe instances where the provision of attuned parenting 
can be interrupted or lacking due to various factors, including carers having 
experienced poor nurturing themselves. Family support through social work 
and other professionals may help to ameliorate the effects of “poor nurturing 
experiences” (Daly, 2009:16).  Nurture groups such as those described by 
Goldschmied & Jackson, (2004: 246) can provide “love and care” to parents who 
have not received much of this as children themselves. Such services, including 
the Parent Child Home Programme (Levenstein, 1970; Fagan, 2012:130) bring 
potential for change and hopefulness. As practitioners providing these kinds 
of initiatives, whether in groups or with individual families, we can hope that 
care-givers who receive care can be more able to love, nurture and play with 
their own dependent children. For others, where parenting has triggered deep 
pains from their own psyche, the children and their parent/s will need deeper, 
slower, more complex interventions. Attuned, empathic intervention, whereby 
“the mother’s cries are heard” (Fraiberg, 1980:35), what this author from social 
work experience has termed ‘therapeutic accompaniment’ (Daly, 2012:201) 
can support and nurture the carer. This in turn can help the carer provide more 
empathic nurturing to the baby/child. 

Similarly, some adults have not experienced the freedom to play themselves 
and for some playing can hold difficult memories of neglect and/or abusive 
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experiences (Murphy, 2005; Iwaniec, 2006). As practitioners who work directly 
with children, we can provide meaningful interactions to children and also 
valuable modelling to their parent/s when we are attentive and emotionally 
available to the children with whom we work. Parents/carers benefit greatly from 
their children’s activities shared with them (Manning-Morton and Thorp, 2003). 
Practitioners can share photographs and pieces of work done by the children 
as well as meeting regularly with the parent in relation to ongoing projects 
(Murphy, 2005). We can help reluctant ‘players’ when we visit families. Whether 
as social workers, public health nurses, family support workers, we can promote 
play by bringing a toy bag for children to enjoy. This can be a simple canvas bag 
with some safe, suitable toys, for example, toy telephones, cars, bricks, colours, 
bubbles, glove puppets, simple board games, ‘happy family’ card games. We can 
indirectly benefit the child when care-givers see us play. Our playing with the 
child can help to model playing to a parent who is hesitant or ambivalent. It 
is my experience that many parents are comfortable and familiar with playing 
together outside, for example: playing ball and playing together in the park, at 
the swings and sand or at the beach. They may be less familiar with and therefore 
less comfortable getting involved in play indoors.  It is important, therefore, to 
honour any kinds of playful interactions that we see, or episodes of play that 
are described to us. Whilst working towards child-led play, we may need to be 
realistic and begin with more structured play for example, board games and 
cards. With hesitant parents, we can build from there to include, over time more 
imaginary, make-believe and free flowing play. 

Whether we work with children in day care, family support settings, pre-
schools, schools or in a home-visiting capacity, we can encourage parents to 
access play information and guidelines, such as the Parents Plus resources which 
are accessible online (http://parentsplus.com).We can pass on developmental 
information on the changing nature of play from infancy through middle 
childhood to young adulthood- see for example, Donohoe & Gaynor (2011:63-
86). In particular, in my opinion, the Public Health Nurses who visit every home 
where there is a new baby can act as an invaluable ally to children in promoting 
an understanding of the value of play. Parents can be encouraged to talk and 
sing to their babies as they care for their primary needs, to provide heuristic 
play sessions and to develop these interactions as the baby grows into the more 
mobile stage of play associated with toddlerhood. With gentle, clear information 
sharing, care-givers can be motivated to provide appropriate, child-friendly play 
opportunities and to regularly become involved in that play themselves. Indeed, 
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we could as early years practitioners advocate for policy whereby parents with 
newborn babies are provided with these play guidelines from birth.  

In relation to teenage parents, Raphael-Leff (2012: 299) suggests it can 
be especially difficult for young parents to manage their own developmental 
struggles and at the same time provide for a vulnerable, dependent baby. Some 
teenage parents, who have been deprived of play in childhood, can resent their 
“own playtime being curtailed by parenthood, (and) may become intrusive 
or controlling….creating confusion in the child”. Joint play, accompanied by 
“thoughtful practitioners can foster better emotional awareness and mentalization 
in troubled young parents and their toddlers” (ibid). For example tactile 
activities, such as hand over hand painting where the adult is encouraged to 
follow the child’s lead, can help the adult truly ‘see’ the child and thus can 
promote more positive attachment.

When families are receiving social work support in relation to their care of 
their children, they can understandably feel under scrutiny. While they may be 
focussed on improving the physical care they provide the child, and on increasing 
their emotional availability and nurturing, they may not put a high priority on 
play. As social workers and child care workers, we need to remember to encourage 
play as well as helping to enhance nurturing among families. We can, for example, 
recommend visits to and use of the public libraries to bring the magic of stories 
into the child’s life. We can also suggest affordable recreation and outings through 
which child and parental confidence can be boosted and relationships enriched 
(Iwaniec, 2006:311). Often, in our work, we meet children who seem especially 
troubled and require particular help. Filial Therapy (Rye, 2005-2008) developed 
in the 1960s to help troubled children and their parents can “help parents and 
children to form closer and happier relationships”. We will at times in our 
work meet children who seem to not know how to play or who seem especially 
troubled. Some children require specialised help as well as having the child-parent 
relationship enhanced. For these children, we should keep in mind the benefits of 
play therapy and refer the child to the appropriate services.

When we work with families, introducing the idea of play, I believe we 
must also talk about conflict. Some parents have a reluctance to engage in play 
because they associate it with conflict and clashes of egos and prides in the past. 
They may remember with pain such clashes from their own childhood or within 
their own children’s play. Within play naturally occurring competitiveness, if not 
understood and managed, can spill out as aggression and tears. Helping children 
and their care-givers, where necessary to handle conflict within play will benefit 
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play and will also positively impact on other areas of family life. Also, I believe we 
can as practitioners make good use of the changing seasons to spur a previously 
reluctant parent into play. In whatever capacity we work with families, centre or 
school-based or a home visiting capacity, a gentle suggestion from an attuned, 
skilled practitioner, can bring play into a family’s routine. For example, as the 
dark winter evenings turn to brighter spring evenings, we can encourage parents 
to try getting out in the garden or the green with a ball or a hurley. If families 
start to play outdoors as the evenings lengthen, they have a better chance of 
continuing this into the summer months. Equally as we move through autumn 
into winter, we can introduce the joy of gathering leaves or taking trips to the 
local library and then cozying up indoors to read together. These outings are very 
reasonable and can help to establish play routines within families. It may take a 
series of season changes to help secure play, but if persisted with, I have found 
the changes in seasons and the different kinds of play they can bring, can over 
time establish satisfying play relationships between parent and child.

Early child care settings and schools 
Early child care settings and schools are so significant for children and their 
families and they have such a huge part to play in the development of a rich play 
environment for children that, in this author’s opinion, they warrant special 
mention. It is widely accepted now that “parent and family involvement is 
generally acknowledged as an essential element of a high-quality and effective 
pre-school service” (Murphy, 2005:50). Hutt et al. (1990: 10) state that an 
“underlying assumption of nursery education is that the cognitive, as well as 
the emotional and social, development of pre-school children depends crucially 
upon ‘play’. So what makes for an effective play environment for children? - a 
place in which the child can as Montessori suggests (1973:91) “develop the 
powers given to him by nature”. 

Bruce (1991) places a very high value on children having the opportunity 
to engage in ‘free-flow play’ and describes 12 features of free-flow play (Bruce 
& Meggitt, 1999: 246). Children having choice, time and space are considered 
essential aspects of quality play experiences for children under 3. When we 
carefully plan, support each other as practitioners and provide real, respectful 
collaboration with parents, early child care settings and schools can be “rich 
in Child-Initiated Play” (Miller and Almon, 2009). In relation to best practice 
within early child care settings, Manning-Morton and Thorp (2003:55) posit that 
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practitioners who have a supportive relationship and who 
respect each other will find it easier to manage conflicting 
demands of providing a secure base for key children and the 
need to keep an overview of a play environment that offers 
challenge to curious, explorative children. 

Within such settings children are free to develop and can truly experience the 
freedom to learn through play as they interact with their environment.

In relation to any play environment, but especially day-care, it is important 
to remember that children “an unsettled child cannot play” (Forbes, 2004: 
12). The child needs to feel secure in order to “fully immerse themselves in 
play” (Manning-Morton and Thorp, M., 2003: 143). For children in day 
care, “the quality of the partnership between parents/carers and practitioners 
has a significant effect on that sense of security” (ibid). In order to forge real 
collaborative partnerships with parents, practitioners need to have “as clear an 
understanding as possible of what the issues might be for a parent/carer handing 
over their baby or toddler to someone else who will be playing with and caring 
for them” (ibid: 144).  Having the settling-in period well-planned makes the 
separation less traumatic for the child. Care needs to be taken to help the child 
“make new attachments to the key person… over a period of time” (Manning-
Morton and Thorp, (2003:146). It is also important to allow sufficient time to 
play with the child on their first introductory visit to the setting or if agreed by 
the family during a home visit prior to the child first attending nursery. 

Within home-based small group and nursery settings, carers and 
practitioners who support babies and young children in their play facilitate 
the joy of play and also the developments and learning it can at times bring. 
Supporting social play, parents and practitioners can help even very small babies 
enjoy each other’s company (Manning-Morton and Thorp, 2003:78) which can 
support the development of friendships through play, even from a very early age. 

Concluding Comments
In conclusion, my hope is that this paper promotes an awareness of play as an 
essential element of childhood and that parents and care-givers who read it are 
encouraged to provide opportunities and freedom for their children to play. It is, 
in a way, an extension of two previous papers by this author (Daly, 2008: Daly, 
2012) which advocated for practice that enhances the parent’s ability to ‘see’ and 
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appreciate the child (2008) and to work using infant mental health principles to 
enhance parenting (2012). This paper contends that enabling families to value 
and engage in play can help enrich carer/child relationships. Those of us who 
work directly with children are encouraged to help create the optimum climate 
within which children are free to play and that we work “to support parents 
and practitioners in cultivating play …...from the beginning” (Bruce, preface to 
Manning-Morton and Thorp, 2003:x).

Influencing structural change on a wider level...requires a 
more long-term campaign of lobbying to persuade those 
without the professional knowledge to value children’s 
play and prioritize the well-being of young children as the 
responsibility of our whole society   Manning-Morton and 
Thorp, (2003: 157).

This paper concludes with a plea that all of us who work with children and their 
families embrace our capacity to play a vital part in that campaign.
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Abstract
Affordances, which according to Gibson (1986) refer to the 
functionally significant properties of the environment, provide a 
psychologically relevant concept for the analysis of the evolving 
child-environment relationship. The functional taxonomy of 
affordances by Heft (1988) was applied in a recent study on the 
infant class children’s school outdoor environments at a Boys’ 
National School in Cork city. The Mosaic approach (Clark 
and Moss, 2001) was utilized for planning and designing a 
natural environment break-time yard at the same school. Both 
approaches proved highly suitable in use for evaluating and 
planning children’s outdoor play environments. However, this 
paper will focus mainly on the use of Affordance Theory in 
evaluating the play opportunities of the existing conventional 
yard, together with a very brief introduction to the children’s 
ideas for the new natural environment yard, the development of 
which will be discussed in future papers.  

Introduction
Studies exploring children’s worlds have identified the need for children to access 
a variety of play environments that provide adequate challenge, but also include 
places for privacy, socialisation or imaginary play experiences (Clark, 2007). 
Based on this knowledge, and honouring the children’s participation rights 
(UNCRC, 1989) in planning and designing their own break-time yard, the 

‘Affordance Theory’ - a valuable 
research tool in evaluating children’s 
out-door play environments

Ulrike Falcini 
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overall doctoral study, from which this paper is derived, was concerned with the 
play affordances of the yards in which the children spend their breaks between 
classes. The study encompassed three phases. Phase one was researching the play 
affordances (Heft, 1988) of the conventional, concrete yard. Part two of the PhD 
study was the planning and designing of the new natural environment yard.  In 
keeping with a children’s participation rights perspective (UNCRC, 1989), and 
using the Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2001), the children from the infant 
classes (children age 4, 5 and 6) of the Cork National Boys School participated 
in the planning and design of the new yard. Phase three will research the play 
affordances of the natural environment yard, which has been completed by now 
and is being used by the children. The final phase of the overall study will be 
evaluating the play affordances of both environments in the light of Aistear, the 
curriculum framework for 0 to 6 year old children in Ireland (NCCA, 2009). 

This paper will focus on phase one of this study, and on how Affordance 
Theory was utilised to determine the play possibilities of the different environments.  
Affordance theory considers how individuals develop a perceptual understanding 
of the world with a focus on the functional use of spaces and objects (Gibson, 
1977). Heft (1988) applied the concept of affordance to describing the properties 
of children’s outdoor environments, focusing on their function rather than their 
form, and stating that ‘the functionally significant properties of the environment 
are perceived qualities that emerge from person-environment relationships’ 
(Heft, 1988, p. 32).  Affordance Theory has been embraced as a construct 
with practical utility by environmental design researchers and investigators of 
children’s environments. From an occupational science perspective, the concept 
of affordances has been proposed as a revolutionary way of viewing the physical 
environment in relation to the person-environment relationship (Munier, Teeters-
Myers & Pierce, 2008). Similarly in the Early Childhood Education and Care 
(ECEC) sector, Kernan (2007) confirmed that affordance theory offers a useful 
analytical tool for all adults who are directly or indirectly involved in pedagogical 
work with young children in ECEC (e.g., early years practitioners, parents, 
trainers, regulatory authorities, architects, town planners, researchers, and policy 
makers). Kernan proposes that such an approach can guide planning for outdoor 
provision in services for young children in a way that will preserve children’s need 
and right to play and be actively involved with the world outdoors. Yet to date, few 
studies in the Irish pedagogical circles have drawn on this concept. 

In this paper, a study of a children’s play environment will be presented 
in order to demonstrate how affordances can be utilised as an analytical tool 
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in research. The study explores the play affordances for infant class children on 
the conventional concrete yard of an urban primary school setting. The physical 
environment is analysed from a functional perspective, and explored in relation 
to how places and spaces are used in play transactions. Examples from the study 
will be used to highlight characteristics of affordances. The knowledge gained 
from this study could help to inform future work on environmental analysis and 
in particular in creating child-designed play environments that provide adequate 
challenge for children. 

Transactionalism as most complex bi-directionality  
of person-environment relationship
Using an affordance approach in research also supports analysis of the physical 
environment from a transactional perspective (Kytta, 2003).  An affordance 
approach can be viewed as transactional, as it views the person and environment 
as both having agency (Clark & Uzell, 2006). Core to the transactional-ecological 
model is the analytic emphasis placed on the bi-directional, interdependent effects 
of the child and the environment. Lynch, (2012) points out that in reality, 
while affordances operationalises a transactional approach, the social-cultural 
environment also cannot be excluded. A truly transactional approach considers 
‘context’- which includes both the physical and social environment and the human 
being. Therefore all three components need to be considered, when we try to analyse 
affordances. Lynch (2011) designed a graphic which further includes the socio-
cultural environment and demonstrates the interwoven components very clearly. 

 
←………………………Over   time………………→ 

 
ð  Physical environment  ð Social environment    ð The Child 

 
Fig. 1: A transactional model of occupational processes (Lynch, 2011)
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The Affordance Theory
The Affordance Theory, originally coined by JJ. Gibbson, (1977), has been 
utilised by researchers for decades studying object-person relationships. Gibson, 
(1986) proposed that affordances are the perceived properties of the physical 
environment that support the individual’s actions. The concept of affordances 
stresses the relationship between perception and action, which, according to 
Gibson and Pick (2000), helps children learn both about the functional properties 
of the environment (layout, objects, and events) and about themselves by using 
the environment in relation to their developing abilities. The approach helps 
investigators understand how the physical components of built environments 
stimulate, attract, or ‘afford’ children’s activities. Environmental psychologist 
Heft (1998) published a functional taxonomy of children’s environmental 
affordances, presenting a preliminary conceptual and operational framework. 
Fjortoft (2001) applied affordance theory to interpret the results of a study 
of Norwegian preschool children’s motor development and fitness related 
to landscape topography and vegetation. Kyttå (2002) used affordance in 
comparative studies of children’s environments and mobility in Finland and 
Belarus. She picked up on this functional analysis theory and argued for use of 
an affordance approach as it ‘provides a psychologically relevant means to analyse 
evolving child-environment relationships’. Kyttä, (2002) further simplified these 
concepts, when she explained that the affordance is not in a tree, nor in a child, 
it is the actual interaction of the two. She proposed that such a framework offers 
a useful means to evaluate outdoor provision of services for young children. 
Kernan (2010) also used affordance theory to analyze the outdoors in four ECEC 
settings in Dublin, where she looked at three connected fields of action: indoor-
outdoor connectedness, enclosed outdoor space, and the wider outdoors. 
In the context of play areas, the concept of affordance can further be used 
to analyze similarities and differences among settings by describing physical 
attributes or qualities of components of this setting that offer specific behavioural 
responses (e.g., shrubs for hiding). Heft (1988) used affordance theory in this 
way, as a functional approach to analyzing the environment (e.g.  a tree is for 
climbing), in contrast to the usual form analysis (e.g., ‘a straight, tall tree with a 
full crown’). He argued that affordances can be used to analyse the environment 
as it addresses function not form. Using an affordance approach supports a 
child’s view of the world in which the child lives, based on the knowledge of ‘the 
tendency of children to name places in terms of their functional significance’, for 
example a ‘climbing tree’, a ‘hide-out bush’ (Heft, 1988, p. 35). Rather than a 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

109

form classification,  Heft proposed a functional taxonomy of children’s outdoor 
environments, which  the following table will give a short synopsis of. (Heft, 
1988 p. 36)

Table 1. A preliminary functional taxonomy of children’s  
outdoor environments (from Heft, 1998, p. 36)

Object, Feature or Place Potential Affordance

Flat, relatively smooth 
surface

Affords walking, running, cycling, skating, 
skateboarding

Relatively smooth slope Affords coasting down (e.g. on bike, wagon), 
rolling, siding, running down,  rolling objects down

Graspable/detached object Affords drawing, scratching, throwing, 
hammering, batting, spearing, skewering, digging, 
cutting, tearing, crumpling, squashing, building of 
structures (e.g. raw materials for forts)

Attached object Affords sitting on, jumping-on, over, down, from

Non-rigid, attached object Affords swinging on (e.g. tree branch)

Climbable feature Affords exercise, mastery, looking out from, passage 
from one place to another (e.g. stairs, ladder)

Aperture Affords locomoting from one place to another, 
looking and listening into adjacent place

Shelter Affords microclimate, prospect/refuge, privacy

Moldable material  
(e.g. sand, dirt)

Affords construction of objects (e.g. pottery), 
pouring, modification of its surface features  
(e.g. sculpting)

Water Affords splashing, pouring, floating objects, 
swimming, diving, boating, fishing, mixing with 
other materials to modify their consistency
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The current study
Methodology: A functional taxonomy of affordances of  
primary school break-time yards.
The current ethnographic study is being carried out at a Cork City National Boys 
School, from which 28 infant class children are participating. Ethics approval has 
been obtained from the Social Research Ethics Committee at UCC and informed 
consent from parents and children was obtained.

The current study is three tiered. The first phase focused on evaluating 
the play affordances of the conventional break-time yard. The second phase 
concentrated on the development of the new, natural environment yard. This 
new yard has been planned and designed by the 28 infant class children, utilising 
the creative methods of the Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2001), such as 
children’s drawings, brain storming sessions and focus group interviews, collage 
making and salt dough model making. The third phase will be evaluating the 
play affordances of the new natural environment break-time yard, once it has 
been in daily use by the children for a while. The fourth and final phase will 
be evaluating the play affordances of both environments in the light of Aistear 
(NCCA, 2009).

Qualitative research in form of focus group interviews with the children, 
as well as individual teacher and principal interviews, were accompanied by 
two video recordings over 20 minutes each, of the children’s play within the 
conventional break-time yard. Some of the questions asked in the interviews 
with the children focused on what they like/dislike about break-time and about 
the break-time yard, what the rules are that govern break-time, and what they 
play during break-time.

The teachers and the principal were also asked what the children play 
during break-time and what rules and regulations are in place to govern break-
time. They were further asked how the play affordances of the conventional yard 
concur with the four themes of Aistear (Well-being, Communication, Identity and 
Belonging, and Exploring and Thinking) in their view. 

The findings have been evaluated through the use of the Affordance Theory, 
as outlined above and below. The same methods will be employed again to 
evaluate the play affordances of the new break-time yard.

While this study focuses mainly on the immediate interactions between 
the children and the  physical environment in evaluating the play affordances, 
by taking the schools behaviour guidelines into account, tribute is being paid to 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

111

some element of the social environment. The affordances noted are categorized in 
potential, perceived, utilized, shaped and actualized (see Fig. 2), further taking into 
account the effect of the school rules and regulations on the actualised affordances. 

Fig. 2: Affordances

Potential Affordance relates to everything a primary school aged child  
could play within a given environment, as seen in Heft’s table of potential 
affordances above. 

Perceived Affordance relates to every play option or opportunity that a primary 
school aged child can perceive (with one or more senses) in the environment. In 
other words, a child needs to be able to perceive, see or reach a play opportunity 
in order to make use of it. If trees are behind high bars, children will not even 
consider them as a play option. Equally, once the children are familiar with 
the rules and regulations of a place, they might not even consider certain play 
options as they know they are not allowed, for example skate-boarding on the 
school yard. 

Rules and Regulations relate to all the schools behavioural guidelines (rules 
and regulations), written or ad-hoc on a daily basis, which govern play during 
break-time. 
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Utilized Affordance relates to all play that happens within a particular 
environment. 

Shaped Affordance relates to children creating their own, new play possibilities 
through physically changing and manipulating the environment in order to 
create new affordances. An example would be a tree which is used for climbing. 
The utilised affordance is climbing, but the shaped affordance could be through 
adding loose materials such as blankets or wooden boards. By using these, this 
tree could be made into a tree-house or a shelter, which then would afford 
‘house-play’ or resting.

Actualised Affordances are all the play affordances, perceived, utilised and 
shaped, taking the schools rules and regulations into account, which are being 
actualised in a given environment by the children.

Phase One of the Study: A functional taxonomy of affordances 
of primary school break-time yards
The conventional school yard in which the children played during their 
break times was analysed using these headings. The following table (Table 2) 
summarizes the findings under each heading, based upon observations and 
video recordings made during playtime over several weeks, as well as focus 
group interviews with the children about how they might use the yard (potential 
affordances), what they thought were the permissible ways in which they might 
use it (perceived affordances), the opportunities and the constraints (school 
behavioural guidelines, availability of play materials) and finally the ways in 
which they actually used it (utilized affordances). The principal and the teachers 
were individually interviewed about their view and experience on what and how 
the children play on the concrete yard and how this playtime is governed.  
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Table 2: Affordances of conventional school yard

Conventional 
YARD

Potential 
affordances

Perceived 
affordances

School behavioural 
guidelines

Utilized 
affordances

Tarmac, level 
surface, 
affords:

Roller skating 

Skate-boarding

Cycling, 

Playing football 

Chasing 

Playing catch

Walking

Hopping, 

Skipping

Pretend play

Talking to friends

Sometimes: 
supervised 
basketball, 
hula hoops and  
throwing rockets

Playing football 

Chasing 

Playing catch

Walking

Hopping, 

Skipping

Pretend play

Talking to friends

Sometimes: 
supervised 
basketball, 
hula hoops and  
throwing rockets 

Football only from 
second class up;  

Roller skates, skate-
boards, bicycles are 
not allowed; 

Running

Chasing 

Playing catch

Walking

Hopping, 

Skipping

Pretend play

Talking to friends

Sometimes: 
supervised 
basketball, 
hula hoops and  
throwing rockets 

Grass Area 
affords:

Digging up, 
Picking,

Walking on, 
Sitting on, 

Lying on, 
Exploring

Walking on, 
Sitting on, 

Lying on, 
Exploring

Going on the grass 
is allowed on dry 
days only;

Sitting or lying down 
or digging is not 
allowed;

Walking on 

Fences 
afford:

Climbing over 
and on, 

Looking through 

Climbing over 
and on, 

Looking through

Children are to stay 
within the fenced of, 
designated area for 
junior break-time

Looking through

Trees afford: Climbing on, 
Swinging from,

 Taking branches 
from them to 
play with

Children don’t 
perceive them 
as climb-able 
but try taking 
branches from 
them to play 
with.

Trees are planted 
behind bars which 
makes them not 
accessible.

Using sticks is not 
allowed

One child took 
a twig to dig 
for ants by the 
kerb, beside the 
grass area, but 
was seen,  told 
off and twig was 
taken from child
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Conventional 
YARD

Potential 
affordances

Perceived 
affordances

School behavioural 
guidelines

Utilized 
affordances

Bins afford: Hide behind, 
Climb inside, 
Climb on top, 

Roll them 
around,

Hide behind, 
Climb inside, 
Climb on top, 

Roll them 
around,

Sandbox 
affords:

manipulate 
its texture (for 
example with 
water), throw 
it, sit in it; small 
world play;

build with, shape 
it, rake it, shovel 
it, pretend play, 
throw it; small 
world play;

restricted in 
numbers (5 or 
6 children) due 
to small size of 
sandbox, 

no throwing sand 
rule 

water can’t be used 

build with 

shape it 

rake it 

shovel it 

pretend play 

small world play 

Lines on 
the ground 
afford:

Balancing along;

Pretend play

Balancing and 
pretend play

pretend play

Hop-scotch 
affords:

Hopping, 
Throwing stones;

Hopping, 
Throwing stones

According to the 
children, there are 
no stones available

Hopping 

Numbers 
afford:

Hopping, 
Counting

Hopping, 
Counting

Hopping, 
Counting

Walls of the 
buildings 
afford:

Leaning against 
Being used as 
‘den’

Resting against

Leaning against 
Being used as 
‘den’

Resting against

Leaning against 
Being used as 
‘den’

Resting against

Water 
grates in the 
ground, and 
the earth 
that gathered 
around them, 
afford:

Exploring them

Playing with the 
earth around 
them, 

Looking for 
creatures 

Making tiny 
heaps of the 
earth

Exploring them

Playing with the 
earth around 
them, 

Looking for 
creatures 

Making tiny 
heaps of the 
earth

Exploring them

Playing with the 
earth around 
them, 

Looking for 
creatures 

Making tiny 
heaps of the 
earth
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Preliminary Findings
The activities in the ‘Utilized Affordances’ column of Table 2 are those that 
were noted during the observations. As the principal stated in his interview, the 
children do ‘run around a lot’ during break-time and ‘let off steam’. According to 
the children and the teachers, this ‘running around’ is often part of a variety of 
pretend games in which the children are deeply engrossed. This was also evident 
in the video recordings.

While the children listed play like football and hide and seek in the focus group 
interviews,  they also repeatedly stated that football is not allowed to infant 
class children and that there  is nowhere to hide in the yard. However, the 
video recordings showed that they do engage in football occasionally, and that 
while potential hiding places are very limited the children do find places to hide 
during break-time. The difference between what the children say and what they 
actually do shows that the children’s perception of what they can play is strongly 
influenced by the rules they have learnt, even though in reality the children don’t 
always adhere to those rules, nor do the teachers always enforce them. Overall 
the interviews showed an inconsistency in the perception of the school rules. The 
children listed different activities as ‘not allowed’ from those that the infant class 
teachers mentioned, while the principal expressed no concern about rules, apart 
from keeping the children safe. Children repeatedly go in behind the bins but 
are called back out and told off by the teachers on yard duty.

Opportunities for different kinds of play were severely limited by the 
structure and organisation of break times in the existing conventional school 
yard. Play there is generally very rule bound, and space is limited due to the 
vast amount of children on the yard. There are usually four classes playing at the 
same time, which includes junior infants up to class two. The weather also has 
an influence, as the children are not allowed outside to play when it is raining.  
There are few, if any, opportunities for the children to shape the affordances on 
the conventional yard. Loose material is not available and the landscape is static. 

The principal and teachers were aware of the limitations of the existing 
set-up, and were anxious to improve the opportunities for play that were 
available for the children, especially the younger ones. Consequently, they 
were open to take on the re-design of a derelict area adjacent to the school and 
transform it into a natural environment play space, based on the ideas and 
wishes of the children. 
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A brief look ahead  to Phase 2 of the overall study
A piece of waste ground adjoining the school yard had been fenced off from it 
and this piece of ground became the site for the new natural environment play 
area. The process by which the children were invited to participate in designing 
their new play area and the results will form the basis for future papers.  Phase 
two of the overall PhD study involved working together with the infant class 
children to plan and design the new, natural environment break-time yard. 
Collaboration with the children used the innovative methods of the Mosaic 
approach (Clark and Moss, 2001) and this phase will be further elaborated on 
in a future article.  However, below is a small sample of the children’s input, 
together with some pictures of how the ideas of the children have been realised 
so far. It is noteworthy how often, in keeping with Heft’s (1988) taxonomy and 
as had also been the case in Hart’s seminal 1979 study, they gave functional 
descriptions for the things they suggested.  Amongst many more, the children 
expressed the following wishes and ideas for their new garden: 

• Trees to climb and fruit trees to eat the fruit;

• Bushes to hide and play in; 

• Places to make dens; 

• Grass, flowers, vegetables to cook with, make soup;        

• Water, sand, mud to play with, build things with and 
feel it squishing between the toes; 

• Climbing features ‘because they are really good 
climbers’, with monkey bars, 

• a wobbly-bridge to run over and a balancing beam; 

• Tree-house for climbing into and play in;

• A house, hut or tent to play home in;

• A big slide to slide down and climb back up; 

• Snails, bugs, caterpillars, butterflies to catch, observe 
or play with;

• Seats for eating and resting;

• A fire-place to cook our own food like sausages and 
make a camp fire and 

• A pizza oven so we can bake our own pizza outside;
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These were some of the ideas expressed by the children in the interviews and 
through their art work during the planning and designing phase of this project. 
Below are some pictures of how these ideas have been realised in the development 
of the natural environment break-time yard. 

Picture 1: Tree house and slide

This picture shows the tree-house with the slide in the background. The two 
sand areas and the hill slide on the right of the picture, which ends in the top 
sand area.
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Picture 2: Climbing structure

This picture shows the climbing structure, which incorporates balancing beams, 
rope-ladders, wobbly bridges, three platforms at different heights, for children 
to play in. They call it their pirate ship!

In the foreground you can see the wild flower meadow and some of the fruit 
trees and bushes, which the children asked for during the planning. 
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Picture 3: Pizza oven

The children had asked for somewhere to make a fire, to cook and in particular 
to make pizza, hence this cob pizza oven was built. The surrounding wooden 
shelter will also provide a covered space for an open fire place and a seating area 
to be used as an outdoor class room.

Conclusion
Kernan, (2010), concluded that the concept of affordances has proved to be 
a powerful tool in gaining insight into young children’s engagement in their 
environments. This current study would confirm the above and further stress 
the validity of the affordance theory in evaluating children’s play environments. 
Considering this, using an affordance approach in researching children’s 
environments has great potential, and there are certain areas and considerations to 
focus on. For example a review of the literature shows that many other disciplines 
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refer to ‘environment’ but are often limited to considering only the social-cultural 
aspect. Using an affordance approach enables us to focus on possibilities in the 
environment for independent play/play affordances and to observe opportunities 
children take in actualising affordances. Analysing environments for function, 
using activity as the unit of analysis is, as Heft (1998) points out, a different 
approach to the usual analysis of form and can include a range of areas such as 
physical, social, emotional or motivational affordances and reveal how spaces 
and objects provide affordances for these. It is further worthwhile to consider 
how the environment has agency, how it encourages or motivates a child to act 
in it and taking into account the bi-directionality of the affordance theory, how 
the environment can change as a result of the child’s action and visa-versa (i.e. 
shaped affordances). Above all, this research has highlighted how strongly the 
actualised affordances of any given environment are dependent on the rules and 
regulations which govern the use of this environment. 

In the Irish context, Aistear, the national early childhood curriculum 
framework for children from birth to six years emphasises the importance of play 
and the natural environment for children’s well-being and for providing them 
with opportunities to explore, think, problem-solve, communicate and so on. 
Given that almost 40% of Irish four year olds and almost all five and six year 
olds attend primary school (Dept of Education and Science, 2013), outdoor play 
opportunities at school are crucial for their on-going learning and development.  
Examining the findings listed above, i.e. the actualized affordances of these 
break-time yards and the potential for improving the play environment, and 
keeping in mind the aims and goals of Aistear (2009), might encourage teachers 
and principals to re-think the rules and regulations which govern break-times 
at schools. 

About the Author
Ulrike Falcini is a PhD candidate at the School of Education, University  
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Abstract 
This paper explores the play opportunities which are provided to 
pre-school children in Ireland. Using Bronfenbrenner’s ‘Ecological 
Theory of Development’, it examines play opportunities through 
looking at the beliefs and values of society, policy and legislation 
and children’s playgrounds from an Irish perspective. The paper 
presents the idea of play and playfulness, in order to explore the 
power and construct of play. Consequently, in utilizing Irish 
research and authors, an understanding of play opportunities for 
pre-school children is critically discussed.  

Introduction and Theoretical framework 
This paper begins with an overview of the role of play in early childhood 
development and learning. It then uses Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ‘Ecological 
Theory of Development’ as a framework within which to critically examine play 
opportunities for pre-school children in Ireland. Bronfenbrenner’s theory places 
the child at the centre of a series of sequential hierarchical environmental systems 
(see Figure 1). The outermost or external system is the Macro-system. In this 
case, this includes the values and beliefs towards play in Irish society, which will 
be examined in the first part of this paper. The next in sequence is the Exo-system 
or the organisational framework; into this category come policies and legislation 
directly relating to play in Ireland, which will again be critically examined in 
the course of this paper. The final layer in Bronfenbrenner’s model is the micro-
system, the immediate contexts in which the child spends time. Within this 

Play and Playfulness; Play Opportunities 
for Pre-School Children in Ireland

Lorraine O’ Connor
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final system, this paper will discuss the child’s immediate playgrounds, in home, 
community and early years settings. 

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

The Power of Play
Greek philosophers acknowledged play as a key behavioural characteristic of 
young children. Subsequently, play has been recognised as a key defining feature 
of childhood for centuries (Kleine, 1993; Mayall, 2002). Play is a universal 
behaviour of children.  It is a common element of all childhoods; however the 
content of play is unique to each child (Rettig, 1995). It is estimated that by the 
time a child is six years of age, they will have engaged in more than 15,000 hours 
of play (Schaefer; 2010).

Play has many forms and guises; consequently, defining play is difficult. 
Trying to categorize and state its meaning can be problematic, as it may be too 
restrictive. Howard (2003: 4) believes that the difficulties with defining play are 
due to ‘a failure to distinguish the act of play from the construct of playfulness’. 
She suggests that ‘play’ is considered as a whole behaviour of a child rather than 
a choice- a choice which the child makes to participate and become ‘playful’. 
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Whilst certain activities may appear more play-like, we 
can never be sure whether the individual is feeling playful. 
Playfulness would appear to be an internalised construct 
that develops over time as a result of experience and 
interaction (Howard, 2003: 4).

This suggests that the child has to have an active part in the play for it 
to be considered playful, or relevant, and implies that ‘play’ is the act, 
and ‘playfulness’ the internal qualities brought to the activity by the child 
itself. Playfulness integrates intrinsic qualities such as freedom, engagement, 
enthusiasm, willingness and motivation are harnessed (Howard; 2003). As 
Piaget (1962) suggested, the child’s approach to an experience is based on the 
previous experiences which the child has had, a process which he describes as 
the development of a schema. Thus, if an activity has been playful, the child 
will take a playful approach to it in the future. It is therefore important to 
understand what playfulness represents to children (Howard; 2003). Though 
their research with pre-school children, Rothlein and Brett (1987) discovered 
at this age, children associated playfulness with the outdoors and with role play. 
In a similar study, Keating et al. (2000) discovered that pre-school children 
associated playfulness with choice, and suggested it occurred where an adult 
was not involved. 

My favourite person to play with is my friend Cindy – we 
play hide and seek. It would make me cry if I had to play on 
my own. (Girl, 4, quoted in IPAS; 2012).

Thus, at a pre-school age, children can clearly identify play and playfulness, 
and they associate playfulness with happiness, engagement and other children. 
Moreover, in both Rothlein and Brett (1987) and Keating et al.’s (2000) studies, 
children believed playfulness did not involve TV, books, adults or sitting. This 
reconfirms the idea that the child must be actively engaged in the activity for it to 
be considered playful. Children clearly distinguished play from other activities, 
and outlined its significance in their daily being. It can be suggested, through 
play, children can identify the dichotomy. “I have fish but I’m not allowed to 
play with them, my mum tells me to leave them alone.” (Girl, 3, quoted in IPAS; 
2012). Although the child may want to play with her pet, she is disengaged 
as choice has been removed and adult presence has hindered the playfulness.  



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

126

Thus, the forbidden interaction with the fish becomes an activity of play. For 
children, play is associated with freedom:

…the essence of ‘play’ is the ability to ‘lose’ sense of time 
through one’s own experience of the world as a place of 
‘mystery, risk and adventure’ (Tonucci; 2005;34).

To sum  up, in playfulness the child is engaged, and experiences freedom, choice 
and movement. 

The power of play in supporting a child’s development in the early years is 
widely acknowledged (Wood, 1986; Hayes, 2003; Schaefer, 2010). Play supports 
a child’s emotional development, as it allows for the exploration and discovery 
of identity. It helps children to learn, develop empathy, form relationships, and 
solidify a sense of self (Lindon, 2005). At a pre-school age, children engage in 
fantasy play. This type of play provides a window into the child’s world. Fantasy 
play has been perceived as almost therapeutic, allowing children to uncover and 
address painful feelings and conflicts with others. Through fantasy or symbolic 
play, children express their feelings, fears and conflicts (Schaefer, 2010). They 
can explore feelings/fears/thoughts using a medium which they understand. 
Consequently, using a play based resource/approach is invaluable to any pre-
school child in supporting their emotional development. Cognitive development 
is also supported, as through play, children use their imagination, creativity 
and problem-solving dispositions (Lindon; 2005). Believing play assists the 
child in developing an understanding, Piaget (1962) sees play as bridging 
the gap between abstract thought and concrete experience. In his theory of 
cognitive development, Piaget postulates that the child ‘assimilates’ reality into 
existing mental structures, expanding an existing schema to ‘accommodate’ new 
experiences and he suggests that this results in the altering of reality, leading to 
pretend play (Piaget, 1962).

The child’s physical development is also facilitated through play, as the child 
will utilize and develop their gross or fine motor skills through playing. Play also 
facilitates language development, both verbal and non-verbal.  Axline (1989) 
considers play as the natural language of the child. Children will often utilize a 
third object as a medium to represent their feelings, for example a doll. In doing 
this, children can relate and recognize what the object’s problems are (Murphy, 
1996). This suggests that the child uses play as a method of understanding and 
create their own world using a medium they can relate to and understand. For 
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that reason, play becomes the language of the pre-school child as it facilitates 
self-expression. Through play, the child will make meaning. 

Play gives [children] an opportunity to demonstrate all that 
they have observed and learned about the real world and at 
the same time the opportunity to experiment with how they 
can make that learning useful in their own world. (Early 
Childhood Ireland, 2012).

According to Kernan and Devine (2007), play offers the child a space and the 
time to separate from the adult world. Play takes place at a level which the child 
can relate to and understand. Play can be anywhere, with any person or object, 
and it does not necessarily have an end goal, but it is the child’s own world. Thus, 
play is based on the process, rather than the product. 

To sum up, play benefits a child’s holistic development and positively 
supports their learning. At a pre-school age, children engage in fantasy play. This 
type of play provides a window into the child’s world. However, to understand 
play, it is important to separate play and playfulness. Play is the activity, and 
playfulness is the engagement of the child. What may be labelled as a play 
activity by adults is not always perceived as such by children. As outlined earlier, 
children consider that for play as an activity to be ‘playful’, the key elements are 
space, adult absence, the outdoors, role play and choice. Thus, the environment 
plays a vital role in children’s playfulness. 

In this paper, using Howard’s (2003) approach to play, both play as an 
activity and playfulness as an interaction will be discussed. 

Changing Beliefs and Values Regarding Play 
Young children are innately active, but this natural tendency is overridden by 
external constraints (Jebb et al, 2007, Hofferth and Sandberg; 2000). Elkind 
(2002) believes the traditional idea of free and spontaneous play is disappearing, 
with extracurricular activities replacing it. In the industrialised world, natural 
play has become an unaffordable luxury with many children accessing organised 
activities such as extra-curricular activities or technology (Elkind, 2008). 
Guldberg (2009) believes this is due to the idea that structured activities such as 
television and gaming technology are viewed as more educational. Children of 
preschool age are watching a minimum of two hours of television a day (Elkind, 
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2008). When playing with their children, 1 in 4 parents most often watch TV, 
films or DVDs (Clifton, 2012). As outlined earlier, children do not consider 
sitting, or TV, as ‘playfulness’, but rather as an activity. Tonucci (2005) argues 
that such structured activity reduces the element of independence to make 
way for more adult control. Although extra-curricular activities can support 
learning, play experts have expressed concern that children’s free time has become 
associated only with learning, rather than enjoyment of play itself. This suggests 
that the play activities provided are chosen by adults based on criteria other 
than the playful potential of these activities, and that play has been reduced by 
environmental factors and adults’ expectations. 

Children have too noticed this; they have highlighted their need for free 
play within their home life (Clifton, 2012), consequently suggesting that 
children are seeking playfulness rather than play as an activity. Lester and Russell 
(2008) suggest that society is beginning to ‘instrumentalise’ play by perceiving 
it merely as a tool to achieve other benefits, and is viewed primarily as a means 
to achieve long-term goals for learning. This implies that society is losing sight 
of the essence of playfulness, resulting in play becoming an activity (Cole-
Hamilton, 2011), a means to an end rather than a process, and that the idea of 
playing for the sake of playing is under threat. 

Policy Perspectives on Play in Ireland
Having established the importance of play and playfulness to young children, 
the values and beliefs held and demonstrated towards play in Irish society will 
now be discussed. These values and beliefs form part of the macro system in 
Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical framework, and are reflected in public policy 
and legislation on children’s position in Irish society, and their right to play. 
Ireland now has the highest proportion of children in the EU. In 2011 there 
were 1,148,687 children in Ireland, accounting for 25% of the population 
(DCYA; 2012).  The Irish constitution, Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937), declared 
all individuals in Ireland have fundamental personal rights. However, within 
the constitution, the emphasis is on the family and not the child. Article 41.1 
recognises the family as ‘the natural primary and fundamental unit group 
of Society’ and that ‘the primary and natural educator of the child is the 
Family’ (Article 42.1). According to Richardson (2005), this ‘familialisation’ 
reflects a society whereby children are recognised only as an extension of 
their parents, and are not acknowledged as separate beings with right of 
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their own. Consequently, this fusion ignores children as individuals or as 
competent beings. This position has been reflected within Irish legislation. The 
constitution implies that children are not viewed as separate to their family, 
and thus are not separate to adults. Therefore the constitution does not afford 
children with a ‘right’ to play or play opportunities. While a referendum in 
2012 to introduce a proposed amendment to strengthen children’s rights 
within the Constitution of Ireland was passed, it has not yet been signed 
into law or incorporated into the Constitution, due to legal challenges  
(Children’s Rights Alliance, 2012; DCYA, 2014)

At an international level, Ireland signed for the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child  (UNCRC) in 1990, and ratified it by 1992. This 
universal document is rooted in three P’s, protection, participation and provision 
for children. Outside the four core principals, article 31 recognises children’s 
right to play:

States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest 
and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities 
appropriate to the age of the child and to participate freely 
in cultural life and the arts (UNCRC, Article 31)

Upon recognising and affording the child a right to play, the UNCRC provides 
the child a right to be a child. However, within the UNCRC, play is recognised 
along with other activities which are structured such as education and recreation. 
Thus, the value of play as a freely chosen activity is somewhat lost, implying that 
it is more the activity of play, rather than the idea of playfulness suggested by 
Howard (2003) that is referred to. 

Ireland responded to the UNCRC through the development of the National 
Children’s Strategy (NCS) in 2002. This policy is considered the blueprint for 
legislation, policy and practice for children at a national level (Kilkelly, 2007). 
The NCS adopts a ‘whole child approach’, and views the child as an active 
participant within society (Peyton and Wilson, 2006). For the first time in Irish 
policy, children had an input to the development of the strategy. This policy 
found children highlighted play as a priority to their well-being (Children’s 
Rights Alliance, 2011). 

Subsequent to the NCS, Ireland developed ‘Ready, Steady, Play! A National 
Play Policy’ (DYCA, 2004). This policy document aimed to create better 
play opportunities for all children through increasing public play facilities. 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

130

Additionally, it sought to develop accredited play training and raise awareness 
regarding the importance of play. It recognises the importance of play and 
playfulness to children. However, evaluation of the implementation of this 
strategy focused on the quantity of playgrounds, play policies and play officers 
nationally (NPRC, 2006). While there has been an increase in the availability 
of playgrounds nationally, the work of implementing the strategy is on-going. 
It can be suggested this policy was based on a view of the product rather the 
process of play, and thus on the activity rather than the interaction. It did provide 
children with play opportunities, through the increased availability of public 
playgrounds (Kerrins et al, 2011). However, advocating the importance and 
the benefits of play was once more overlooked, although in February 2012, the 
then Minister  for Children and Youth Affairs, Frances Fitzgerald, established 
the Local Authority Play and Recreation Network (LAPRN) to help introduce a 
more coordinated and interagency approach to achieving the main goals of the 
play and recreation policies at both national and local level, and in November 
2013, allocated some extra capital funding to support new and existing play 
and recreation facilities for children and young people (DYCA, 2013). To date, 
however, there has been no review of the National Play Policy. The deficiency of 
evaluation is problematic, as it demonstrates the lack of overall commitment to 
children and to the national play policy. 

An increased awareness of the importance of play in early childhood 
development and education can be see in the inclusion of  Standard 6: Play in 
Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (2006) 
and in the prominence given to play in Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework (NCCA, 2009). Aistear views the child as a competent and confident 
actor. It affords each child independence and responsibility in accordance with 
their age, suggesting children should have choice, freedom and independence 
in a supportive environment.  This consequently supports regulation 5 of the 
Childcare (Pre-school) Services Regulations (2006) which requires that 

each child’s learning, development and well-being is 
facilitated within the daily life of the service through the 
provision of the appropriate opportunities, experiences, 
activities, interaction, materials and equipment, having 
regard to the age and stage of development of the child and 
the child’s cultural context
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These frameworks focus on the whole child, and moreover acknowledge that play 
must facilitate opportunity, experience, interaction and materials. The suggested 
provisions and rationale given for play implicitly acknowledge that play must 
be playful for young children, and give it greater recognition than heretofore, 
at least in the early years. This is discussed in more detail in the next section of 
the paper.

To sum up, it can be seen that Bunreacht na hÉireann (1937) overlooks 
children as a social group. According to Richardson (2005), in light of the 
development of legislation, policies and guidelines, Irish society has progressed 
to the stage of the ‘children’s rights era’. The 1990s saw a constructionist 
perspective being adopted towards children, whereby the child was considered 
an active social agent. This provided children with a social position and 
therefore, a recognition of childhood (Uprichard, 2009). According to Martin 
(2000), how a society treats children is a reflection of a sense of future and 
progression within it. Thus, a society which acknowledges children’s right to 
play should mirror this within its policy and its approach to children at ground 
level. According to Richardson (2005), however, policy relating to children in 
Ireland has developed in an ad hoc and reactive fashion. The implementation of 
policies has been slow, and absent in some cases. Policies relating to children are 
isolated and there is a failure to fully integrate and implement them (Archard, 
2004; Kilkelly; 2007). 

The national play policy has offered children an opportunity to participate 
in play. There is a push-pull approach to children in Ireland. Ireland is morally 
required to bring the national legislation to meet the articles within the UNCRC 
(Martin; 2000). As a result, policies are published, however, as they are not 
legally binding, their weight is not respected or enforceable. Consequently, play 
and play opportunities are frequently overlooked. 

The Child’s Playground
Gleave and Cole-Hamilton (2012) suggest play is a natural behaviour, but that 
the richness of the play is determined by the adult and the environment which 
is provided. This section will discuss the play opportunities in the playgrounds 
or environments which pre-school children may access on a daily basis; their 
home, their community, their pre-school setting- the ‘microsystems’ level of 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model cited earlier 
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Play at home and in the community
It is difficult to separate the child’s home and community environment as they 
are interdependent. Children’s behaviour and identities are shaped by actions and 
language in the surrounding environment, as well as by the physical environment 
in which they live (French, 2007). This suggest that a community which offers play 
opportunities will encourage playfulness. ‘Children will always play, but adults 
must provide children with opportunities, time to themselves and spaces for play 
if they are to get the full benefits” (Gleave & Cole- Hamilton, 2012, p. 2). 

As outlined earlier, natural play is becoming diluted through extracurricular 
activities and technology. Furedi (2011) suggests modern day western parenting 
is extremely intensive, and as a result, children do not have enough time to be 
children, and in fact, the child is ‘lost in translation’. ‘Too often adults can expect 
children to adapt to the adult world rather than adults trying to get in touch with 
the child’s world.’ (O’ Shea and McElvaney, 2001: 73)

In the last decade, parents have become increasingly anxious about children’s 
safety, with a consequent impact on children’s play opportunities. The boundaries 
for children have constricted, and modern day children are increasingly protected 
and detached from society (Strandell, 2007; White & Stoecklin, 1997). It is 
becoming a ‘social norm’ for younger children to be allowed out only when 
accompanied by an adult (Kernan and Devine, 2010), suggesting that rather 
than the outdoors being perceived as freedom, it is actually perceived as a danger. 
Worry about the safety of children is not a new phenomenon; however Guldberg 
(2009) believes it has reached an impracticable level. Consequently the fear 
experienced by parents is reinforced by their power and efforts to ensure a risk 
free environment (Kernan and Devine; 2010). Ironically, although parents believe 
children are being kept safe whilst they are indoors, this is the very place where 
they are at the most risk. Each year in the UK, almost 500,000 children under the 
age of 4 are injured in the home every year (ChildAlert; 2013). To put this into 
context, three times as many children are taken to hospital each year after falling 
out of bed, as from falling out of trees (Moss and Petrie; 2012). 

According to Guldberg (2012), as a society we have become consumed with 
fear, and are consequently creating ‘safe’ and ‘controlled’ indoor environments. In 
a recent UK study, almost half of parents (49%; n=1,000) stated their child did 
not play outside because of their own fears about “stranger danger”, with a third 
claiming it was due to fears of injury and accidents (Lester and Russell; 2012). 

Research has found children have began to mirror this attitude, and became 
anxious about their safety, and became fearful of playing outside (Burdette and 
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Whitaker; 2005). A quote from Scotland gives testimony to Becker’s theory: 
‘If you played on the street; someone might steal you or you might get lost.’ (Boy, 
aged 4, quoted in IPA, 2010). This implies that at a pre-school age, children are 
mirroring adult’s fears and anxieties of the unknown. Further, it suggests that 
play opportunities for pre-school children are limited due to a preconception 
of danger by the community. Irwin et al (2007) discovered that where parents 
characterised their neighbourhood as unsafe, children became isolated, as 
indoor activities were intentionally introduced. Almost one fifth (n=2,004) 
of parents admitted to buying toys and video games for their children to keep 
them indoors (Clifton, 2012). Consequently, opportunities for playfulness are 
limited for many pre-school children. Play is comprised of safety, adult presence 
and structure, all of which children perceive as elements of a play activity rather 
than of playfulness. Thus, in creating a ‘safe’ environment, the very elements 
which children highlighted as key to playfulness are being consciously removed 
by parents/adults. Children are not provided with play opportunities in the 
community which encourage playfulness, but rather play opportunities which 
are safe and educational. 

However, research suggests that this behaviour varies depending on the 
location and socio-background of the child. O’Connor (2012) found that 
children living in rural areas enjoyed more time to play outside compared to 
children from middle sized towns and cities. A key finding showed children from 
disadvantaged areas were in fact playing the most, and had the most freedom 
when outdoors (O’Connor, 2012). This suggests that play has been altered at 
a cultural level, raising the question of how children from disadvantaged areas 
have maintained a higher level of play compared to children from other parts 
of Ireland. Perhaps children from disadvantaged areas are not exposed to as 
many of the technologies as children from an ‘affluent’ background, or perhaps 
there is more of a sense of community and safeness within the environment 
in disadvantaged areas. In line with O’Connor’s findings, Williams (2012) 
discovered that children of parents with a third level degree were more 
likely to engage in extra-curricular activities, implying perhaps that children 
from a disadvantaged backgrounds have in fact more time for playfulness.  
These findings suggest that the background and location of the child will 
impact on the play opportunities which are afforded, and moreover will impact 
on their playfulness.
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Early Childhood Care and Education 
In 2010, the Irish government announced the Early Childhood Care and 
Education (ECCE) Scheme. This permits all children over the age of 3 years 
2 months to attend an ECCE setting for free for a number of hours a day. In 
line with the ECCE scheme, all early childhood leaders must have a minimum 
qualification of a FETAC Level 5 Certificate in Childcare. Consequently, the 
area of Early Childhood Care and Education in Ireland has evolved in the last 
number of years. During 2012, over 3,000 pre-school attended an early years 
setting through the ECCE scheme (Pobal; 2012). With the uptake in children 
attending services, and also the requirement of qualifications, Aistear: the Early 
Childhood Curriculum Framework was published. 

Aistear is a play-based framework for all curriculums in early years settings; 
it vindicates the child as a confident and competent learner. Thus, the child is 
viewed as an active participant. It encourages early years practitioners to facilitate 
a supportive and stimulating environment where children are independent 
and are facilitated in making positive choices. Aistear acknowledges children 
are continually learning about their emotions, feelings and self-control, and 
suggests that through positive and reciprocal relationships with the early years 
practitioner’s children are empowered. As a result, children will feel valued, 
respected, empowered, cared for, and included.  In doing this, it permits for 
playfulness. As outlined by children earlier, playfulness incorporates choice and 
space. A range of play opportunities and types of play are offered to children 
within early years settings. Moreover, the pre-school child has the choice of the 
type of play which they can do.

The role of the early years practitioner is to ensure a play based environment 
is created and developed to facilitate play opportunities. Aistear encourages all 
types of play including risky and messy play. 

‘Playful children are more physically active, creative, 
humorous, imaginative, emotionally expressive, curious and 
communicative’ (Singer; 1994; 63)

In offering an environment which is child-centred and playful, it is supporting 
the pre-school child’s holistic development, learning and well-being. Although 
Aistear is open to interpretation, its strong play based foundation will 
undoubtedly offer children an environment where play is the activity and 
playfulness is the content. In providing all pre-school children with the 
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opportunity to access an early years setting for a period of time, the ECCE 
scheme allows for the pre-school child to access and experience various play 
opportunities and levels of playfulness. 

Conclusion 
Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of development as a structured 
framework, this paper has attempted to understand the broad dynamics which 
impact on play opportunities for pre-school children in Ireland. The three 
contexts discussed were: values and beliefs regarding play, play in policy and 
legislation, and the child’s playground- the home, the pre-school and the 
community. A distinction was made between play as an activity and playfulness 
itself, which is rather the child’s interaction with the activity (Howard, 2003). 
The value of play and playfulness to a child’s learning and holistic development 
was discussed, and the benefits they offer to pre-school children were explored. 
Children at a pre-school age were shown to have the ability to distinguish 
between play and playfulness, and to define playfulness in terms of elements 
such as choice, role play, outdoors and also the absence/separation of adults. The 
conclusion is that for a pre-school child, playfulness is based on space, freedom 
and choice to explore and experiment. 

The values and beliefs towards play in Irish society revealed a dual but 
contradicting outcome. There was an awareness of the developmental and 
learning composition of play. However, the simple idea of playing for the 
sake of playing seems to be overlooked in society. The notion of play has been 
replaced by structure, learning outcomes and isolation. As a result, children 
are increasingly involved in extracurricular/ structured activities, and also 
increasingly using technology. Play at a societal level is valued largely as a way 
to pass time or use excess energy. Consequently, play or playfulness as an innate 
trait of young children is overlooked. While several policies highlighted the 
importance of play to the child’s holistic development, learning and well-being, 
these have not been fully or extensively implemented. The emphasis on play 
in Aistear, the early childhood curriculum framework, is to be welcomed, as it 
recognises and affords children play opportunities within an early years setting. 
In offering choice, freedom and space to be a child, this play-based curriculum 
is child-centred. 

From the literature, it can be suggested early years settings are in a unique 
position with pre-school children in Ireland. They may offer some children the 
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only opportunity which they to engage in play opportunities which facilitate 
playfulness. Settings provide a safe and secure environment away from the child 
panic phenomena which parents are experiencing in their communities and 
homes. Children are offered choice, freedom and space to be a child, and just 
play for the sake of playing. Thus, play opportunities within early years settings 
facilitate the process of play, rather than the product, or learning outcome. As 
outlined, many pre-school children are experiencing anxiety and fear of their 
community, and it is consequently impacting on their freedom to play, and 
on their playfulness. Early years settings offer children an environment where 
playfulness is encouraged, and thus a space where children can be children. 

To sum up, the benefits of play are acknowledged by society, adults and 
children alike. However, societal and adult beliefs are overlooking the child 
within play. Play has become less about the playfulness and more about the 
outcome of the play activity. As a result, the child is not interacting with the 
activity, and playfulness is lost. For adults, concern about issues of safety, control 
and outcomes of play have become the principal issues. However, play represents 
the opposite of this for children. For them, play means freedom, choice and 
independence. This is often overlooked by adults, and consequently, they do not 
consider the child within the play when planning for play. Therefore, although 
children are ‘playing’ more, the playfulness has frequently been removed. 
As Bronfenbrenner suggested, the views which society holds, the policy and 
legislative approach and the child’s playground are all interdependent. As a result, 
we may say that the playfulness of play has been lost in many contexts for pre-
school children in Ireland. 
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Abstract
Since the 1960s, there has been a trend towards postponed 
parenthood in Western society. Ireland has taken to this trend 
at a somewhat slower rate due to our complex history and 
the association between the Church and the State, which had 
a direct impact on family formation. The Roman Catholic 
church’s influence over the social and political life of Ireland 
has diminished considerably since the 1990s. This has led to a 
period of significant change in Irish society whereby gender role 
attitudes changed and where women were able to detach from 
the traditional role of mother and avail of higher education 
and participate in the labour force (Barnett & Baruch, 1978; 
Holahan & Gilbert, 1979, Loh and Ram, 1987), which led 
to the emergence of a trend towards postponed parenthood. 
A number of studies have focused on increased maternal age 
and association between adverse outcomes, however there has 
been very little attention paid to the societal factors which 
influence men’s parenthood intentions and the risks associated 
with increased paternal age. This piece of research attempts to 
rebalance this gender discourse by unearthing contemporary 
Irish males’ perspectives on the societal factors which influence 
their parenthood intentions, in order to offer a more complete 
perspective of the predictors of postponement.

Potential Predictors of Postponed 
Parenthood:  Factors Which Influence 
Contemporary Irish Male’s Parenthood 
Intentions

Sarah Kelleher (Cork Institute of Technology)
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Introduction
Western societies have experienced the emergence of a relatively new trend 
towards delayed parenthood in recent decades. Statistics across the board support 
the notion that approximately one third of first births are now to women aged 
twenty five years or older (Wilkie, 1981). Ireland reported the highest birth rate 
of any EU country in 2011, with 16.2% births per 1,000 population. However 
the Perinatal Statistics Report Ireland 2011, and Census data 2012, found that 
the average age of first time mothers increased in the second quarter of 2012, 
with the average first time mother aged 29.9, compared with 29.8 in 2011, 29.1 
in 2009, and 27.6 in 2001, which reflects Wilkie’s findings. Researchers attribute 
this emerging trend towards postponed parenthood to primary factors which 
include political, educational and economic factors; the changing roles of women 
and breaking down of existing gender ideologies through increased educational 
levels and the participation of women in the workforce (Loh and Ram, 1987), 
delayed marriage, effective birth control and advances in assisted reproductive 
technology (Bianco et al 1996; Berkowitz et al 1990; Kessler et al 1980).

A number of studies exist which examine the association between advanced 
maternal age and adverse outcomes (Bianco et al, 1996; Berkowitz et al, 1990; 
Bobrowski and Bottoms, 1995; Cnattingius et al, 1992; Prysak, Lorenz and Kisly, 
1995; Seoud et al, 2002; Vercellini et al, 1993). However, the role of men in the 
decisional process and the factors which influence their parenthood intentions 
have been relatively unexplored within existing literature (Chalmers and Meyer, 
1996; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004). Data on paternal age at first birth has not 
been collected within national surveys, regardless of the impact men have in 
influencing the reproductive health behaviours of women both directly and 
indirectly (Thomson, 1997; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004), and the increased risk 
of adverse outcomes that are associated with increased paternal age (Ford et al., 
2000; Reichenberg et al., 2006; Fisch et al.,2003; Malaspina et al.,2001; Zhu et 
al., 2005; Astolfi et al., 2006; Reichman and Teitler, 2006; Yang et al., 2006; de 
la Rochebrochard and Thonneau, 2002).

This study therefore attempts to examine the Irish context and to unearth 
contemporary Irish males’ perspectives on the sociodemographic factors which 
influence their parenthood intentions and decisions and in doing so aims to 
rebalance the existing gender discourse and identify the potential predictors of 
postponed parenthood in Ireland from the male perspective.
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The Emergence of the Trend towards Postponed  
Parenthood in Western Society
The 1960s saw a period of vast social change in Western society whereby 
changing gender role attitudes and behaviours led to significant changes in 
family formations (Inglehart and Norris, 2003). Social attitudes and alternative 
lifestyles became more common and acceptable from the late 1960s whereby 
women acquired higher educational attainment and occupational levels (Barnett 
& Baruch, 1978; Holahan & Gilbert, 1979, Loh and Ram, 1987). With 
the economy becoming more industrialized there was an increased need for 
dual income families ( Bernard, 1975, Bardwick, 1979; Holahan & Gilbert, 
1979; Veevers, 1973; Whelan, 1980) and sex role distinctions became more 
democratic and egalitarian ( Rossi, 1968). The Women’s Movement identified 
and supported the desire for women to experience greater personal and bodily 
autonomy (Bardwick, 1979; Mc Bride, 1976). The introduction of contraceptive 
technology emancipated women like nothing before and offered them control 
over their own reproduction (Potts, 1980; Whelan, 1980) and over the trajectory 
of their lives (Whelan, 1980). However with freedom to choose so too came 
the burden of having to make a decision: whether to accept or reject the role of 
mother  (Fabe & Wikler, 1979; Harris, Durkin & Flores, 1979; Mc Bride, 1976; 
Veevers, 1980; Whelan, 1980). 

Changing gender roles and the Irish Context 
Gender refers to the social and personality differences between males and females 
and to that which society defines as masculine and feminine (Webb and Tossell 
1999:47). “A gender role is a set of socially generated expectations about how men 
and women should behave” (Clarke et al. 200:127).  Marriage and motherhood 
were emphasized as traditional gender roles for women (Russo, 1976); however 
in recent decades as the roles of women have changed so too has the role of men. 
Numerous studies have been carried out which document the change in gender 
roles from the 1960s on in Western society (Haavio-Manilla, 1972; Mason, 
Czajka and Arber, 1976; Thorton and Freedman, 1979; Fine-Davis, 1983a; van 
der Wal and Oudijk, 1985; Fine Davis, 1988; Whelan and Fahey, 1994; Hinds 
and Jarvis, 2000; Fine-Davis, Mc Carthy, Edge and O’Dwyer, 2005).

The social changes that have occurred in the Western world also filtered 
through to Ireland albeit more slowly. In order to examine the Irish context 
in relation to postponed parenthood, it is inherently important to briefly 
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examine the legislation that was/is in place which consolidated and perpetuated 
traditional gender stereotypes. Sociologists have referred to Ireland as an extremely 
patriarchal society which was constructed and consolidated by the Church/
State bond, the economic structure and the social and cultural construction of 
heterosexuality  (Pyle, 1990; Mahon, 1994; O Connor, 1998).    The Catholic 
Church had an immense sway and authority over Irish politics and society (Fahey, 
2007; Inglis, 1998). Not only this, but the Catholic Church also had control 
over facets of individuals’ lives, in relation to health, education, welfare and 
morals (Inglis, 1998). The Censorship of Publications Act 1929 prohibited the 
selling, distributing and importing of any publication relating to contraception 
or abortion, while The Criminal Law (Amendment) Act 1935 prohibited 
the sale, importation and advertising of any contraceptive.   This in essence 
meant that reproduction was a matter of fate rather than intention; it was 
an outcome of sexual activity with or without desired intention, whereby no 
medical problems were in existence (i.e. infertility problems). Pregnancy and 
childbearing were essentially out of individuals’ control due to societal beliefs 
and values and religious objections to reproductive technology and pre-marital 
sex. The Constitution enshrined the woman’s place as in the home and promoted 
traditional values (Inglis, 1987, 1998; O’Connor, 1998; Kennedy, 2001);

In particular, the State recognizes that by her life within 
the home, woman   gives to the State a support without 
which the common good cannot be achieved and the State 
shall, therefore, endeavour to insure mothers shall not   be 
obliged by economic necessity to engage in labour to the 
neglect of their   duties within the home. (Article 41, 1937 
Constitution of the Republic of Ireland)

1970s Ireland was a period of vast social and legislative change, especially in the 
area of gender equality. During this period the marriage bar was abolished (1973), 
equal pay and equal opportunity legislation (1974, 1977) was introduced, and 
contraception was legalised (1979), although this was controversial and occurred 
at a slow rate due to the Church/State bond. These legislative changes led to 
a significant shift in gender role attitudes (Fine-Davis, 1983a, Fine-Davis, 
1988; Whelan and Fahey, 1994). A key factor in this was the introduction and 
availability of contraception which allowed women to detach from the role of 
mother and from the Catholic churches’ traditional view of women, as they were 
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now able to control reproduction and move from the home sphere (Inglis, 1987, 
1988; O’Connor, 1988; Kennedy, 2001; Ferriter, 2009).  Educational levels and 
the participation of women in the workforce increased (Loh and Ram, 1987) 
which has led to a significant delay in childbearing in Europe (Kohler et al., 
2002; Sobotka, 2004a/2004b). It is also crucial, however, to examine the role of 
men. While they may not directly be involved in gestation, it has been shown 
that they both directly and indirectly influence women’s reproductive behaviours 
(Thomson, 1997; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004) 

The Role of Men
Men are inherently biologically uninvolved in gestation and birth, and therefore 
could be said to be more dependent on women then women are on men when it 
comes to achieving parenthood (Bettelheim, 1962). It is possibly due to this fact 
that the majority of literature regarding parenthood intentions focuses on the 
role of women, and pays little attention to the role of men and paternal age on 
birth outcomes (Chalmers and Meyer, 1996; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004). There 
has been evidence to suggest that there is a correlation between women’s and 
men’s desires and intentions for becoming parents (Chalmers & Meyer, 1996, 
Lazarus, 1997). Thomson (1997) conducted a longitudinal study and found 
that husbands’ and wives’ desires to have a child were equally influential, and 
that when only one partner desires having a child the birth rate is approximately 
halved.  It has also been shown that women’s desire to conceive is directly related 
to their appraisal of their individual relationship (Zabin et al., 2000), and 
their reproductive health behaviours are influenced by men   (Thomson, 1997; 
Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004). 

The Significance of Parental Age
While the rising age of childbearing women in developed countries has been 
well documented, concomitantly the trend is also occurring among men who 
are becoming fathers (Bray et al., 2006; Tough et al., 2007). However, data 
on first time birth rates for men have generally not been collected in national 
surveys. While advanced maternal age and adverse birth outcomes have received 
a lot of attention, less attention has been given to paternal age (Chalmers and 
Meyer, 1996; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004). Research has been conducted which 
shows a correlation between advanced paternal age and adverse outcomes. 
Studies have found that men older than thirty-five are twice as likely to be 
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infertile than those younger than twenty-five (Ford et al., 2000), as well 
as associations between paternal age and the risk of a number of disorders 
including autism spectrum disorder (Reichenberg et al., 2006), down syndrome 
and chromosomal abnormalities (Fisch et al.,2003), schizophrenia (Malaspina 
et al.,2001), preterm birth and low-birth weight (Zhu et al.,2005; Astolfi et al., 
2006; Reichman and Teitler, 2006), congenital abnormalities (Yang et al., 2006) 
as well as miscarriage and fetal death (de la Rochebrochard and Thonneau, 
2002). It is therefore important to understand what factors influence paternal 
age, considering the serious adverse outcomes that are associated with advanced 
paternal age and the direct impact men have in influencing the reproductive 
health behaviours of women both directly and indirectly. It has been shown that 
men and women are unaware of the correlation between age and increased risk 
of infertility and involuntary childlessness and limited family size  (Schmidt, 
2010, Lampic et al., 2006). 

Methodology - Data Collection
A mixed methods approach was used to conduct this research combining 
quantitative and qualitative methods. The methods used were quantitative 
questionnaires and qualitative interviews. One hundred questionnaires were 
distributed manually and via email to male Irish citizens aged between twenty 
and forty. There were a total of seventy respondents across all age cohorts. Two 
interviews were also conducted, each lasting approximately half an hour with 
two males, aged twenty three and thirty one. The sampling method used in 
this research was that of purposeful sampling and was employed in both the 
questionnaires and interviews undertaken. It is based on the knowledge of the 
population and the purpose of the study. This method of sampling selects its 
participants because they fit a specific description, in this case Irish males aged 
between twenty and forty, as they fit the desired criteria for this particular study.
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Findings - Factors which influence male’s parenthood 
intentions by age cohort

Fig 1: Factors which influence male’s parenthood intentions by age cohort

Results of Survey: Parenthood Intentions, Respondent Age,  
and Perceptions of Reproductive Health
Men’s intentions to become parents were sought and responses varied in each age 
cohort. Table 1 states the respondents’ parenthood intentions:

Age Cohort Wanted 
Children

Had Children / 
Partner Pregnant at 
time of Response

Did not Want 
Children

Unsure

20-25 85% 15%

26-30 61.9% 33.4% 4.7%

31-35 33.4% 44.4% 11.1% 11.1%

36-40 18.2% 45.5% 27.3% 9%

Table 1. Parenthood Intentions by Age Cohort: N=70
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Respondents were asked to identify what age bracket they fell under due to the 
biological fact of reproduction and fecundity declining with maternal/paternal 
age (Iacovou & Tavares, 2011).  Respondents were also asked to identify if health 
or the female biological clock influenced their parenthood intentions, in order 
to determine if respondents were aware of the increased risk of adverse outcomes 
associated with increased paternal age as well as the increased adverse outcomes 
associated with increased maternal age. 

Respondents’ age, parenthood intentions and perceptions of reproductive 
health were cross correlated in order to determine if intentions decreased with 
age and if the biological clock and health became more influential factors in 
decisions made. This did appear to be the case; however it was also evident that 
those in the 30-40 age cohorts were also more likely to already be parents. Those 
aged 20-25 and 26-30 were the most likely to state that they desired children in 
the future, and did not consider health or biological clock as influential factors in 
their parenthood intentions. This would be expected, due to this cohort generally 
being able to conceive with little or no difficulty due to biological features of 
reproduction and age. A significant amount of those in the 31-35 age cohort 
stated that they desired having children in the future;  just over a quarter of these 
respondents rated health as an influential factor in their intentions while less 
than one fifth identified the biological clock as influential. A significant number 
of those aged 36-40 stated that they were unsure if they wanted to have children 
in the future, which could suggest that the actual amount who desired children 
could be relatively higher than percentages suggest. Just over half of those in 
the 36-40 age cohort cited the biological clock as an influential factor in their 
parenthood intentions, whilst significantly less than half identified health.

Findings appear to suggest that men are not as aware of the increased risk of 
adverse outcomes associated with increased parental age. This viewpoint is also 
apparent in the interviews undertaken. However it is clear that when respondents 
were aware of the adverse outcomes associated with increased age, they generally 
tended to associate it more so with increased maternal age:

I am aware that as women get older that there is more of a risk, 
especially with miscarriage and Down syndrome (Michael, 31).

I was aware that the later woman had children the higher the 
risk of complications, but I didn’t realise that the same was true 
for men” (John, 23).
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“To be honest not really, I thought that men could have 
children up to any age and that it wouldn’t be a problem.” 
(Michael, 31, responding to a question asking if he was 
aware of the increased risk of adverse outcomes associated   
with paternal age)

This would suggest that more information should be made available to 
men regarding the risk of adverse outcomes associated with maternal and 
paternal age. It is also essential to understand what factors influence men’s 
parenthood intentions by age range in order to identify the possible predictors 
for postponement, and to identify if factors transcend age or if some factors are 
inherently unique to certain cohorts. 

Contraception
Respondents in all cohorts did not identify contraception as particularly 
influential in their parenthood intentions. Those in the 20-25 age category 
were least likely to identify it as influential, followed by those in the 26-30 
age cohort, 31-35 age cohort and 36-40 age cohort; however it was still cited 
relatively infrequently. The findings would suggest that contraception was the 
responsibility of women in most circumstances, with the exception of single 
males citing the condom as their main method of contraception. Generally single 
respondents were in the 20-30 age cohort, and this age group were more likely 
to cite multiple partnerships/dating and a period of sexual freedom as influential 
in their parenthood intentions, which would support the findings and frequency 
of this method of contraception being cited. Those who were married, engaged 
or in a relationship at the time of response cited the contraceptive pill most 
frequently, followed by the condom to a significantly lesser extent. This would 
suggest that contraceptive use is affected by relationship status and age and 
that within a relationship it appears to be the women’s responsibility. Men are 
inherently biologically uninvolved in gestation and birth (Bettelheim, 1962), as 
previously stated. Modern contraception, family planning programs and fertility 
surveys have also generally been aimed at women (Gordon, 1990, Watkins, 
1993), which may be due to it being easier to prevent ovulation/implantation of 
one egg rather than the production of millions of sperm, and this may potentially 
be why female methods were more frequently cited above.
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Relationship Status and the Importance of Finding  
the ‘Right’ Partner
The majority of respondents stated that they wanted to have children in the 
future, whilst those who were married were more likely to already have children. 
This would suggest that individuals may plan to have children before they have 
found a partner to conceive with. However, it has been suggested that there is a 
correlation between changes in relationship status and childbearing intentions 
(Hayford, 2009; Iacovou and Tavares, 2011; Liefbroer, 2009; Mitchell and 
Gray, 2007; Qu et al., 2000). This finding is reflected in the response given by 
an interviewee when questioned about the impact of his relationship/partner on 
his parenthood intentions.

“To be honest I’m not entirely sure. I’m currently going through 
a rough patch in my relationship so it’s hard to know, ideally 
I would have liked to have children before thirty five but with 
my current circumstances I’m not entirely sure.” (Michael, 31, 
responding to a question asking about the impact of his 
relationship/partner on his parenthood intentions).

Finding the ‘right’ partner was identified as the single most influential factor 
in the parenthood intentions of all respondents. This would suggest that 
there is a clear and significant correlation between this factor and individuals 
parenthood intentions, and that respondents felt that finding the right partner 
was a precursor to becoming or intending to become a parent. However there 
were varying degrees of import attached to this factor, with the majority of 
respondents (64.3%) saying it was very important, just under a quarter saying 
it was important (24.3%) and a small amount (10%) stating they were unsure, 
and less than one tenth (1.4%) saying it had no influence on their parenthood 
intentions. With this being the case, it would be important to examine the 
relevance of this factor in greater depth, and to identify what characteristics 
people attach to this factor, as it appears to be a potential predictor of 
postponed parenthood:

I think it is important for a child to be brought into a loving 
stable relationship and that the other person has the same 
thoughts and ideas in respect to values, morals, and education 
and that the child is brought up within a stable relationship.  
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(John, 23, responding to a question on the importance  
of having the ‘right’ partner when considering becoming  
a parent).

Education
Respondents were asked to identify at what level they left education at in order to 
determine if education also has an impact on male’s parenthood intentions. Over 
half of the total number of respondents had attained an undergraduate degree or 
higher. Surprisingly, educational attainment was cited more by those in the 36-
40 age cohort, followed by the 31-35, 26-30 and 20-25 in that order. However 
when respondents’ educational attainment was reviewed, it supported these 
findings, as over half of those in the 36-40 age cohort had attained a university 
degree or higher. The vast majority felt that achieving an undergraduate degree 
or higher had a significant impact on their parenthood intentions. This was also 
echoed in the interviews undertaken:

I spent four years in college so this delayed my introduction to 
the workforce.   I would like to be more established in my career 
and have a better salary than I currently do. I would like to be 
financially stable before having children, ideally I would like to 
have a good few years of my career behind me before starting a 
family, I might have to do a masters in order to progress which 
would mean returning to education part time which would 
definitely   encourage me to postpone becoming a parent. (John, 23)

We are both working now and both studying, we don’t have 
time for each, never mind a child! (Michael, 31)

Career/Employment Status and the Importance of  
Financial Stability
According to Gustafson (2001) career planning was the main reason for 
postponement of parenthood, this finding was also replicated in a recent Irish 
study (O’Donoghue et al., 2011).   It has been suggested that young adults 
who expect increases in their future income will delay childbearing until 
such time as the increase occurs (Happel et al., 1984).     Respondents’ career/
employment status mainly influenced those who were employed full time or 
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those who were students at the time of response. The vast majority of those who 
were employed part time, were self-employed or unemployed stated that their 
career/employment status had no influence on their parenthood intentions. 
However, when respondents were asked whether financial stability influenced 
their parenthood intentions, over three quarters felt it had a significant impact. 
When the significance of financial stability was cross correlated with respondents’ 
employment status, it supported the previous findings, as 100% of students 
felt that financial stability was influential on their parenthood intentions, while 
90% of those employed full time felt it was influential, just four fifths of those 
who were employed part time and half of those who were self employed and 
unemployed at the time of response, found financial stability influential in their 
parenthood intentions. It is evident that this is a significant factor which also 
requires more in-depth research in order to unearth the multiple perspectives and 
identify career/employment status and financial stability as possible predictors 
of postponed parenthood.

You’re not really sure where you stand, there is no guarantee 
with a temporary contract. I’m on a basic minimum wage and 
must stay in the company for four years before I would get a 
decent wage. I wouldn’t be financially secure enough to even 
contemplate starting a family, I can just about support myself   
right now.” (John, 23).

To be honest I thought that at this age I would be living in 
my own home, married and starting a family. I didn’t really 
anticipate the recession and the impact it would have on my life 
and the pressure it would put on my relationship. I never thought 
I would have to move country to get a   job.”(Michael, 31).

It therefore may be important to examine the effects of returning to education, 
the impact of the recession, and career progression on individuals’ parenthood 
intentions as they appear to overlap and may be possible predictors of postponed 
parenthood.
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Living Arrangements
Research has shown that there is a direct correlation between becoming a home 
owner and marriage and childbirth ( Chevan, 1989; Deurloo et al, 1994; Mulder 
and Wagner, 1998) and that individuals may postpone parenthood until they 
find the right home (Murphy and Sullivan, 1985; Castiglioni and Dalla Zuanna, 
1994; Krishnan and Krotki, 1993; Pinelli, 1995). Drawing on this existing 
research, men’s perspectives on the impact of their living arrangements on their 
parenthood intentions were sought. Over half of all respondents felt that their 
living arrangements influenced their parenthood intentions and that they desired 
owning their own home before becoming parents, which would support the 
findings from these previous studies:

I’m currently renting a house, living with friends, I’m not living 
with my partner and I don’t  plan on living in this house long 
term, preferably I  would like to own my  own home with my 
partner before having children so they could be brought up in a 
stable environment. (John, 23)

When I graduated there wasn’t work in Ireland for me due to my 
qualification in Engineering so I had to look for work abroad. 
I relocated to England, I was apprehensive at first as I had a 
mortgage to pay back home and was moving away from my partner. 
We are both working now and both studying, we don’t have time 
for each other never mind a child! Our whole situation isn’t ideal. 
If there was work for us both back home I think things would 
be different, we would be living in our own home, working and 
would have a more stable environment. (Michael, 31).

Respondents who were living in their parental home, or in a share house, 
were the most likely to cite that their living arrangements were unsuitable 
and impacted their parenthood intentions. Michael’s experience is not a 
unique circumstance, and the impact of the recession on individuals’ living 
arrangements and their impact on parenthood intentions is most certainly a 
potential predictor of postponement.

Studies have found that those who cohabit may also have more egalitarian 
sex-role orientation that those who do not cohabit before marriage, and 
are more likely to postpone childbearing (Cunningham & Antill, 1994;  
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Lesthaeghe & Moors, 1995). Three fifths of all respondents had previously 
cohabited with a non-marital partner. With the incidence of cohabitation 
rising, it would be advisable to explore the impact of cohabitation in Ireland on 
individual’s parenthood intentions.

Religion
Due to the significant power the Catholic Church had on social reform, 
especially regarding family planning issues (Conroy, 1999), respondents religious 
affiliation and parenthood intentions were sought. Almost three quarters of 
respondents across all cohorts stated they were Catholic, with the remaining 
respondents identifying themselves as atheist, agnostic or not specified.  Three 
quarters of all respondents felt that their religious affiliation had no influence on 
their parenthood intentions. Notably just over a quarter of respondents stated 
that their religious affiliation did not influence their parenthood intentions. 
However, they specified that they would like to be married before having 
children, particularly by those in the 30-40 age cohorts. This could be due to 
marriage being a legal institution as well as being a religious concept, or to having 
a traditional concept of marriage:

Not a major influence, but I would like to be married before 
I have children.  I think marriage signifies stability in a 
relationship. (John, 23, responding to   a question about the 
impact of religious affiliation on parenthood intentions).

It is therefore evident that Catholicism, although frequently cited as their 
religious affiliation by respondents, appears to have taken on a less oppressive 
form than was the case historically and in the vast majority of cases does not have 
a major bearing on Irish male’s parenthood intentions; yet it is still mentioned 
by them. Therefore, the role religion plays in individuals’ parenthood intentions 
and decisions may be worth investigating further in future research.

Other Factors
Maturity was identified as an influential factor by half of those aged 20-25. This 
steadily decreased over the following cohorts, before it slightly rose again in the 
36-40 age cohort. This could be due to those in the 36-40 age cohort feeling that 
they had waited until they felt they were mature enough, while those in the 20-
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25 age cohort may have felt they were not yet mature enough. A quarter of those 
in the 20-25 age cohort cited their peers as influential, however the following 
cohorts did not rate this as significant.

A period of sexual freedom was also identified by those in the 20-30 cohorts; 
however it was not an influential factor for those aged 31-40. This may be due 
to the majority of these respondents (20-30) identifying themselves as single, 
and also citing multiple partnerships and dating as influential. Those in the 31-
35 and 36-40 cohorts were significantly more likely to be married, engaged, or 
already in a relationship, while those aged 21-25 and 26-30 were more likely to 
describe themselves as single at the time of response.

These findings point suggest that post materialist values, self-realization and 
quality of life may now take precedence over individual’s wishes to bear children 
(Sleebos, 2003). This appears to be the case, as a period of personal freedom was 
a significant factor across all cohorts, as was travelling which was cited more 
frequently by those in the 31-35 and 36-40 age cohorts, although over a quarter 
of those aged 20-25 and 26-30 also cited it as influential in their parenthood 
intentions. The impact of travelling and emigration are factors which may now 
be more influential due to the Irish recession. This factor requires further research 
in order to determine if it may be a possible predictor of postponement and if it 
has a significant influence on individual’s parenthood intentions.

Recommendations and Conclusions
“Despite the centrality of family life to people’s wellbeing, there has been 
relatively little quantitative research into the underlying causes of changes in 
fertility” (Lunn, Fahey and Hannan, 2009, p.6). Data on first time birth rates 
for men have generally not been collected in census and national surveys,  nor 
has information on the sociodemographic factors which influence individual’s 
parenthood intentions. Women have appeared to be the focal point in the vast 
majority of literature on the trend towards postponed parenthood, while the role 
of men has only marginally been explored (Chalmers and Meyer, 1996; Dudgeon 
and Inhorn, 2004), with the exception of a few studies which were based on 
specific strands of the population, such as university students, and therefore did 
not represent the perspectives of the broader community (Lampic et al., 2006; 
Virtala et al., 2006; Foster et al., 2008).

Although men are inherently uninvolved in gestation and birth (Bettelheim, 
1962), men have a direct impact in influencing the reproductive health behaviours 
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of women indirectly and directly (Thomson, 1997; Dudgeon and Inhorn, 2004) 
and play a crucial role in conception. The rising age of childbearing women in 
the Western world has been well documented due to the increased risk of adverse 
outcomes associated with maternal age however simultaneously the trend is 
also occurring among men who are becoming fathers (Bray et al., 2006; Tough 
et al., 2007). However, the risk of adverse outcomes associated with increased 
paternal age have not received as much attention, nor has the sociodemographic 
factors which influence men’s parenthood intentions and decisions. This study 
has attempted to rebalance the existing gender discourse by employing male 
perspectives and by unearthing the factors Irish males identify as influential 
on their parenthood intentions, in order to identify the possible predictors of 
postponed parenthood. This study has also attempted to identify the influential 
factors by age cohort, due to the biological features of reproduction declining 
with maternal/paternal age (Iacovou & Tavares, 2011). However this study 
was conducted with a number of limitations: time, cost, and a relatively small 
and generalized sample. Due to the limitations of this study, the following 
recommendations are suggested:

• That men are included in future research relating to parenthood in 
order to rebalance the existing gender discourse in order to offer 
an all-encompassing perspective.

• More in-depth research is carried out in relation to men, 
masculinities and fatherhood and the diverse practices of  
men/fathers.

• The development of a larger, more representative study of  
current attitudes of the factors which influence contemporary 
Irish male’s and female’s parenthood intentions/decisions, in 
order to identify the possible predictors of postponement from a 
uniquely Irish perspective

• The collection of father’s age at first birth in the census/ 
national surveys.

• The development of an educational program/leaflet which would 
inform men and women of the increased risk of adverse outcomes 
associated with not only increased maternal age, but also increased 
paternal age.
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• An in-depth study into the influence of attitudes/intentions on 
fertility behaviour.

• There is a clear correlation between finding the ‘right’ partner 
and individuals’ parenthood intentions. Therefore it may be 
important to further investigate this factor and determine what 
constitutes the ‘right’ partner when it comes to selecting a mate 
to reproduce with.
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Over the past seven years, papers have appeared in this journal tracing one of the 
most significant developments for early childhood in Ireland- the introduction of 
Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). The National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) engaged in an extensive 
process of research and consultation before launching Aistear in 2009, and I was 
privileged to be work with the NCCA early years team for part of this time and 
to contribute to the work of developing Aistear. Since its launch, Aistear has been 
received very positively, both at home and abroad, and the NCCA continues 
to develop, and to make available on its website, an extensive range of support 
materials to aid with its implementation. Aistear is a curriculum framework 
rather than a curriculum per se, and contains Principles, Themes and guidelines 
designed to underpin good practice. (For more details, see the paper by Daly 
et al. below). While Aistear is not compulsory, it is strongly recommended 
that pre-schools, especially those in the state-funded ECCE scheme (DYCA, 
2013), operate in accordance with it.  Aistear is also increasingly being utilised 
alongside the Primary School Curriculum (DES, 1999) in the infant classes 
(children aged 4 to 6 or 7) of many primary schools. Together with Síolta, the 
national framework for quality, Aistear provides a blueprint for high quality 
education and care that will enable children to develop to their fullest potential 
in an environment that is warm and nurturing as well as stimulating and full of 
opportunities to explore and learn.

This special report brings together a series of paper describing two recent 
initiatives in which the NCCA collaborated with other bodies to support the 
introduction of Aistear in early years settings. The first paper in this section, by 
Mary Daly of the NCCA, Paul Grogan Ryan of Bansha Pre-School, and Lucy 

Introducing Aistear in pre-schools and in 
primary schools 

Rosaleen Murphy, University College Cork  
(Co-editor, An Leanbh Óg). 
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Connolly and Máire Corbett of Early Childhood Ireland, describes the Aistear 
in Action initiative, in which NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland <http://
www.earlychildhoodireland.ie/ > collaborated in an initiative designed to bring 
Aistear to life for children in the pre-school year through a pilot project located 
in seven pre-school settings, and to record the learnings from this project 
and  share this experience with the wider sector subsequently. In this regard, 
the NCCA has drawn on these initiatives as well as other work to provide 
an extensive on-line Aistear Toolkit to support its implementation across a 
range of settings. The Toolkit contains video clips, photos, podcasts and audio 
presentations, as well as leaflets and hand-outs. Since Aistear is designed for 
children from birth to six, these cover the primary school as well as the full 
range of pre-school settings.

The remaining papers in this section describe the Aistear Tutor Initiative, 
a collaboration between the NCCA and the national network of Teachers’ 
Education Centres < http://www.ateci.ie/ > to run a series of workshops for 
teachers of infant classes in primary schools in order to introduce them to 
Aistear and to help them with planning its introduction in their schools.  While 
Aistear is not compulsory in primary schools, it is being strongly promoted, and 
the primary school curriculum for infant classes is currently being revised in 
the light of Aistear. A written answer by the Minister for Education and Skills, 
Ruairi Quinn, to a question on the supports available for implementing Aistear 
in primary schools states: 

Since the 2010/2011 school year and through a 
collaboration between the NCCA and the Association of 
Teachers’ Education Centres in Ireland (ATECI), work has 
been underway to support primary school teachers and 
principals in becoming familiar with the key ideas in Aistear. 
This support is provided primarily through a suite of Aistear 
workshops developed and facilitated by Aistear Tutors 
(primary school teachers) within the 21 full-time Education 
Centres throughout the country. Up to the end of 2012 a 
total of 322 two hour workshops provided support to 5,977 
teachers and principals. In addition, a total of 827 teachers 
were supported through 38 Aistear summer courses in 2011 
and 2012.  (KildareStreet.com, 14/03/2013)
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The paper by Niamh Uí Chadhla (a primary school teacher and Aistear tutor), 
Arlene Forster (NCCA) and Mary Hough (ATECI) describes the Aistear Tutor 
Initiative and its initial impact, while the remaining three, by Sarah Keane, 
Helena Leen and Teresa Leogue-Moran (all primary school teachers), describe 
their experiences of  implementing Aistear in infant classrooms. These papers 
are full of practical ideas and suggestions, which will be very helpful to anyone 
thinking of adopting an Aistear-based approach to early learning. Many teachers 
feel under pressure in terms of time, space, resources and an already crowded 
curriculum; however these papers show how many of the learning objectives 
can be met through Aistear. While an ‘Aistear hour’ each day (mentioned as 
one example in the Aistear handbook) seems to have been put forward in some 
courses as a way of introducing its ideas to existing classrooms in an manageable 
way, these papers show that Aistear can be adopted whole-heartedly as a way 
of working with young children in a way that suits their particular learning 
needs at this stage in their development, and that still enables the learning and 
assessment required by the Primary School Curriculum to be met. There are 
also delightful examples in these papers of the incidental or accidental learning 
that has taken place when children were allowed to take the lead and to follow 
a particular interest, which in many cases has led to a greatly enriched learning 
experience for all. The sharing of experiences such as these will undoubtedly 
help to spread the word on Aistear, and a number of Education Centres have 
established, or are in the process of establishing, Aistear Teacher Professional 
Communities to enable teachers to meet to share their classroom experiences 
in using Aistear’s principles and methodologies, and to learn from each other 
(KildareStreet.com, 14/03/2013)

Aistear, in tandem with Síolta, if adopted whole-heartedly by the sector 
has the potential to raise the standards of early years care and education in 
Ireland.  However, as these papers show, their implementation is more likely to 
be successful if it is supported and if early years practitioners receive the required 
mentoring and training. This also requires resources to be allocated, and if we 
consider the well-being of all our children to be important, then this should 
be made a priority. We now in Ireland have an excellent model of what high 
quality early years care and education should be; it is up to us to campaign for 
its universal implementation.
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Abstract
Aistear in Action was a collaborative initiative between Early 
Childhood Ireland and the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA). The initiative involved seven early years 
settings in South Tipperary and North Cork using Aistear: the 
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) to enrich 
the curricular experiences of a group of children during their pre-
school year. Early Childhood Ireland and the NCCA used the 
learning and materials gathered from this initiative to help other 
practitioners develop an engaging, enjoyable and challenging 
curriculum for pre-school aged children. This paper explains the 
purpose and design of the Aistear in Action initiative and includes 
reflections from one of the practitioners involved in the initiative. 
It also includes important learning from the initiative and an 
overview of the resources developed.

Introduction 
Aistear in Action was an initiative involving 24 pre-school practitioners across 
seven settings in South Tipperary and North Cork (south of Ireland). It began 
in November 2011 and ended in June 20132. The settings used Aistear: the Early 
Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) to develop exciting and engaging 
learning experiences for children aged three to five years. The initiative was a 

2 See Daly et al. 2013- Aistear in Action in South Tipperary and North Cork for more details

The Aistear in Action Initiative 2011-2013 

Mary Daly, National Council for Curriculum  
and Assessment 
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collaboration between the settings, Early Childhood Ireland3 and the National 
Council for Curriculum and Assessment4 (NCCA). The tools and resources from 
the initiative are published in the Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit) to 
support the implementation of Aistear in the wider early years sector. Aistear in 
Action Initiative: A collaboration between the NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland: 
Final Report (2013) is available on the Toolkit and includes important messages 
for policy-makers and for the early childhood sector about the kinds of support 
practitioners across the sector need to use Aistear. This paper describes Aistear, 
the Aistear in Action Initiative and includes some reflections from one of the 
practitioners involved. It also looks at the impact on practice, the lessons learned 
and provides a list of the tools and resources developed through the initiative.

The Irish context 
In Ireland the last fifteen years can largely be defined as a period of accelerated 
growth and change in the early childhood sector. During much of this time, 
public policy has focused on early childcare and education as a mechanism 
to facilitate equal opportunities for women in the labour market. However, 
we are beginning to see a focus on the importance of quality experiences for 
children during early childhood. The publication of Síolta, The National Quality 
Framework for Early Childhood Education  in 2006 (Centre for Early Childhood 
Development and Education) and the publication of Aistear: the Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework in 2009 (NCCA) were important. The introduction in 
2010 of the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) (Free Pre-school) 
Scheme5 was a significant milestone in the quality agenda and the inclusion of 
references in the 2012-2014 ECCE contracts to using Aistear and to Síolta in 
the pre-school setting was another important step (Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs, 2012).

3 Early Childhood Ireland is a membership-based national voluntary childcare organisation 
whose members provide daycare and preschool services. 

4 The NCCA is a statutory agency with responsibility for advising the Minister for Education 
and Skills on curriculum and assessment for early childhood education and for primary and 
post-primary schools.

5 The ECCE scheme is one whereby the state provides a free year of early childhood care and 
education for children of pre-school age by paying a capitation fee to participating services in 
return for the services providing a pre-school programme free of charge to all children within 
the qualifying age range for a set number of hours over a set period of weeks.
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In 2013, Frances Fitzgerald, the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 
outlined an 8-point Action Plan for improvements in pre-school care and education 
and as part of this referred to the importance of supporting practitioners to use 
the two national frameworks, Aistear and Síolta. NCCA has been tasked in 2014 
with developing a practice guide to help practitioners to engage with the two 
frameworks through focusing on priority aspects of curriculum and quality. This 
guide will be used by those in the new mentoring support service as outlined in the 
2014 budget for Ireland. The promise of an Early Years Strategy in 2014 also creates 
an opportunity for change and for quality improvement. The lessons learned 
through the AiA initiative provide important insights for supporting the sector to 
use Aistear to enhance children’s experiences and their learning and development.

Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework
The publication of Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework in 2009 
marked an exciting and important development in early childhood education 
and care in Ireland6. Aistear was the outcome of extensive research, consultation, 
planning, and development by the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) in partnership with the early childhood sector (see www.ncca.
ie/earlylearning for more information). Aistear is the curriculum framework for all 
children from birth to six years in Ireland. The Irish word for journey, Aistear, was 
chosen as a title for the Framework because early childhood marks the beginning 
of children’s lifelong learning journeys. Aistear sets out broad goals for children’s 
learning and development. Guided by these, the Framework gives practical 
information and ideas to help adults provide children with experiences that are 
fun, motivating and challenging as they set off on their unique learning journeys. 

Aistear can be used by parents and practitioners in the range of early 
childhood settings including children’s own homes, childminding settings, full 
and part-time daycare settings, sessional settings (pre-schools, playgroups and 
naíonraí – Irish medium pre-schools), and junior and senior infant classes in 
primary schools. Aistear builds on and connects with many developments in 
early childhood education and care in Ireland. In particular it links with

• The Primary School Curriculum for junior and senior infants 
(Department of Education and Science, (DES), 1999).

6 The story of how Aistear was developed, The story of the Framework for Early Learning: 
Partnership in Action is available in Volume 3 of An Leanbh Óg April 2009
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• The Revised Child Care (Pre-School) Regulations (Department of 
Health and Children, 2006).

• Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 
Education (Centre for Early Childhood Development and 
Education, (CECDE), 2006).

• The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) (Free Pre-school) 
Scheme (Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, 
2009).

• The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among 
Children and Young People 2011-2020 (Department of Education 
and Skills, (DES), 2011).

Aistear’s elements
Aistear has two main elements. These are:

• Principles and Themes which describe children’s learning and 
development.

• Guidelines for Good Practice which focus on partnerships with 
parents, interactions, play, and assessment.

The Framework is underpinned by 12 principles of early learning and 
development; see Table 1.  Many of these principles are shared with Síolta, The 
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006). 

Table 1: Aistear’s 12 principles

Children and their lives in 
early childhood

Children’s connections 
with others

How children learn and develop

The child’s uniqueness

Equality and diversity

Children as citizens

Relationships

Parents, family and 
community

The adult’s role

Holistic learning and development
Active learning

Play and hands-on experiences

Relevant and meaningful 
experiences

Communication and language

The learning environment
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Building on these principles, Aistear describes children’s learning and development 
through four interconnected themes:

• Well-being

• Identity and Belonging 

• Communicating

• Exploring and Thinking.

Each theme has aims and broad learning goals. These describe important 
dispositions, skills, attitudes and values, knowledge and understanding for  
early childhood. 

Guidelines
Aistear has four sets of guidelines which offer support to practitioners and  
also to parents in using the Framework’s principles and themes when working 
with children.

1. Building partnerships between parents and practitioners 
explains why this partnership is important and shows 
what it can look like in different types of settings and 
for different age groups of children.

2. Learning and developing through interactions describes 
features of good interactions with children and 
outlines a range of interaction strategies for adults 
when working with children, and for interactions 
between children themselves.

3. Learning and developing through play looks at different 
characteristics of play as a process, and at different types 
of play. How the adult can use these to extend and enrich 
children’s learning and development is also described. 

4. Supporting learning and development through assessment 
describes what assessment is and explains a number of 
ways in which the adult can document and assess to 
help children progress. 
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Context for Aistear in Action Initiative 
Aistear was published in late 2009. However, there has been no national, co-
ordinated plan to support practitioners to use the curriculum framework to guide 
their work with children. The NCCA developed the Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.
ie/aisteartoolkit) an on-line space for practical resources to support practitioners 
and those in training and professional development roles in becoming familiar 
with, and using, Aistear in their work. Today, the Toolkit has 100+ tools and 
resources and is one of the most frequently visited areas on the NCCA website. A 
growing number of settings are beginning to use Aistear to develop their practice 
particularly since the inclusion of Aistear in the 2012-2014 ECCE contract.

However, support for settings to work with Aistear is piece-meal around 
the country. Settings in some areas have had access to professional development 
workshops on the Framework provided by City and County Childcare 
Committees and by the Voluntary Childcare Organisations including Early 
Childhood Ireland. However, many other settings have had little or limited 
opportunity to engage with the curriculum framework. Consequently, in 2011 
the NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland decided to work in partnership in an 
initiative that would bring Aistear to life for children in the pre-school year, and 
to share this experience with the wider sector through the online Aistear Toolkit 
and through subsequent training and professional development events.  

The aims and intended outcomes of the initiative 
The Aistear in Action initiative aimed to support the practitioners involved to 
develop their curricular practice using all aspects of Aistear. Table 2 sets out the 
intended outcomes from the initiative for the various participants—practitioners, 
children, parents and Early Childhood Ireland/NCCA, as well as for the wider 
early childhood sector. 
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Table 2: Intended outcomes from the initiative 

Initiative practitioners 
will be:

• supported to enhance their practice using Aistear to 
develop an inquiry based, reflective curriculum that 
supports learning and development

• gain experience of documenting and sharing children’s 
(and their own) experiences in a variety of ways

• gain insights into other practitioners’ practice through 
group discussions, visits to each other’s settings and 
reviewing photographic and video material from each 
of the settings involved.

Children will have: • enhanced learning experiences.  

Parents will be: • supported to build stronger partnerships with the staff 
in the settings and will be more informed about and 
more involved in their child’s learning.  

NCCA/Early Childhood 
Ireland will:

• gain access to service-based evidence of the process 
of affecting change in pre-school practice

• gain important insights into the types of supports 
needed to facilitate the implementation of Aistear in 
pre-school settings.

The wider early 
childhood sector will 
have access to: 

• multi-media examples of Aistear in Action 
• tools to develop their practice
• insights into the seven settings’ change stories and 

information on how Aistear can be used to enhance 
the curriculum.

The design of the initiative
Seven settings were involved in the Aistear in Action Initiative in South Tipperary 
and North Cork.  (See appendix 1 for list of settings and criteria for inclusion.) 
Throughout the initiative the 24 practitioners involved were supported by two 
Early Childhood Ireland mentors and an NCCA Education Officer to share, 
analyse and explore their practice. They used technology to document children’s 
learning, and to review, reflect on and improve their own practice and to share 
this with the wider early childhood sector through the Aistear Toolkit.

The two-year initiative involved a multi-stranded mentoring and action 
research approach that included monthly CPD cluster meetings, large CPD 
seminars and monthly on-site visits to each setting facilitated by two Early 
Childhood Ireland mentors. (See Figure 1)
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Figure 1: Multi-stranded mentoring approach

The practitioners’ learning in the initiative came from their work in the pre-school 
rooms and from their inquiries, discussions and reflections with others in the 
initiative. An action research model was used, since in recent years, the site of 
learning and development has become key to the curriculum development and 
improvement process, with a high value being placed on the role of early childhood 
practitioners and teachers as ‘generators of real knowledge about what works in 
teaching and learning’ (NCCA, 2009b, page 11). Informed by the belief that the 
process of developing practice with Aistear was firstly a process of local inquiry, 
the initiative used an action research model which involved the seven settings 
(24 practitioners) in evaluating their practice in their own room and setting, and 
identifying actions for improvement. McNiff and Whitehead (2005, page 3) assert 
that ‘teachers are best placed to make professional judgements about evaluating 
and improving their own work. Teachers can and should ask “How do I improve 
what I am doing?” and demonstrate what they are doing, why they are doing it 
and for what purpose’. Callan, in Robbins (2007), highlights the importance of a 
mentor in facilitating this reflective and questioning approach. The two mentors 
from Early Childhood Ireland and the Education Officer from the NCCA acted 
as co-researchers, critical friends, change agents and practice specialists, providing 
motivation, feedback, expertise, support and training to the 24 practitioners.
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The starting points for the settings
Initially, baseline data on each of the settings was compiled through the expression 
of interest forms, service documentation - mission statements, curriculum plans 
and daily routines. This provided important baseline insights to the mentors in 
identifying possible starting points for the practitioners in beginning their work 
on Aistear. 

• Four purpose-built community full daycare and three private 
sessional settings took part. Two of the sessional settings were 
located in the grounds of primary schools while the other was 
attached to a private house. 

• All practitioners were qualified to FETAC level 5 on the 
National Qualifications Framework while some also had a level 
6 qualification. Two had BA degrees in Early Childhood Studies 
while a further practitioner was involved in graduate studies.  

• All settings indicated that they followed a play-based curriculum. 
However, through on-site visits and discussions, it became 
apparent that in all settings and to varying degrees, many activities 
were adult-planned and adult-led. There was little time in the 
daily routine for child-led play. 

• Daily routines were predominantly tightly-structured and divided 
into short ‘slots’ for activities including free play, structured 
activity, art and craft, snack-time, outside play, Circle Time and so 
on. In some cases, this led to frequent transitions throughout the 
day which some children found challenging. This also meant that 
there was often little time to become deeply involved in play and 
in learning. 

• Most of the children’s time was spent indoors with limited time 
for outdoor experiences. In addition, there was little engagement 
with the local community.  

• Curriculum planning was predominantly adult-led involving 
the use of a specific topic and adult-chosen activities with adult-
selected ideas. This created little space for children’s interests to be 
identified and used to influence curriculum planning. 
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• Parents were informed of the settings’ policies and procedures 
but remained at a ‘distance’ in terms of being involved in their 
children’s learning and development in the settings. 

During the two years of the initiative, the managers and practitioners engaged 
with all the elements of Aistear—the principles, the themes and the guidelines 
for good practice to enhance the children’s and families’ experiences.

Monthly onsite visits, CPD cluster meetings and seminars
A total of 34 cluster group meetings took place monthly during the initiative at 
which practitioners were supported to question, analyse and explore developments 
in their practice with one another. Each cluster meeting was planned by the 
education officer from NCCA and the two mentors from Early Childhood 
Ireland. One mentor facilitated meetings in North Cork while the other facilitated 
the South Tipperary group. The NCCA education officer attended most of the 
meetings in both locations as co-facilitator. The overall focus of the cluster meetings 
was to support the practitioners in becoming familiar with, and in using, Aistear 
to guide their curriculum development work. In this way, Aistear’s themes and 
guidelines underpinned all work. Practitioners were encouraged to use technology 
to document children’s learning and to improve their own practice. Video clips 
from the initiative were shared with the children themselves and with their parents. 
Some of these video clips were used by the NCCA and by Early Childhood Ireland 
on their websites to support the implementation of Aistear in other early years 
settings. Four CPD seminars for all the practitioners were also held centrally. 
Two of these focused on developing technological skills for documenting the 
curriculum and for recording materials for the Aistear Toolkit; another focused on 
documenting and assessing to support learning and development while the fourth 
focused on thinking and talking with children about picture books. 

The monthly on-site support visits involved the Early Childhood Ireland 
mentor observing, modelling and video recording in the session. This was 
followed by a feedback discussion with staff immediately afterwards. The mentor 
gave guidance and support in relation to different aspects of the curriculum 
during the course of the two years. The use of technology was an important 
part of this work. Video cameras, laptops and scanners provided by the NCCA 
enabled the practitioners and children to capture the interactive, social and 
dynamic nature of early learning and development. This documentation was then 
used to critique practice, to identify and plan changes, to make these changes, 
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and to re-enter the reflective cycle. This technology helped provide evidence of 
learning that could be shared with children and families. At the same time this 
documentation enriched NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland’s understanding of 
curriculum for the wider early childhood community. In year one, along with the 
equipment, each service received a grant of €2,000 from NCCA to make changes 
to the indoor and outdoor environment and to purchase resources such as play 
props, books for the children and practitioners and where possible, to release staff 
to work collaboratively on developing their practice. In year 2 an additional grant 
of €1,200 was provided and was used for similar purposes.

Impact on practice
On-going evaluation and follow-on action were a key part of the design of 
the initiative. In addition to this, a final review and reflection involving the 
practitioners, parents and children was carried out at the end of the two-year 
period using the following strategies: 

• children – video-recorded conversations 

• parents – a questionnaire and video-recorded conversations

• practitioners – on-line survey (in June 2012 and again in June 
2013), video-recorded small-group discussions and interviews.

In addition, the mentors, through their own on-going reflections and observations 
during on-site visits and at cluster meetings, contributed to the findings from 
the initiative. A series of changes occurred in the seven settings as a result of the 
multi-stranded mentoring approach to the initiative that was devised to bring 
Aistear to life. In essence, building a curriculum framed by Aistear resulted in 
benefits for all. 

Impact on children
Children had the opportunity to engage in a richer, more participative, more 
engaging,  more challenging and interesting curriculum where their well-being, 
identity and belonging, communicating, exploring and thinking were enhanced. 
And most importantly of all they had more FUN! Since the main aim of the 
initiative was to enhance children’s experiences, children were asked, as part of 
the evaluation, what they liked about their pre-school year. The children enjoyed:
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• Playing inside: with the kitchen and the babies being mentioned 
frequently. Imaginative and socio-dramatic play featured strongly 
with the children enjoying having tea-parties and weddings, building 
with blocks and ‘doing’ farming. Some of their comments included: 
“I like playing in the kitchen and I make dinner for my friends”;  
“We’re going to a wedding and we’re getting married”; “I like building 
with the blocks; you can stack them up in a big tower up to the ceiling”. 

• Playing outside: with farming, sand and the climbing frame  
being mentioned. I like playing farm; you can milk the cows and 
mow the field. 

• Field-trips: these featured in some of the children’s comments 
with specific references being made to a visit to the train station 
and a trip to a donkey sanctuary- “[I like]  rubbing the donkeys”.

• Friends: playing and sharing with friends featured in many of 
the children’s reflections. Often specific friends were named 
highlighting how important friends are to children of this age.  
As one child responded very simply “I love my friends”.

• Family and pets: having parents and family pets visit their 
playschool.

• Practitioners: some children referred to their practitioners 
highlighting how much they valued the relationships and  
support provided. 

• Portfolios: some children talked about working on their 
curriculum/personal portfolios and sharing these with their 
parents, “I like looking at my special book”, “see, this is my family”. 
These types of curriculum and assessment documentation seemed 
hugely important to the children in terms of their own identity 
and belonging and also their feelings of achievement and mastery 
of new skills and new knowledge.  

The children’s responses connect directly with Aistear’s principles about play and 
hands-on experiences, relationships, assessment, and partnerships with family 
and community. Through the Aistear in Action initiative the children experienced 
a more child-led and holistic curriculum that respected and built upon their  
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own interests and connected with their communities. Their responses reflected 
this experience. 

Parents
Families gained a deeper understanding of the learning and development that 
takes place through play. They had more involvement in their child’s early learning 
experience in pre-school and at home. They worked in partnership with settings. 
Parents were another important stakeholder in this initiative and they gave great 
support and encouragement to the practitioners. In June 2013, the parents in all 
seven settings were invited to respond to the following two questions:

1. What did your child enjoy most and benefit from 
during their time in pre-school?

2. What, if anything, would you like to change about 
your child’s learning experience in pre-school?

Most parents simply wanted to say, well done and thank you for a wonderful year 
and my child really enjoyed the experience. Some parents highlighted particular 
things that their child liked including staff who were friendly and trustworthy. 
They valued the opportunity their children had to play, to dress up, to play out 
of doors, to create things through art and crafts and to simply be with friends. 
In reflecting further, some parents noted the growth in confidence evident in 
their children and they accorded this to being in the early childhood settings 
and having opportunities to make friends, to do things for themselves, to 
experience the local community through walks, and visits to the shop, post-
office and playground. Some parents also commented on their children enjoying 
meeting and learning from people and animals visiting their service including 
fire-fighters, vets, nurses, army reservists, Gardaí, physiotherapists, gardeners and 
pilots as well as dogs, cats, tortoises, hens and lambs! 

In responding to the second question, most parents said they wouldn’t 
change anything. They particularly appreciated the work the settings did in 
documenting their dynamic curriculum and in sharing this through learning 
stories and portfolios. The parents appreciated access to this material as a way of 
keeping them informed about their children’s experiences. The comment below 
from one of the parents, encapsulates the feelings of all those who responded to 
this question. 
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It was a fabulous experience for me as a parent and for my 
daughter. I would not change a thing. It was a wonderful school 
with enthusiastic staff. My child loved her time in playschool.

Practitioners 
Through the initiative, practitioners became more informed about supporting 
children’s holistic development. They viewed children differently (as confident 
and competent – Aistear’s view of the child) and also viewed their own role 
differently (as one of facilitator who shares more control with children and tries 
to follow their lead – in keeping with Aistear’s view of the role of the adult). The 
practitioners tuned in to children more, observed more, slowed things down and 
were more deeply involved with children. There were fewer transitions in the 
daily routine, leading to deeper engagement and learning. Planning focused on 
children’s interests and learning was documented more. Practitioners enriched 
the learning environment indoors and out, and learned to work in partnership 
with parents. They had better interactions with children, and they allowed more 
time for and provided greater opportunities for play. Many of the practitioners 
stated they had more job satisfaction, and had benefited from visiting other 
settings, peer support and the support of a mentor they could trust. Importantly 
they became advocates for Aistear and wanted everyone else working in the early 
years sector to have the benefits of mentoring and support to implement Aistear 
that they had enjoyed.

In June 2012, the practitioners completed an online survey on their 
experiences in the first year of the initiative. The response to this was extremely 
positive and in particular they noted the value of the on-site mentor visits and the 
email and phone support between visits. As one participant noted, it is the mentor 
visits that set this initiative apart. The on-site visits proved hugely important 
for the mentors in helping them to better understand the practitioners’ work 
in context and to identify areas of practice for follow-up and support during 
both the cluster meetings and the training seminars. The practitioners also 
rated the cluster meetings and the training and CPD seminars highly and drew 
particular attention to the opportunity these gave for discussion, collegiality and 
peer learning. Some practitioners noted how much they enjoyed visits to each 
other’s settings and benefited from seeing a range of approaches to supporting 
children’s learning and development, as well as gathering ideas and suggestions 
for organising, resourcing and planning the learning environment.
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In June 2013, the practitioners completed a final online survey. Again, 
feedback was hugely positive. Many practitioners reiterated the importance of 
the mentoring support stating that ‘unless a supportive person is there to help, 
the training alone is pointless’. Another said 

‘I am very glad to have been part of the initiative; the 
parents using my service have definitely seen the benefits 
of using Aistear. Being part of it made sense of Aistear as a 
curriculum in a way that just reading the book would never 
have done.’ 

All settings restated how they benefitted from the cluster meetings and the 
opportunity these provided to discuss progress over the previous month. These 
reflections highlighted the importance of the multi-stranded mentoring model 
designed and used within the initiative. The practitioners strongly recommended 
that all those working in settings with children including children younger than 
those in the ECCE Scheme, should have access to similar support so that all 
children could benefit from enhanced experiences. 

A practitioners’ story
At the OMEP conference in April 2013 one of the practitioners in the Aistear in 
Action Initiative spoke about her experiences. Paula Grogan Ryan is the owner/
manager of Bansha Pre-school in Co Tipperary and the next part of this article 
is her story. 

At the start of the Initiative, Paula was working in in one of the full daycare 
settings involved in the initiative and studying for a degree in Early Childhood 
Studies from University College Cork. In 2012, she completed her degree and 
decided to set up her own business. She enjoyed being part of the initiative 
and was delighted when NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland agreed for her to 
remain part of the group with her new service.  Paula opened a pre-school in a 
room attached to the primary school in the village of Bansha in South Tipperary. 
Paula worked over the summer of 2012 to get everything in place. It is the only 
pre-school in the area. There are three staff – Paula, who is the owner/manager 
and two other staff who work alternative weeks. There are two sessions, one in 
the morning and one in the afternoon, and the service can cater for up to 20 
children at any one time. The room, unlike a lot of pre-schools, was almost 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

184

too big, and Paula had to work really hard to make it inviting and cosy for 
the children. She set the space up using clearly defined interest areas that were 
labelled using pictures and words. Paula used lots of re-cycled, open-ended and 
natural materials and introduced lots of literacy and numeracy resources in all 
areas. Below is Paula’s description of her experience.  

Paula’s story
During the Aistear in Action initiative I worked and studied, getting the best of 
both worlds. I learned the theory of childcare and worked with children in a 
practical way in a pre-school setting. Aistear helped me look at early childhood 
from the child’s view point. Children are naturally curious and if we follow their 
lead the opportunities for learning are endless.

A practical example of how Aistear worked in our pre-school classroom is 
seen in the following story of play.

A girl was drawing one day and when asked about her 
pictures she told me she was drawing pictures for her 
friend who was on holidays.  She asked if she could use the 
pictures to make a book for her friend, using some coloured 
paper as a cover for her book and I suggested she could 
put her friend’s name on the cover with letter stickers. In 
the entrance of the pre-school we have a sign-in board, 
where the children place their names under their photos 
each day. This girl found her friend’s name. She stapled her 
book together and placed it in her friend’s pigeon-hole as a 
surprise for her on her return to school. 

Listening to the child and encouraging her ideas is what Aistear is all about for 
me. This girl covered all four themes of Aistear in one project.

• Well-being theme, Aim 1: Children will be strong psychologically and 
socially (NCCA, 2009, page 17). This child was encouraged to 
share her emotions non-verbally and verbally with others.

• Identity and Belonging theme, Aim 1: Children will have strong self-
identities and will feel respected and affirmed as unique individuals 
with their own life stories (NCCA, Principles and themes 2009, page 
26). This child was respected and her interest followed. 
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• Communicating theme, Aim 3: Children will broaden their 
understanding of the world by making sense of experiences 
through language (NCCA, Principles and themes, 2009, page 35). 
This child was supported to make a special book for her friend.

• Exploring and Thinking theme, Aim 3: Children will explore ways 
to represent ideas, feelings, thoughts, objects, and actions through 
symbols (NCCA, Principles and themes 2009, page 44).

Learning took place for this girl through play. Bruce (2001) suggests that play co-
ordinates learning. The child was free to express her feelings about the temporary 
loss of her friend, and her reading, writing and creative skills were encouraged.  
Pound (2008, page 73) believes that in play, children draw on and develop their 
past experiences and are prompted by their interaction with materials and other 
people to explore new knowledge, language and skills.

Through the Aistear in Action initiative I have seen at first-hand the value 
of play. Montessori (1966, page 111) saw education as ‘a freeing of the child’s 
natural ability, the teacher without a desk, without authority, and almost 
without teaching, and the child , the centre of activity, free to move about as he 
wills and to choose his own occupations.’  Using the Learning record template 
and the curriculum planning tool template developed through the Aistear in 
Action initiative I have been challenged to think more about furthering learning 
opportunities for the children in our service.

There have been many challenges using Aistear. The biggest for me has been 
allowing the children to make mistakes and take risks. My instinct is to rush 
in and make the area safe or to tell the children they need to change their play. 
When I do this I break their concentration and I destroy learning for the child. 
There is a very fine line between assisting a child and interrupting their learning.                                        

With this in mind, we now stand back and observe the children and wait 
until they ask for assistance. An example of this observing and waiting took 
place recently. A girl was at the art table using the Sellotape. She was pulling 
long pieces from the dispenser, and trying to cut it with a scissors. First she 
used her left hand then she changed to her right hand. Before being introduced 
to Aistear I would have asked her if I could help her to cut the tape. With the 
Aistear philosophy in mind I stood back and waited to see if she would ask 
for help. She continued to work and when she was satisfied she turned to me 
and showed me her picture. She told me it was a butterfly to take home to her 
family. Indeed her picture featured many wing-like pieces of tape protruding 
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from the page. Had I interrupted, I would have destroyed her picture and 
ruined her imaginative process.  Aistear says that ‘when working with children 
under six years of age it is important that the adult gives time and space to 
children to show their learning and development’ (NCCA, Guidelines for good 
practice, 2009, p. 87).

Another example took place during outdoor play. The children piled up 
the large wooden blocks and started to climb over them. A large group were 
involved. My instinct was to state that this was too dangerous. With video 
camera in hand I placed myself close enough to protect and far enough away 
not to interrupt. What I witnessed was social interaction and co-operation, gross 
motor movements such as balance, dexterity, and control, and imaginative play 
(the children were explorers on a mountain). Instead of being dangerous play 
this activity developed in to physical learning and later we examined different 
mountain ranges and what type of clothing and equipment you need to wear 
going up a mountain. Aistear says that ‘adults who are respectful listeners and 
keen observers, who are prepared to negotiate, who change their practice , and 
who make meaning with children are those who are most responsive to them’ 
(NCCA, Guidelines for good practice, 2009, p.51).

For me while the challenges have at times been difficult the rewards have 
been well worth it!

Other change stories
Paula is just one of the 24 dedicated women who took part in the Aistear in 
Action initiative.  Each of them embraced being part of the initiative and shared 
their experiences so that others could learn from them. Witherell and Noddings 
(1991, page 280) describe how stories ‘provide us with a picture of real people 
in real situations, struggling with real problems…They invite us to speculate on 
what might be changed and to what effect’. As the 24 practitioners discussed 
and shared their experiences and challenges at cluster meetings and on-site visits, 
they developed a shared understanding of the complexity of their work with 
children and were thus motivated to engage with them in more meaningful and 
sophisticated ways. 

One of the biggest changes for the majority of practitioners was to change 
their view of children from one of seeing them as dependent and needy to 
embrace instead Aistear’s view of children as confident and competent:  
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Each child has his/her own set of experiences and a 
unique life-story. He/she is an active learner growing up 
as a member of a family and community with particular 
traditions and ways of life. (NCCA, 2009, Principles and 
themes, page 7).

Aistear interprets this principle using the child’s voice and sets out a number of 
things that the adult needs to take note of:

• Remember that I am a unique individual with my own strengths, 
interests, abilities, needs and experiences. Recognise and build on 
these when you are helping me to learn and develop.

• You know I am a confident and able learner and that I learn at my 
own rate about things that interest me. Support me to do this in a 
way that allows me to make decision about what I learn and when, 
and how well I am learning.

• I need you, my parents and practitioners, to share what you know 
about me with each other. By doing this, you can know me better 
and plan things for me to do that will help me to learn in an 
enjoyable and meaningful way.

• In order for you to understand and support me you need 
to understand my family background and community. This 
is especially important if I come from a disadvantaged or 
marginalised community.

(NCCA, 2009, Principles and themes, page 7).

The practitioners tried to really embrace this principle in their work with 
children and endeavoured to follow their lead whenever they could. It also 
meant that adults learned from children – sometimes not an easy thing for an 
adult to do! Practitioners began to look at the children through a different lens 
and ensured they were given choices, and adults worked hard to make sure there 
was enough fun and challenge in the children’s everyday experience to scaffold 
their learning and development to the next level. Key to this was creating a good 
learning environment.
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The learning environment
Aistear’s principle on the environment states that:

The learning environment (inside and outside) influences 
what and how children learn An inviting environment 
encourages and helps children to explore and to take 
advantage for fun, choice, freedom, adventure, and 
challenge. (NCCA, 2009, Principles and themes, page 12)

The principle sets out clear guidance (using the child’s voice) on what that 
environment should be like

• I learn best in a place which is

• warm and inviting, acknowledges my family 
background, and makes me feel welcome and safe

• well-kept, accessible, adaptable, and safe

• well-resources and well-organised

• stimulating, challenging and empowering.

Create this environment for me.  (NCCA, 2009, Principles 
and themes, page 12). 

An Environmental Audit Tool (which is now available in the Aistear Toolkit) 
was developed with the practitioners in the initiative to help them assess the 
indoor and outdoor environment. This ‘pedagogical framing’ (Siraj-Blatchford 
et al., 2002, page 24), the ‘behind-the-scenes’ work that practitioners do in 
selecting and providing materials and in arranging the physical space, is a key 
part of practitioners’ work in supporting learning and development. While 
all settings changed their environments in a variety of ways and to varying 
degrees, the indoor learning environment needed significant work in the case 
of two settings and a large portion of their time during the first year was spent 
on making improvements to this. All environments became more inviting and 
welcoming, visibly reflecting children’s families and cultures as well as their 
local communities. The environments also became better organised (having 
more clearly defined interest areas, labelling storage items with pictures and 
words) and better resourced with much emphasis being placed on open-ended, 
re-cycled resources, natural resources and those which afforded more flexibility 
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to the children. Additional literacy and numeracy materials were also added. 
Paper, pencils, clipboards and pens were readily available in all areas for activities 
such as making lists, drawing maps, designing motorways or working out how 
to wire cowsheds. The variety of books and magazines also increased, as did 
the opportunity to talk about stories in a critical way. Overall, the learning 
environments became more stimulating, challenging, and empowering. 

Lots of work on making improvements to the outdoor space of the 
settings also occurred. Ensuring that the outdoor environment was used more 
and that the variety of learning experiences provided there was increased was 
a goal for all of the settings. One service’s story of rethinking the outdoor 
environment is published in the Aistear Toolkit7. As with the indoor environment, 
settings introduced more open-ended materials resulting in more creative and 
enriching play experiences for the children. Also, critically, all settings purchased 
appropriate weather gear (for adults and children) so that they could go outside 
daily whatever the weather.

The work around the environment led to questions about the practitioners’ 
understanding of curriculum and also required them to question their professional 
values: Why do I provide some materials and opportunities and not others? What 
kinds of learning am I promoting? Do I value outside play as much as inside? How 
flexible is the daily routine? Do I provide opportunities for all types of play? How 
do I support literacy and numeracy? Do we have a focus on the process or product 
in relation to children’s work and play? Who decides the topics and activities? Is the 
environment inclusive of all children and their families? While these questions 
put a direct spotlight on the physical environment, they indirectly and subtly 
probed values and attitudes which sat at the heart of curriculum and at the heart 
of work in supporting young children’s learning and development. The work on 
the environment became a critical vehicle for supporting practitioners to become 
reflective and to wonder about the why and how of their practice. 

The role of the adult
This reflective work on the environment and the wondering about the why and 
how of practice also led to ‘hard questions’ about the adult’s role in supporting 
children’s learning and development. Aistear outlines a particular role for the 
adult stating that:

7 http://www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and_Assessment/Early_Childhood_and_Primary_Education/
Early_Childhood_Education/Aistear_Toolkit/AISTEAR_audit.doc
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Early learning takes place through a reciprocal relationship 
between the adult and the child – sometimes the adult 
leads the learning and sometimes the child leads. The adult 
enhances learning through a respectful understanding of the 
child’s uniqueness. He/she alters the type and amount of 
support as the child grows in confidence and competence, 
and achieves new things.  (NCCA, 2009, Principles and 
themes, page 9)

In the case of many of the settings, practice changed from using a directive, adult-
led pre-planned curriculum to seeing the adult’s role as that of facilitating and 
supporting a more child-led, emergent curriculum. As one practitioner explained:

Prior to Aistear in Action we had a very structured programme, 
with a lot of prepared work, which included worksheets and 
templates with all the children doing the same work at the same 
time. We began to see the value of small group activities, where 
children’s interests and ideas were listened to and incorporated 
into the planning of the playschool’s curriculum. 

Jones and Reynolds (1992, p. 16) describe this type of curriculum as one ‘that is 
evolving to respond to the interests and competences of the particular learning 
group or community, diverging along new paths as choices and connections are 
made, and always being open to new possibilities’. Wien (2008, p.6) describes 
emergent curriculum as one that is ‘building relationships with that which we 
encounter as we participate with children in knowing the world’ and she also 
says that ‘emergent curriculum makes children want to learn and teachers want 
to teach’ (ibid, page 2).

Key messages from the initiative
The insights and knowledge gained through the Aistear in Action initiative about 
curriculum practice and the process of change provide important signposts 
for supporting early childhood practitioners across the sector in their work 
with Aistear. Such lessons have particular relevance for the design of a national 
implementation plan for the curriculum framework. 
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1. Aistear as a lever for change and quality improvement 

The initiative highlighted what is possible in curriculum development informed 
by Aistear, when practitioners have access to appropriate support which enables 
them to 

1. engage with the principles, themes and guidelines 

2. revisit and reflect on their own philosophies, values 
and practices 

3. develop a curriculum based on Aistear’s principles  
and themes and that builds on children’s interests  
and competences.

Work on the learning environment proved particularly useful as a starting point 
for work with Aistear. This focus provided a practical and non-threatening entry 
point to the curriculum framework and one that ultimately led practitioners to 
ask some fundamental questions about their practice. This type of curriculum 
work takes time. Getting to a place where practitioners moved beyond fearing 
criticism to valuing feedback and support involved an intensive period of 
relationship and confidence building, a process that cannot be rushed. The 
Aistear Toolkit now contains a number of tools and resources developed through 
the initiative. (See Appendix 2 for a list of the tools and resources developed to 
date.) These can be used by other practitioners, particularly those working in 
the ECCE Scheme, as well as by all those who work as early childhood trainers/
educators, lecturers and those who  provide support and guidance on curriculum 
development. Engagement with these resources can be a key to unlocking the 
potential of Aistear to shape practice at local level.

2. The importance of a multi-stranded mentoring model to enable change

The multi-stranded mentoring model was key to the success of the initiative. 
Each of the three strands - cluster meetings, training/Continuing Professional 
Development seminars and on-site visits - contributed to enabling the practitioners 
to step back from their practice, to question it and to identify changes they could 
make to bring about better outcomes for children. The complementarity of the 
three strands proved critical in scaffolding and facilitating the practitioners’ 
work with Aistear. Each service needed, valued and benefitted from the supports 
provided through the initiative in order to change and grow. 
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3. Inspection, standards and quality - a coherent system

During the initiative practitioners expressed concern about a mismatch between 
their curriculum development work with Aistear and the requirements of the 
external inspection system as they perceived them. Pre-school inspections 
began in Ireland in 1997, following the introduction of the Pre-School 
Regulations in 1996 which focused mainly on ratios and physical aspects of 
the environment.  The 2006 Revised Child Care (Pre-School services No. 2) 
Regulations did include a focus on children’s learning, development and well-
being. New National Pre-School Standards have now been developed and will 
be implemented and inspected against from 1 January 2014 (Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs, 2014). However, unfortunately these standards 
have not been aligned with either Síolta or Aistear. The long term aim of 
the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) and HSE Children 
and Families is ‘to ensure the development of a ‘fit for purpose’ early years 
regulatory service that contributes to building high standards and is based on our 
internationally respected quality and curriculum standards as described in Síolta, 
the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and Aistear, the 
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework.  The Department of Children Youth 
Affairs, the Department of Education and Skills (DES) and HSE Children and 
Families have been considering the best future for regulation, including how 
to assess educational outcomes, the regulatory process and systems and how 
best to move forward’ (Department of Children and Youth Affairs, 2014). The 
alignment of the inspection system with the two national practice frameworks 
is an urgent requirement so that children experience the challenging and 
motivating experiences they need to reach their potential.  

4. System-level challenges 

The initiative shed light on a number of system-level challenges to innovative and 
engaging curriculum work. Two warranted particular attention. The absence of 
paid non-contact time posed difficulties for curriculum planning and working 
collaboratively with colleagues. While the grant provided through the initiative 
helped practitioners to overcome some of this, most of the planning and 
documenting work on the curriculum was carried out in the practitioners’ own 
time, often after a day’s work finished at 6.00 pm. Curriculum development 
must be seen as an integral part of practitioners’ work and facilitated and 
remunerated appropriately. 
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Multiple perspectives on the purpose of the pre-school year emerged as a 
further significant challenge. Some parents’ perception of the pre-school year 
as preparation for primary school were often misaligned with practitioners’ 
new and evolving conceptualisation of the year as an important stage in its own 
right for children’s learning and development. Empowering parents to safeguard 
early childhood for children and highlighting the dangers of introducing 
children to formal learning too early is vitally important. Sharing documentation 
which showed parents in a more meaningful way than through templates and 
worksheets how children’s dispositions, values and attitudes, knowledge and 
skills were being developed and enhanced through their play opportunities 
proved invaluable in the initiative in reassuring parents. It is a conversation that 
needs to continue.

Celebrating achievements and sharing learning
The initiative came to an end in June 2013 and on June 18th, a local celebration 
was held in Mitchelstown, Co. Cork where practitioners shared their work from 
the initiative with County Childcare Committee personnel, trainers and lecturers 
from the local Education and Training Boards and from Universities, Principals 
and Infant Teachers from local Primary Schools, staff from the Voluntary 
Childcare Organisations and a Board Member from the NCCA Council. To 
further disseminate the work, three workshops were held locally for practitioners 
in the Autumn of 2013. A national invitational seminar entitled Aistear in Action: 
Pathways to Quality8 took place in St Patrick’s College, Dublin on October 4th, at 
which practitioners had further opportunities to share their work, this time with 
a policy-making audience. This event was attended by two government ministers, 
the Minster for Children and Youth Affairs and the Minster for Education and 
Skills, and also included international speakers. The final report on the initiative 
is available on the NCCA website9. 

Early Childhood Ireland plans to offer the seven services involved in the 
initiative the opportunity to be mentored through the Síolta Quality Assurance 
Programme. As the services now have a well-developed curriculum in place and 
are experienced in the reflective practice approach, they are well positioned to 

8 http://ncca.ie/en/Conference/Aistear-in-Action-Pathways-to-Quality.html
9 http://www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and_Assessment/Early_Childhood_and_Primary_Education/

Early_Childhood_Education/Aistear_Toolkit/AIA_Report.pdf



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

194

undertake the self-assessment process of Síolta. Early Childhood Ireland will 
facilitate a series of six CPD cluster sessions with the seven services towards 
reviewing and improving the services against the 16 standards of Síolta and 
supporting each service to complete the self-assessment and evidence portfolios. 
These services will then submit for Síolta validation. This approach of first 
engaging with Aistear and then continuing towards Síolta validation offers a 
potential model for other services going forward. Following the success of the 
Aistear in Action  initiative and the widespread interest among early childhood 
practitioners in engaging with Aistear, Early Childhood Ireland committed to 
deliver 10 Aistear in Action projects around the country.  This will involve a 
multi-strand mentoring approach and will work with both sessional and full day 
care services and thereby the full age range of children from birth to six years. 
Approximately 70 services in total will be involved. 

In 2014 the NCCA will work on developing a set of practice resources 
drawing on core elements of Aistear and Síolta. This on-line resource will 
support trained mentors to focus their quality support actions on the areas 
of practice which have been identified through research as most in need of 
development. The Final Report on the Development and Implementation of the 
Síolta Quality Assurance Programme  (Early Year Education Policy Unit, 2014) 
revealed  that documentation and assessment of the standards and components 
more associated with process quality was more challenging for practitioners. 
These elements included interactions (Standard 5), curriculum (Standard 7), 
planning and evaluation (Standard 8), transitions (Standard 13) and identity and 
belonging (Standard 14). This is consistent with feedback from the Department 
of Education and Skills and the Health Service Executive joint inspections, 
which showed that while a good standard of practice in relation to the care 
of children happened in the settings visited, many were struggling with the 
implementation of appropriate developmental/educational programme content 
(Early Years Education Policy Unit, 2014). Many of these elements of practice 
(interactions, curriculum, planning and evaluation, transitions and identity and 
belonging) were focused on in by the 24 practitioners in this initiative.  Therefore 
many of the resources developed and the lessons learned through the Aistear in 
Action initiative will underpin NCCA’s work on developing the practice resources 
needed to help practitioners to use Aistear and Síolta together to enhance 
children’s experiences.



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

195

Conclusion
The Aistear in Action initiative has been hugely successful. The 24 practitioners 
across the seven settings used Aistear to develop an exciting and challenging 
curriculum based on children’s interests and their inquiries about the world 
around them. None of the work in the initiative would have been possible 
without the commitment and support of the practitioners and the children and 
families in their settings. They came on the Aistear journey with us, and discussed 
and reflected and changed their practice through team meetings, through the 
feedback sessions after the on-site visits and at the cluster sessions. They became 
advocates for Aistear sharing their learning and supporting others. This initiative 
chronicled their story of curriculum development and change using Aistear. The 
initiative has proved important in highlighting key lessons and directions for 
future policy around Aistear and the kind of supports needed to implement it. 

As Malaguzzi said (1993, p. 11):

Our image of children no longer associates them as isolated 
and egocentric, does not see them only engaged in action 
with objects, does not emphasize only cognitive aspects, 
does not belittle feelings or what is not logical and does not 
consider with ambiguity the role of the affective domain. 
Instead our image of the child is rich in potential, strong, 
powerful, competent, and most of all, connected to adults 
and other children.

We must all work to ensure that these confident and competent children 
encounter the engaging, motivating, enjoyable curricular experiences they 
deserve through the implementation of Aistear.
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Appendix 1: The settings involved in AiA
The seven settings involved in the Aistear in Action Initiative were located in 
South Tipperary and North Cork reflecting the location of the two Mentors 
from Early Childhood Ireland and the Education Officer from NCCA.  
The selection process took place in Autumn 2011 when all settings offering 
the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) (Free Preschool) Scheme in 
the relevant geographical areas were invited to an information meeting (one in 
North Cork and one in South Tipperary). Following the meetings, expressions of 
interest to participate in the initiative were sought. In addition to participation 
in the ECCE Scheme, the criteria used for selecting the settings were:

• compliance with Pre-school Regulations 

• participating staff qualified would have a minimum of 
FETAC Level 5 Childcare  

• openness to change and a willingness to share practice 

• commitment to a two-year initiative which would 
involve attending monthly cluster meetings and 
engaging in monthly on-site visits.

The seven settings selected to take part included community and private settings, 
large full daycare settings and small sessional settings. The settings were: 

• Happy Days, Ballyporeen, Co Tipperary

• Bluebells, Ayle National School, Ayle, Co Tipperary 

• Lullabies and Laughter Crèche, Lisvernane, Co 
Tipperary

• Cahir Bears, Cahir, Co Tipperary

• Bansha Pre-school, Bansha, Co Tipperary

• Rathcoole Playschool, Rathcoole, Co Cork 

• Boherbue Educare Centre, Boherbue, Co Cork.

The 24 practitioners in the initiative worked with children in the Early Childhood 
Care and Education (ECCE) Scheme. 
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Appendix 2: Resources developed through the Aistear in Action Initiative 
The online Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit) provides practical 
resources to help practitioners become familiar with Aistear and to use it to 
develop an exciting and engaging curriculum. Table 3 below gives an overview 
of the tools and resources developed through the Aistear in Action Initiative for 
practitioners working with children in the ECCE scheme. 

Table 3: Aistear in Action resources 

Resource Purpose
Toolkit button: Using the themes

Young children’s voices Short podcast containing interviews 
with children explaining what they like 
in pre-school.

Well-being theme

Photo presentation: Well-being

Learning experience booklets:

• Glengarra wood trip
• Personal books and welcome 

poster
• Shadows
• Wraps
• The day the summer came in 2012!

Photo presentation and learning 
experience booklets showing the 
theme of Well-being in action in  
pre-school and full daycare settings.

Identity and Belonging theme

Photo presentation: Identity and 
Belonging

Learning experience booklets

• Nurse’s visit
• Army reservist’s visit

Photo presentation and learning 
experience booklets showing the theme 
of Identity and Belonging in action in 
pre-school and daycare settings.

Communicating theme

Photo presentation: Communicating

Learning experience booklets

• Babies
• Dinosaurs
• Posting letters
• Making passport
Video clip:   Describing my picture

Photo presentations, video clips and 
learning experience booklets showing 
the theme of Communicating in action 
in pre-school and daycare settings. 
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Exploring and Thinking theme

Photo presentation: Exploring and 
Thinking

Learning experience booklets

• Trains
• Feeding the birds
• The Builders
• Water play
• Reindeer farm visit
• Mother Hen comes to playschool
• Donkey Sanctuary visit
• Ice!
• Visiting Rudolf
• Fire, fire
• Sunflowers

Video clip:  Washing the bike

Photo presentations, video clips and 
learning experience booklets showing 
the theme of Exploring and Thinking 
in action in pre-school and daycare 
settings.

Toolkit button:  Working with parents

Podcast: Parents’ views on the pre-
school year

Short interviews with parents outlining 
the benefits their children got from their 
pre-school year in the AiA settings.

Photo presentation: Building 
partnerships during the pre-school year

Photo presentation showing the 
different ways the seven AiA worked to 
strengthen partnerships with parents.

Podcast: Practitioner interview on 
building partnerships with parents  
in AiA

Interview with a manager from one 
of the AiA settings explaining how 
the service’s relationship with parents 
changed during the initiative.

Toolkit button: Planning and documenting

Planning sheet sample

Planning sheet template

Planning sheet helping to plan around 
children’s interests.

Toolkit button: The learning environment

Learning record sample

Learning record template

Learning record helping to see how 
children are progressing and to plan 
based on that information.
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Podcast: Practitioner interview on 
building partnerships with parents  
in AiA

Interview with a manager from one 
of the AiA settings explaining how 
the service’s relationship with parents 
changed during the initiative.

Toolkit button: The learning environment

Podcast: ICT supporting reflective 
practice

Practitioner interview showing how 
using the camera helped her to 
become more reflective

Indoor and outdoor environmental audit 
document

Audit document helping to improve 
your environment inside and out.

Rethinking the outdoor learning 
environment

Podcast with interview and photos 
showing the changes one settings made 
to the outdoor learning environment.
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Abstract
This short paper briefly describes Aistear: the Early Childhood 
Curriculum Framework (2009) which is available at www.ncca.
ie/earlylearning. The paper focuses on the establishment and 
evolution of the Aistear Tutor Initiative which is a collaboration 
between the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 
(NCCA) and the Association of Teachers’ Education Centres in 
Ireland (ATECI). Finally, there is a synopsis of the most recent 
developments and the manner in which the Initiative is beginning 
to impact on teaching and learning in infant classrooms in 
primary school settings in Ireland.

Introduction
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework was published online in 
both English and Irish at www.ncca.ie/earlylearning by the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) on October 22nd 2009. This marked an 
exciting and important development in early childhood10 education and care in 
Ireland. This short paper sets out an account of the collaboration between the 
NCCA and the Association of Teachers’ Education Centres in Ireland (ATECI) 
which is known as the Aistear Tutor Initiative. Between its establishment in March 
2010 and October 2013, almost 10,000 primary school teachers and principals 

10 Early childhood in Ireland is defined as the period from birth to six years with the upper limit 
coinciding with the compulsory school starting age.

The Aistear Tutor Initiative- A Collaboration 
between the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment and the 
Association of Teachers’ Education 
Centres in Ireland

Niamh Uí Chadhla, Arlene Forster and Mary Hough
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have participated in Aistear workshops, summer courses and Aistear Teacher 
Professional Communities (TPCs). This equates to approximately 45,560 hours of 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) in teachers’ own time. These figures 
reflect primary school teachers’ interest in, and commitment to, early childhood 
education and their desire to develop and improve their classroom practice further. 

A new curriculum framework
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) is for all 
children from birth to six years in Ireland. Aistear being the Irish word for journey, 
the title was chosen because early childhood marks the beginning of children’s 
lifelong learning journey. The purpose of the framework is to enable children 
to grow and develop as confident and competent learners and individuals. In 
doing this, Aistear provides practical information, ideas and suggestions to help 
adults develop their practice in supporting children’s learning and development 
from birth to six years. It describes the different types of learning which are 
important for children in early childhood—dispositions, skills, attitudes and 
values, knowledge and understanding. It does this using the four interconnected 
themes of Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communicating, and Exploring 
and Thinking (NCCA, 2009). Presenting learning using broad learning goals, 
the framework illustrates how adults can nurture this learning and development 
in a way which respects children’s agency and sees children as active, capable 
and competent learners. It does this by drawing on illustrations of practice 
across the range of early childhood settings in Ireland including children’s own 
homes, childminding settings, crèches, playgroups, pre-schools, naíonraí11, Early 
Start units12 and infant classes in primary schools and special schools. These 
illustrations spotlight the richness of children’s learning experiences as well as 
the importance of partnerships with parents, high quality interactions, learning 
through play, and supporting learning through assessment.  

11 A naíonra is a group of children coming together daily for 2-3 hours in a pleasant, cheerful 
and safe environment, under the guidance of a stiúrthóir (leader). The naíonra uses a method 
known as early immersion education (luath-thumoideachas), which enables children to acquire 
Irish by hearing Irish spoken at all times by the stiúrthóir naíonra (naíonra leader) and by 
learning it through play. See http://www.naionrai.ie for more information. 

12 Early Start is a state-funded pre-school project established in 1994 in 40 primary schools in 
designated areas of urban disadvantage. The programme is a one-year intervention scheme to 
meet the needs of children who are at risk of not reaching their potential within the school 
system. See http://www.education.ie for more information. 
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Disseminating and raising awareness of Aistear in  
primary schools
Throughout 2009 and following its publication, the NCCA used several 
strategies to build awareness of Aistear across the early childhood sector, infant 
classes in primary schools included. These strategies included writing articles for 
newsletters, professional publications, parent magazines and e-zines as well as 
creating and disseminating ‘postcards’ at educational conferences. In addition 
to publishing the framework online, the NCCA produced a limited number 
of CD copies of Aistear. This enabled the Council to disseminate one CD 
copy to every primary school and multiple copies to libraries in the Teacher 
Education Colleges during the period November 2009 to January 2010. In the 
absence of a national implementation plan to support practitioners to begin to 
use Aistear to develop their practice, the NCCA developed an online toolkit 
in both the English and Irish languages (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit and www.
ncca.ie/uirlisiusaideaistear). This toolkit now contains over 100 items including 
podcasts, tip sheets and video clips of practice. It continues to be populated with 
new material providing practical support to people in training and professional 
development roles, to those involved in educational leadership in both English- 
and Irish-medium schools and to those in inspection and evaluation roles as well 
as to school teachers working directly with young children. 

Feedback on the framework from teachers was positive from the outset:

I’ve just spent a very enjoyable time exploring Aistear. I just 
love it! What an achievement- you must be so proud!... Well 
done on all your work in getting Aistear completed and online 
– the documents look brilliant – very vibrant and interesting.

….the document is really clear and attractive. Everyone will 
want hard copies.

While feedback was very positive, the second quotation highlights a widely-
cited criticism across the sector in late 2009 and early 2010 with regard to the 
publication of Aistear in a digital only format. Due to limited access to broadband 
and even to PCs, this digital-only format was identified as a significant challenge 
to the dissemination of, and engagement with, Aistear by all those working in 
the early childhood sector including primary school teachers. With support from 
the Early Years Education Policy Unit (co-located in the then Department of 
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Education and Science and the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth 
Affairs), the NCCA were able to respond to this criticism in 2010 by financing 
the printing of two key elements of Aistear—the Principles and themes, and the 
Guidelines for good practice. Two print copies were prioritised for each primary 
school in the country (in English or Irish depending on the teaching language 
of the school) as well as copies (in English or Irish depending on the language of 
the setting) for each early childhood setting which was participating in the Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)13 scheme. 

The printing of these hard copies presented a new challenge for the NCCA. 
Feedback in early 2010 noted that dissemination alone was not enough to ensure 
that the framework would have an effect on practice in early childhood settings, 
and ultimately have a positive influence on children’s experiences as learners. In 
times of significantly reduced financial resources across the education sector, a 
new proactive, engaging method of dissemination was required to make certain 
that Aistear was presented to practitioners including primary school teachers, 
in a manner which would ensure that it had a lasting impact on teaching and 
learning. To address this challenge in the case of primary schools, the Aistear 
Tutor Initiative began in March 2010.

Collaboration between the NCCA and ATECI 
The Aistear Tutor Initiative is a collaboration between the NCCA and ATECI. 
ATECI is the umbrella organisation for the 21 full-time and 9 part-time 
Education Centres in Ireland. The principal activity of the Education Centres 
is to organise the local delivery of national programmes of teacher professional 
development on behalf of the Department of Education and Skills. In addition, 
the Centres are charged with organising a varied local programme of activities 
for teachers, principals and parents in response to demand. 

The NCCA is a statutory agency of the Department of Education and 
Skills. It provides the Minister with advice on curriculum and assessment in early 
childhood education and for primary and post-primary schools. The Council is 
a representative structure with its membership determined by the Minister. The 
Council formulates its advice by engaging with learners, teachers, practitioners, 

13 The ECCE Scheme was introduced in January 2010 and is a state-funded pre-school year for all 
children between three years and two months and four years and seven months on September 1st. 
The programme gives children access to appropriate programme-based activities in the year before 
they start primary school.
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parents and others and by undertaking, using and sharing research. 
Given the NCCA’s curriculum and assessment remit, and ATECI’s role 

of providing support, professional development and information to teachers, 
principals and parents in a local setting, a collaboration to support the dissemination 
of and work with Aistear began. The Initiative is led by a small Planning Group 
which includes representatives of the NCCA and a small team of Education 
Centre Directors. One Centre, Sligo Education Centre, acts as the lead Centre 
managing the administration of key events in the Initiative.  Within the Initiative, 
the NCCA’s role involves up-skilling Aistear Tutors through workshops and other 
professional development events while ATECI covers travel and subsistence costs 
for the Tutors and funds the Aistear workshops in their Education Centres.

The Aistear Tutors 
The model of collaboration chosen by the NCCA and ATECI was premised on 
the concept of ‘train the trainer’. This involved each of the 21 full-time Education 
Centres nominating a maximum of three teachers who in turn were supported 
through professional development events to upskill to take on the role of Aistear 
Tutor. The NCCA provided a role specification to support Centres in making 
these nominations. This specification highlighted the importance of Tutors 
being qualified to graduate level, having early childhood practice experience, 
demonstrating a knowledge of current research and issues in early childhood 
education, being an effective communicator and having good ICT skills. Many 
of those nominated were already practising Tutors within the Education Centres 
and/or had a post-graduate qualification in areas including early childhood 
education, special education, literacy and educational leadership. 

The 90 Aistear Tutors, who have worked within the Initiative since March 
2010, represent a diverse group of teachers. They are predominantly practising 
infant teachers who work across the diversity of primary school type. Some work 
in single-grade classrooms with single-age groupings while others work in multi-
grade classrooms with mixed-age groupings of children. Some teach through the 
English language while others teach in Irish-medium schools. Some of the Tutors 
work with large classes of thirty and more children while other Tutors work with 
significantly smaller classes. This diversity of classroom experience has proven to be 
a very significant strength of the Initiative, as the Tutors share this experience with 
each other thereby enriching their own professional development. The experience 
also ensures that all materials developed for use in workshops reflect and support 
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the different primary school classroom contexts in Ireland at present. 
All materials for use in the Initiative are developed collaboratively by the 

Tutors and led by the two partner organisations. This process is an important 
mechanism for quality assurance as it enables the reality of early childhood 
education in infant classes14 to be clearly mirrored in materials, while also 
ensuring that the materials are informed by research and good practice both 
nationally and internationally. The Tutors’ willingness to share their own changed 
and changing classroom practice and reflections with other Tutors, workshop 
participants and within their own school communities plays an important role at 
local level in building capacity for change within the teaching community which 
is important as other curriculum developments unfold. 

In March 2010, the newly established Initiative focused primarily on 
disseminating print and CD copies of Aistear itself and information about the 
framework to primary school teachers and principals. This was done through 
information sessions in local Education Centres. It was impossible at that time to 
gauge the manner in which the Initiative would evolve and grow as a result of the 
enthusiastic response from teachers at these early workshops. The feedback was 
very clear. Teachers and principals wanted more; they wanted practical support 
for how they could use some of the methodologies in Aistear in their schools and 
classrooms. In particular, they wanted support in embracing a play methodology 
as part of their repertoire of teaching approaches and methodologies. 

Evolution and expansion
Much has changed in early childhood and primary education in Ireland since 
2010. Some of the most significant developments include the

• introduction of the ECCE Scheme15 in 2010 which approximately 
96% of children now avail of before enrolling in primary school

• publication of the Workforce Development Plan16 (2010) and 
the embedding of Aistear in early childhood care and education 
courses at FETAC levels 4, 5 and 6 

14 The first two years in primary school in Ireland are referred to as junior infants (for 4-5/6 year-old 
children) and senior infants (for 5-6/7 year-old children).

15 The ECCE (Early Childhood Care and Education) Scheme is a free pre-school year for children 
aged between three years and two months and four years and seven months on September 1st. 

16 This is a workforce development plan for the early childhood care and education sector in Ireland. 
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• publication of the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (2011) which 
included a number of references to Aistear and highlighted the 
importance of ensuring that the principles and methodologies 
within the framework were embedded in future curriculum and 
assessment developments at the infant level of the primary school

• validation of the first set of Síolta17 Portfolios in 2012

• inclusion of Aistear in the 2012-2014 ECCE contract18  

• launch of research reports on oral language and literacy for children 
in early childhood and primary education (3-8 years). These were 
commissioned by the NCCA to support the development of a new 
integrated language curriculum for primary schools.

• increased attention to children’s transition from pre-school to 
primary school and primary school to second-level school.

These developments brought exciting opportunities for the Aistear Tutor Initiative 
and in response, the Initiative evolved from dissemination of the framework 
document to focusing on four main areas of work:

• designing, developing and facilitating a suite of workshops

• designing and delivering a week-long summer course

• supporting Tutors to develop their own classroom practice and 
sharing these developments with other teachers through the online 
Aistear Toolkit

• establishing teacher professional communities (TPCs).

Workshops
The aforementioned developments meant that over the past three years there has 
been a constant need to review and update the suite of workshops which were 
designed and developed by the Initiative’s Planning Group and Aistear Tutors. 

17 Síolta, published in 2006, is the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education. The 
portfolios are part of the formal Síolta Quality Assurance Programme. 

18 Since September 2012, early childhood services participating in the ECCE Scheme sign a contract 
agreeing to use Aistear (as well as Síolta) to provide an appropriate educational and care programme 
for children in their pre-school year.
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An overview of the full complement of Aistear workshops available in the present 
suite can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1: Suite of Aistear workshops

Groups Workshops 
Principals • An introduction to Aistear for principals

Teachers • An introduction to Aistear for teachers 

• Four workshops on the methodology of play 

 - Planning and organising my classroom 
for play

 - Supporting language and literacy  
through play

 - Supporting mathematics through play

 - The teacher’s role in play

• Thinking and talking about picture books 

• Two workshops on assessment 

 - An introduction to assessment  

 - Exploring features of good assessment

Parents An introduction to Aistear for parents

During the period April 2010 to October 2013, 8,490 teachers and principals 
participated in Aistear workshops19. 

Summer courses20

To date, there have been three summer courses on Aistear. The first two courses 
offered in 2011 and 2012 were titled ‘Aistear: play, literacy and numeracy in the 
infant classroom’. The original course presented in summer 2011 was facilitated 
by 16 Aistear Tutors in 12 Education Centres and attended by 238 teachers.  
The feedback was hugely positive and also very helpful in identifying ways in 
which the course objectives and materials could be further developed for summer 

19 All workshops are approximately two hours long.
20 Summer courses are twenty-hours long and are held over one week during the school summer holidays. 

The Aistear summer courses are approved by the Department of Education and Skills. Teachers who 
complete an Aistear summer course can avail of three Extra Personal Vacation (EPV) days.
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2012. The updated summer course was facilitated by 33 Aistear Tutors in 19 
Education Centres21 with 589 teachers attending. The feedback from the course 
in 2012 was also hugely positive. Typical comments included:

• The course exceeded my expectations. Gained years of experience 
in a week and am looking forward to implementing Aistear in my 
classroom.

• So much to do ahead, but this course has invigorated me for 
returning to infants.

These comments were gathered from feedback provided by the participants at the 
end of the summer course. In winter 2012 participants were invited to partake in 
a short online survey to ascertain the extent to which the course was impacting 
on and continues to support their classroom practice. The feedback was very 
helpful in further reviewing course objectives, content and methodologies. 

In summer 2013 the third Aistear summer course was facilitated in 21 
centres. A total of 602 teachers attended 25 courses. The 2013 summer course 
was a redeveloped and updated version of the previous summer course building 
on the strengths and also providing new material to keep participants engaged 
and motivated. ‘Aistear: Play, Literacy and Numeracy (Infants)’ was another 
successful element of the Initiative as reflected in the comments below from 
participating teachers:  

• Very practical and hands-on – I’m leaving with loads of ideas 
which I will definitely use in my classroom.

• Best course I have done in thirty years.

• Content and methodology totally appropriate to my Special 
School Setting. 

An online survey is planned for early 2014 to gather additional feedback from 
teachers about the impact which attending the summer course has had on 
classroom practice and what further supports are required, and this information 
will be used to inform the Aistear Tutor Initiative.

21 25 courses were provided in total with a number of Centres choosing to provide two courses in 
response to demand from teachers.
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Supporting Tutors to develop their own classroom practice
From the very start of the Initiative, the Tutors have further developed their own 
classroom practice informed by Aistear and supported by the training workshops 
and other professional development events which the Initiative provides. The 
Tutors demonstrate great willingness to draw on their own experiences when 
they work with other Tutors in the Aistear Tutors’ online workspace22, workshop 
participants and with their own school communities. 

In an effort to share these professional experiences with the wider teaching 
community, the NCCA began working with Tutors in 2012 to record their 
‘change stories’; the stories of how their classroom practice has changed. Several 
stories have been published in In Touch, the magazine of the Irish National 
Teachers’ Organisation, and in the Aistear Toolkit. 

Teacher Professional Communities
Following on from feedback provided by participants at both workshops and 
summer courses, it was clear that a form of more sustained support was favoured 
by some teachers. To fulfil this need, the first Aistear Teacher Professional 
Community (TPC) was established in Kildare Education Centre in September 
2012 to support teachers wishing to use Aistear in their infant classrooms. Teacher 
Professional Communities are supported within ATECI by local facilitators and 
personnel from the Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST). 
A TPC is a proactive support group of teacher-learners, who seek and share 
learning, with a view to acting on what they learn. The goal of their participation 
in the TPC is to enhance their effectiveness as teachers and to impact positively 
on children’s learning. 

The first TPC was also supported by the NCCA as the convenor was an 
Aistear Tutor and also a member of the NCCA’s Early Childhood and Primary 
Team. Monthly two-hour meetings were held when required. Some of these 
were led by Aistear Tutors and other Tutors from the Education Centre with 
areas of expertise of interest to the teachers in the TPC, while other meetings 
were led by members of the group themselves. Between September 2012 and 

22 The NCCA has established an online space for the Aistear Tutors. This workspace provides 
a two-way communication mechanism between the NCCA and the Tutors with regard to 
workshop material etc,  as well as between the Tutors themselves. It also enables the Tutors to 
share examples of their own practice, engage in professional conversations and collaborate with 
each other to develop their own teaching and learning resources.
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June 2013, 184 hours of CPD were undertaken in this first Aistear TPC by 
infant teachers who were implementing various aspects of the framework in 
their infant classrooms. The topics covered at the meetings included ‘Organising 
your classroom for play’, ‘ICT and play in the infant classroom’, ‘Seachtain na 
Gaeilge agus am spraoi’ and ‘Outdoor play’. Each topic was chosen to support 
the teachers-learners on their journey with Aistear and a substantial amount of 
time was given at each meeting to enable group discussion and peer-support. 
These group discussions were of huge value to all participants as was clear from 
the participants’ evaluation forms: 

What aspect of being a member of the TPC was most beneficial to you?

• The interaction and sharing of ideas amongst the TPC participants 
and Aistear Tutors.

• Support – being able to freely discuss challenges and to work out 
how to overcome them.

• Speaking to other infant teachers (I’m the only Junior Infant 
teacher in school) to get ideas, share/discuss challenges faced.

An added bonus of the TPC was that financial support was provided through 
Dublin West Education Centre, and this enabled the TPC group to purchase 
resources for the ‘Play Resource Library’ located in the Kildare Education 
Centre. Items such as wooden blocks, boxes of Lego, small world and socio-
dramatic resources were purchased and these were borrowed on a monthly basis 
by teachers, thus allowing children to engage with new activities and resources 
without incurring an extra expense for individual schools. Many teachers first 
borrowed the play resources and then, if they were enjoyed by the children, the 
school subsequently purchased a school set when finances allowed.  The members 
of the Kildare Education Centre intend to continue with the TPC. Feedback 
from users included:

• I feel that the TPC meetings have demystified Aistear and 
therefore facilitated the promotion of the ideals of Aistear within 
our school.

• Getting started with Aistear – initially it seemed very 
overwhelming but the TPC was great for breaking it down into 
manageable pieces.
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• ….being able to share what works and equally what doesn’t is 
invaluable to the success in the classroom.

• Fantastic support and great to use and share resources – long may 
it continue!

The future of the Aistear Tutor Initiative
Building on the success of the Initiative in the past three years, the workshops 
and summer courses will continue in 2013-2014. Workshop materials will be re-
visited and re-designed as appropriate. The need for a summer course for teachers 
who have already attended the current summer course and would like to extend 
their knowledge of the ideas and methodologies presented in Aistear, is being 
explored and several TPCs are being formed. 

Conclusion 
The Aistear Tutor Initiative has and continues to provide a unique and critical 
forum for curriculum development in Ireland which is shaped by research 
evidence and also informed by classroom practice. Through workshops, summer 
courses and TPCs, the Initiative supports teachers and principals to reflect on 
their current classroom work with 4-, 5- and 6-year-olds, identify changes they 
would like to make based on ideas in Aistear and develop their practice through 
these changes. This approach values both the learning site (school and classroom) 
and teachers’ own reflections on their practice over time. The quote below from 
a teacher (and now an Aistear Tutor) encapsulates some of the impact that the 
Aistear Tutor Initiative is having on teaching and learning in the classrooms of 
those involved in the Initiative: 

The opportunity to be an Aistear Tutor and take part in 
the Aistear Tutor Initiative has enabled me to become the 
teacher I am today, the teacher I have always wished to be 
and yet to continue to upskill my classroom practise. The 
support and knowledge which I have gained through being 
involved in this Initiative from other Tutors and at training 
days has been enlightening, empowering and has supported 
me as I have become a more competent and confident 
teacher. The continuing professional development provided 
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to me as part of the Initiative has allowed me to keep up 
to date with curriculum developments and good practice 
with regard to curriculum implementation, assessment and 
working with parents, and has inspired me to further my 
own studies. (Email, 30th September 2013)
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Introduction
The theory of utilising a child-centred, play-based approach to the education of 
young children has been widely accredited to renowned educators such as John 
Dewey, Friedrich Froebel, Maria Montessori, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Rudolf 
Steiner (Wood and Attfield, 2005). As a junior infant teacher in a large, mixed 
gender primary school in Limerick, play has always been a constant feature in 
my classroom.23 However my involvement with the Aistear Tutor Initiative, a 
collaboration between the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 
(NCCA) and the Association of Teacher Education Centres in Ireland (ATECI), 
has had a significant impact on how the well documented theory of play is put 
into practice in my classroom. 

Before attending Aistear workshops, I had a limited knowledge of what 
Aistear entailed. I knew it advocated a play-based approach to teaching young 
children but I was unfamiliar with Aistear’s principles and themes or guidelines 
for good practice. Aistear is “the curriculum framework for children from birth to 
six years in Ireland” (NCCA 2009, p. 6). As I use the Primary School Curriculum 
(DES, 1999) to direct my teaching, I was unsure as to where a curriculum 
framework could fit into my practice. I soon learned how the Primary School 
Curriculum is what I teach with Aistear offering me new approaches and 
methodologies along with practical ideas for how I can help my students learn. 
Although Aistear highlights how play can be used as a teaching methodology, 
I quickly realised that it is far more encompassing than play alone. It does this 

23 Junior infants is the term used to refer to the first year of a child’s primary school education in 
Ireland. The children in this year usually range from four to five years of age.

Aistear in a Junior Infant Classroom – 
Putting Theory into Practice 

Sarah Keane
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by providing information, practical ideas and examples which focus on four key 
areas of practice:

• Building partnerships between parents and practitioners.

• Learning and developing through interactions.

• Learning and developing through play. 

• Supporting learning and development through assessment.

In this paper, I describe my experience of how I use Aistear to enhance and 
reflect on my practice in my junior infant classroom. I will also look at how this 
work has impacted on my role as a teacher and supported the children’s learning  
and development.

Preparing for purposeful play 
In order to “make the most of the opportunities that play provides” the teacher 
needs to provide children with “the support, props, time and space to develop 
their play” and also “plan for, support and review play” (NCCA, 2009, p. 56). To 
achieve high quality play, I realise that my role is integral in pedagogically framing 
the children’s play. Pedagogical framing involves the “behind the scenes” work in 
planning, organising and resourcing the play environment (National Induction 
Programme for Teachers, 2013, p. 15). Informed by my short-term curriculum 
plans, I use Aistear’s planning framework for play to identify the play areas, key 
resources, curriculum integration and to document my reflections as I go. 

I believe that children thrive on routine and that it is important for a 
teacher to turn the classroom into a safe and structured learning environment. 
With one teacher and approximately thirty junior infants, many who may not 
speak English as their first language, I have seen how it is vital to establish a good 
routine so that the children are aware of what I expect of them. When planning 
for play, I divide my class into five groups, and I create five play areas so each 
group has an opportunity to play at each area in a given week. While children 
may prefer a certain type of play “it is important that they experience a variety 
of types to support their learning and development” (NCCA, 2009, p. 53). The 
use of a visual timetable with clear pictures of each group’s play area helps keep 
the children informed of what resources they will be engaging with on a daily 
basis. I vary the types of pretend, physical and creative play and change the areas 
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on a monthly basis. The five play areas in my classroom would generally include 
a variety of the following:

• Socio-dramatic play e.g. the supermarket, the doctor’s surgery,  
the airport

• Small-world play e.g. the doll’s house, puppets, model people, 
animals, cars, train sets

• Construction play e.g. wooden blocks, plastic blocks, shoe-boxes

• Sand play e.g. sand trays with sieves, jugs, scoops, buckets

• Water play e.g. water trays with funnels, plastic tubing, jugs

• Malleable play with modelling clay e.g. a range of play dough, 
plasticine, rolling pins, cutting and shaping tools

• Junk art play e.g. paper, card, boxes, tin-foil, crepe paper, string, 
ribbons, scissors, glue and whatever odds and ends can be recycled 
from art lessons.

Curriculum integration
As well as adopting a playful approach to teaching throughout the day, Sample 
Plan 3a on page 17 of Aistear’s User Guide (NCCA, 2009b) suggests the idea of 
using play as a teaching and learning methodology for an hour per day in infant 
classrooms.  In the past I found it difficult to fit in all the English, Irish, maths, 
history, geography, science, music, art, drama, physical education, social, personal 
and health education and religion lessons I had planned in a typical school day, so 
at first I was overwhelmed by the thought of trying to find and justify an hour to 
timetable learning through play. While the Primary School Curriculum suggests 
a weekly time allocation for each subject for junior infants, it also highlights the 
importance of providing connected learning experiences. I soon appreciated how 
“the child at infant level perceives and experiences learning in an integrated way” 
which I now achieve through curriculum integration (Department of Education 
and Science, 1999, p. 69).  Depending on the play topic, I integrate a range of 
subjects, strands and skills of the Primary School Curriculum when planning for 
play. On my timetable I refer to play as “Curriculum Integration” and I list the 
subjects English, Maths, history, geography, science, social personal and health 
education, art and drama. 
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I have found that using topics, many of which come from the children’s 
interests, is a great way to support the children’s learning through play and across 
the curriculum’s subjects. Socio-dramatic play naturally lends itself to curriculum 
integration and offers an abundance of learning opportunities across a range 
of subjects. Socio-dramatic play “provides opportunities for children to make 
friends, to negotiate with others, and to develop their communication skills. This 
play helps extend language. “The ability to write stories also has its roots in socio-
dramatic play” (NCCA, 2009, p. 54). I base the socio-dramatic area on whatever 
topic I am teaching across the curriculum e.g. clothes shop, supermarket, toy 
shop, post-office, restaurant, doctor’s surgery, optician’s hospital, pet shop, vet, 
birthday party, airport, campsite and building site. Through this type of pretend 
play children can practice their literacy and numeracy skills that I have previously 
taught in discrete English and maths lessons. 

Some examples of literacy that arise naturally in the children’s play include 
jotting down shopping lists before going to the supermarket, creating menus 
and taking down customers’ orders at the restaurant, writing prescriptions at 
the doctor’s surgery, reading signs, labels, books and magazines in the dentist’s 
waiting room. Examples of numeracy include counting money and giving change 
in the toy shop, dialling numbers on a mobile phone to make an emergency 
call for an ambulance, measuring the length and width of classroom furniture 
in the building site, drawing 2D shapes to create house plans in the architect’s 
office, weighing animals at the vet’s surgery. Among the six hundred and thirty 
children in the school, there are twenty-three nationalities represented, which 
is a true reflection of the linguistic and cultural diversity in Irish society today. 
Socio-dramatic play offers many opportunities to acknowledge and celebrate 
this diversity e.g. buying Polish sweets in the supermarket, ordering Indian food 
at the restaurant, ringing the travel agent to book tickets to visit family in Peru. 
I can vouch from experience that learning through play facilitates curriculum 
integration very effectively.

Working towards an hour of play
Based on developmental work by teachers involved in a play initiative by the 
Irish National Teachers’ Organisation and the Church of Ireland College of 
Education in 2007, I divide the hour of play as follows:

1. Planning: 5 minutes

2. Playing: 40 minutes
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3. Tidying up: 5-10 minutes

4. Reviewing: 5-10 minutes.

At the beginning of junior infants I have found that the children need to be 
taught how to play through modelling, as “being a competent player does not 
always emerge spontaneously” (Bennett, Wood and Rogers, 1997, p. 6). During 
September and October I model how to plan, engage with resources, share, tidy 
up and review my play session. Tidying up can be quite chaotic in the beginning 
especially with a large class of four and five year olds in a not-so-large classroom! I 
have seen the benefits of establishing class rules and routines and it is fascinating 
how quickly thirty little people learn to collaborate efficiently. After a few weeks, 
as the children become more independent, I introduce them to an hour of play. 
Initially the planning stage takes plenty of practice but soon the children are 
accustomed to discussing their thoughts and ideas about what they want to play, 
with whom and how they want to play. I model out loud using the sentence 
starter “Today I am going to play with...”  and encourage the children to think 
and talk about their impending play session. 

During the 40 minutes of play, I try to enrich learning by interacting with 
the children and I aim to be “supportive without interfering” (NCCA, 2009, p. 
56). As an adult in the role of authority, it can be difficult to act as a co-player 
but I have realised that by taking medical advice from Dr. Seán, writing down 
Paulina’s order in the restaurant or being fined for overweight baggage by Jack 
at the airport, I can really allow these children develop their confidence through 
their play. It is through these types of interactions that I can also extend the play 
by creating scenarios which engage the children’s oral language skills, for example 
“You overcharged me for my shopping” or “Waiter, there’s a fly in my soup!” 

When I am not actively participating in play I observe, listen to and 
interpret the children in their play and look for ways I can enhance their learning. 
Aistear’s guidelines on supporting learning and development through assessment 
provide practical advice which has helped me form detailed accounts of the 
children’s progression throughout the year. I often take photographs or videos 
of the children engrossed in play and use these to help the children review their 
play session. Aistear identifies that while “all children have the potential to play, 
some may require extra support from the adult in order to benefit from playing” 
(NCCA, 2009, p. 59). With such a culturally diverse student population in 
my school, there are always a number of English as an Additional Language 
Learners (EAL) in my classroom. Rather than withdrawing these children from 
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the classroom, the Language Support teacher often joins me in my classroom 
for play, helping these children’s communication and social skills in the process.

After the children tidy up (hopefully with limited adult assistance), we 
always discuss the play session. I find the use of Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) very beneficial in reviewing play. On the interactive 
whiteboard, I utilise a visualiser to showcase the children’s junk art or play 
dough creations and I use a digital camera to display photographs and videos of 
the children immersed in play. I ask the children questions such as “I wonder 
what you’re doing in this picture?” “How would you do it differently next time?” 
“Did you stick to the plan you made at the start?” The children may not always 
follow their original plan but the significance of thinking about and reviewing 
their actions is hugely important. Aistear describes how “self-assessment involves 
children thinking about their learning and development” (NCCA, 2009, p. 
81). Beginning and ending the play session with planning and reviewing is very 
effective in helping the children self-assess. Planning and reviewing play was not 
something I had put much emphasis on in the past, but now I appreciate how 
these stages make the process far more meaningful for the children and gives 
them the opportunity to share the fun, excitement and sense of achievement in 
their play with their friends and peers.

Organising resources
“Well-resourced, well-planned and predictable indoor and outdoor spaces help 
children see the opportunities that are available for play” (NCCA, 2009, p. 56).  
Sourcing toys and equipment for various play areas can be a cause of concern 
for many schools but “arranging and resourcing a quality play environment 
need not be expensive” (NCCA, 2009, p. 103). I have found that children enjoy 
playing with open-ended resources and often prefer these to commercial toys. 
For example, I have seen an old white shirt used in a variety of ways such as a 
doctor’s coat, a wedding dress, a sari, a chef ’s apron, a tablecloth and a blanket. 
When Aistear was introduced in my school the Aistear manual was very useful 
in suggesting what resources our infant teachers could use for the different 
categories of play. Aistear’s Appendix 1: Resources for play (2009) was very 
beneficial in inspiring us to source resources for the various types of play. We did 
invest in some new resources but most of the equipment was already available in 
the school and many parents also donated unwanted toys. I am fortunate that my 
school has a very cooperative atmosphere as our infant teachers work together to 
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help and support each other in developing a pedagogy of play in our classrooms. 
For example, we have three junior infant and three senior infant classes so 
we pool our resources together to create boxes for the various socio-dramatic 
topics. Each infant teacher focused on two topics and filled a storage box with 
appropriate resources. We store these boxes in a central location for ease of access. 
We rotate the resources throughout the year and we regularly work together 
to create new boxes based on the children’s changing interests. We frequently 
share ideas and offer advice to each other. This collaboration is highly beneficial 
and also contributes to School Self Evaluation (SSE). SSE is “a collaborative, 
reflective, inclusive process of internal school review” for the improvement and 
development of the school (Department of Education and Skills, 2013: www.
schoolselfevaluation.ie). All primary schools are currently involved in the SSE 
process and I have found that Aistear has assisted the junior and senior infant 
teachers in my school develop and reflect on our practice. 

Taking a back seat
Wood (2013, p. 101) describes how “the twin concepts of pedagogical framing 
and pedagogical strategies are helpful for thinking about how practitioners can 
support child- and adult-initiated play”. Although I decide what the play areas 
are, the children can freely engage with the resources and choose what to play 
with or how to play. Aistear has made me reconsider my practice, because in the 
past I directed the play but now my class experience child-led play. Play is no 
longer an activity I use to keep children busy while I listen to phonics, change 
shared readers or organise the classroom; it is now a methodology I use to teach a 
range of subjects. In order to ensure that play has learning consequences I know 
I have to interact meaningfully with the children. I do this by playing with them 
at their level rather than instructing them and by engaging in conversations with 
them rather than questioning them. At first I found it difficult to change my 
instinctive behaviour of continually questioning to assess children’s knowledge, 
now I put a greater influence on having conversations with children. I used 
Aistear’s guidelines on learning and developing through interactions for examples 
and advice for how I can assist children’s thinking and support communication 
with my students. Initially, I found it challenging to take a back seat and let 
my class direct their play and learning. It can be difficult to give the children 
freedom to lead but the flow of play can be enhanced by “responding to children’s 
intentions and meanings as well as allowing for unplanned developments” 
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(Wood, 2013, p. 101). I soon discovered that rather than me being the single 
teacher in the class, the children now had 31 teachers as they were learning from 
each other through play.

Assessing play
As well as participating in play, I regularly assess the children’s progress as they play. 
Aistear describes assessment as “the ongoing process of collecting, documenting, 
reflecting on, and using information to develop rich portraits of children as 
learners in order to support and enhance their future learning” (NCCA, 2009, p. 
72). The Aistear manual provides me with practical information regarding features 
of good assessment practice, how to record and report information and how to 
use that information to help students develop. Self-assessment, conversations, 
observation, setting tasks and testing are five assessment methods presented by 
Aistear (NCCA, 2009). I use a combination of these methods to assess the children 
and encourage the children to self-assess their own actions and creations when 
they review their play session. Although it takes a lot of modelling and guidance 
the children quickly become more confident with self-assessment as “they are 
better able to think about what they did, said or made, and to make decisions 
about how they might do better next time” (NCCA, 2009, p. 81). 

Involving parents
Partnerships involves a “responsibility” between parents and educators “working 
together to benefit children” (NCCA, 2005, p. 7). Aistear’s guidelines on 
building partnerships between parents and practitioners have been very useful 
in suggesting various ways I can nurture home-school links. I have found that 
sharing information with parents about the Primary School Curriculum and 
Aistear helps parents to understand and appreciate what their child experiences 
at school. When I began to use Aistear in my classroom, I was concerned that 
some parents might undervalue play. Wood and Attfield (2005, p. 16) explain 
how “society has a general mistrust of play in educational contexts and the 
lack of a precise operational definition of play ensures that it is viewed as the 
opposite of work”. In Ireland, the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
Scheme provides a free year of early childhood care and education for children 
aged between 3 years 2 months and 4 years 7 months in the year before they 
start primary school (Early Childhood Ireland, 2013). Early Childhood Ireland 
(2013) explains how “children who avail of pre-school are more likely to be 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

223

ready for school and a formal learning and social environment”. Parents often 
think that pre-school (or playschool as it is commonly referred to) is for play and 
primary school is for more serious work. As a result, infant teachers “are faced 
with increasing demands for evidence of achievement from parents who typically 
undervalue play as a learning process” (Wood and Attfield, 2005, p. 16). 

Aistear has offered me advice for how I can communicate key messages 
to parents about the importance of play in early childhood education. I use 
open-nights, tip sheets and newsletters to help parents understand how play 
is an important learning tool for their children. I have found that this really 
strengthens the home-school relationship as the parents feel more involved in 
their children’s school life. I always keep the parents informed of what topic 
I’m teaching and what socio-dramatic play areas are up and running in my 
classroom. I am overwhelmed by how generous the parents are in donating 
resources such as empty cereal boxes for the supermarket, used boarding passes 
and tickets for the airport, an old mobile phone for the receptionist’s office or 
paint-brushes for the building site. Last year when I used a play-based approach 
to teach about animals, the children helped create a pet shop in the classroom. 
One parent even brought her dog to the school so her son could show the class 
the tricks he had taught him! When I was teaching about food, a parent who is a 
chef in a local restaurant visited the class to explain all about his job and answer 
questions to all the budding restaurateurs. The children’s passion in setting up the 
socio-dramatic areas based on whatever topic we are learning about is contagious 
and parental involvement naturally increases as the children’s enthusiasm travels 
between home and school. 

My journey with Aistear
I have no doubt that putting Aistear’s theory into practice has had a significant 
impact on my role as a teacher. As an Aistear Tutor I support other primary 
school teachers of young children in becoming familiar with Aistear and what 
it has to offer them in terms of developing their practice. When I facilitate 
Aistear workshops I am often asked “How come Aistear is not compulsory?” 
Aistear is based on current research and good practice and I would encourage 
all infant teachers to use it to develop their classroom practice. The teachers 
who voluntarily attend the Aistear workshops I have facilitated are eager to 
discover what Aistear has to offer. Despite their enthusiasm, I often sense 
that many teachers feel disillusioned as to how they can possibly manage to 
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incorporate play into their already busy day. The challenges in embracing 
Aistear are always a topic of much discussion during the workshops. Time, 
planning, lack of space, limited resources, an overloaded curriculum, large class 
sizes and misconceptions about play are some of the many deterrents teachers 
feel discouraged by. Wood and Attfield (2005, p. 11) explain how “achieving 
good quality play is resource-intensive, and requires high levels of pedagogical 
skill and organisation, as well as time and expertise to observe children’s play 
behaviours and activities.” As well as the Aistear manual, the NCCA have 
created a very useful online resource in the form of the Aistear Toolkit (www.
ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit) which has a large bank of tip sheets, podcasts and videos 
to help guide and support teachers. From experience, I feel that the challenges 
teachers face are not insurmountable and although overcoming them may take 
considerable effort, the benefits of play are extensive and develop the child 
cognitively, socially, emotionally and physically (Stone, 1993, p. 4). I believe 
that the advantages for teachers are significant also. From experience, I have 
realised that instead of adding more to my workload, Aistear helps me cope 
with the many demands of the Primary School Curriculum.

About the author
Sarah Keane is a primary school teacher in the south-west of Ireland. She is 
currently teaching children in junior infants (4-5/6 years of age) and is an Aistear 
Tutor with Limerick Education Centre (http://www.lec.ie). 
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Introduction
Aistear is the curriculum framework for children from birth 
to six years in Ireland. It provides information for adults to 
help them plan for and provide enjoyable and challenging 
learning experiences, so that all children can grow and 
develop as competent and confident learners within loving 
relationships with others. Aistear (2009, p. 6).

I have been teaching mixed classes of junior and senior infants, (children 
generally ranging in age from 4 to 6/7 years) for the past five years. This is a brief 
account of my journey with Aistear over the last two years. I hope to share with 
you the key insights which I have gained that have undoubtedly improved my 
practice as an Infant Teacher.

Previous to using the Aistear curriculum framework there were many 
aspects of the Primary School Curriculum (DES, 1999) that I struggled with, 
in particular making learning active and engaging for all the children in my 
class at once. I used many workbooks throughout the day but I felt these 
were largely colouring books. Furthermore, these workbooks didn’t help me 
differentiate for the varying levels of ability in my class. I knew I wanted to create 
an active, engaging environment for my pupils, but I was lacking guidance on 
how to do this comprehensively. Scoil Naomh Mhuire, where I teach, received 
an information leaflet from Kildare Education Centre advertising an Aistear 
introductory course, and I attended my first training course there in January 
2011. It was a long time ago now...but I still recall my introductory session and 

Challenges in introducing a play-based 
methodology in the classroom

Helena Leen
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while I was very excited as this seemed to be the solution I was looking for, it 
was also quite daunting as Aistear was very different to how I was teaching at 
that stage.

I clearly remember listening to the Aistear Tutor advocating an hour of play 
in the infant classes. Furthermore, not only were the pupils going to play for that 
hour, but I would be playing with them. I must be honest and say I was more 
than sceptical: a whole hour of the short infant day and every day? Was this really 
the best way to teach children in the first two years of primary school? I wanted 
my pupils to achieve a very high standard of education. Could they really achieve 
this through play?

Play is the best educational tool we have at our disposal
Patiently, I listened...curious as to how the tutor was going to justify spending 
an hour playing every day when I was struggling to find time to cover all eleven 
subjects in the already overloaded curriculum. As I listened, I realised that the 
biggest obstacle to overcome was my attitude! I really didn’t place enough value 
on play. I felt play could support children’s motor skills and their social skills, 
but apart from that, I needed to be convinced of its value across the primary 
school curriculum. 

My first, and most important, key insight was that play is actually beneficial 
for children. Research has shown it is how children’s intelligence develops. To 
quote Oppenheim (1984, ch.1):

Playing should be fun! In our great eagerness to teach our 
children we studiously look for ‘educational’ toys, games 
with built-in lessons, books with a ‘message.’ Often these 
‘tools’ are less interesting and stimulating than the child’s 
natural curiosity and playfulness. Play is by its very nature 
educational. And it should be pleasurable. When the fun 
goes out of play, most often so does the learning.

Play isn’t just a way of keeping children busy. It is now my opinion, that play is 
the best educational tool we have at our disposal. Hopefully by the end of this 
article you will be in agreement with me.
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Picture 1: A busy day at the salon

Aistear creates ideal opportunities for integration
The second key insight that I gained was that play is a wonderful method of 
teaching and integrating so many curriculum areas. Integration of learning is 
one of the key principles of the Primary School Curriculum (1999, p. 8) and it 
is a vital element of learning in the infant classes. Aistear has been a powerful 
tool in assisting me to implement this principle. For example, we are currently 
learning about harvesting wheat (autumn) and some of the processes involved 
in getting bread from the field to our lunch-boxes. I used the story of “The Little 
Red Hen” as a starting point. This led to a discussion of how delicious freshly 
baked bread is, and we decided to set up a bakery in our classroom where we 
pretend to be and dress up as bakers and customers. Together we decided what 
was going to be in our bakery and we set it up as a class. To do this I used the 
‘mantle of the expert’ drama technique (Heathcote, 1995). This is a student-
centred dramatic-inquiry-based approach to teaching and learning. The students 
are the experts and with one wave of my magic wand, they were the bakers and 
I was the customer. As I asked questions, I recorded the answers on a concept 
map. “What kind of cakes do you sell?” “Is there a price list that I can look at?”  
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“How do I place an order?” “What time does the bakery open?” etc. This provided 
a great starting point and the children added in many extra ideas. “You can have 
tea with your cake in the bakery.” to which I replied “Oh you have a seating area. 
Wonderful!” This approach fosters the children’s critical thinking and I have found 
it to be a fantastic starting point for a new topic. I can easily identify the level of 
knowledge the children already have before beginning a new topic.

How does this integrate anything besides drama you might ask? Well, there 
is an order-book and pencil for taking orders, a menu for choosing confectionary, 
labelled pictures of products we are selling... all of these link to literacy, 
not to mention the opportunities for oral language in conversations between 

the bakers, sales-assistants and 
customers. There is a cash register 
with real money, clocks on the 
wall showing opening and closing 
times, an old fashioned phone 
(with numbers to press), bun-
cases and bun-trays, a timer, 
measuring spoons and cups... the 
list goes on. As you can imagine, 
these props provide wonderful 
opportunities for engaging with 
numeracy. We have learned about 
the baker (geography) and we 
even visited a bakery that was 
quite close to the school. The 
children were so stimulated by all 
they saw: the smells, standing in 
the freezing “chiller”, wearing the 
hair-nets. My biggest concern was 
that hands stayed ‘glued’ to their 
sides so little fingerprints wouldn’t 
appear all over the iced buns!

Picture 2: Birthday cake

“I am four, I need four candles.”
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In the sand area we are mixing water with the sand (science). We have taken mud-
pies to the next level! I also threw in some birthday candles for fun (regularly used 
by the children for counting and sorting). Niall24  had different ideas though, and 
made a desert, “...but lots of people were coming to live there so I had to build 
a city.” Before long the candles were out and the trucks were in. An interesting 
conversation followed on what buildings we would need to construct in the 
city...a geography lesson that I had not planned happened just like that.

My classroom has many play stations set up around the room. These are 
simply areas in the classroom which are designated specifically to a particular 
type of play, for example the construction area where the Lego, the blocks and 
the other construction toys are located. At the creative play station, the children 
enjoy decorating pictures of cakes they have drawn with glitter and by cutting up 
and sticking on little bits of coloured paper. We then hang these in the bakery. I 
put scissors in this area because after a discrete lesson on cutting, I noticed a lot 
of the children had limited cutting skills so now they will be practising without 
even realising they are doing so. I had some pages with numbers printed on 
them at that table also (these were left over from another activity) and Lucy cut 
number 2 out and stuck it on beside her cake because it cost 2c (I never would 
have thought of that.). She inspired so many other children to do the same, and 
I helped the older children write a “c” beside the number to show it was “cent”. 

I have put some baking books, rolling pins, plastic forks and shape cutters 
with the play dough. The children enjoy chatting about the different pictures 
in the books and attempt making their own. Sarah was “making a sponge cake, 
just like my mummy does, with icing on the top”. Play dough is fantastic for 
developing fine motor skills, but as well as that there is such rich oral language 
in this play area: thumping, pounding, squeezing, kneading, pricking and rolling 
the dough as well as all the counting (including buttons for the gingerbread 
man’s coat). The children also enjoy browsing through the books, discussing 
what they will make.

My final play-station at the moment is the construction area in which I 
have put the straws and the blocks. I have some pictures of the silos for storing 
flour and windmills there to inspire the children to build some tall buildings. The 
benefits of block play go far beyond just naming and tessellating 3D shapes. The 
children enjoy playing in this area and I often take pictures of their creations to 
hang on the wall in the construction area to inspire others in the class. 

24 All names of children have been changed.
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I hope I have demonstrated that play-time in my classroom is an umbrella 
term for thinking time, language time, problem-solving time, memory time, 
planning time, investigating time and experimenting time. Therefore play is a 
suitable learning context for English, Irish, maths, the arts (music, drama and 
visual arts), social, environmental and scientific education (history, geography 
and science) and social, personal and health education. Aistear does not increase 
my workload; instead it is invaluable for curriculum integration. 

Interactions
My third key insight was that I can provide richer learning experiences for children 
by playing with them and very often following their lead. This was something 
I found challenging at the beginning, as it meant letting go of the control that 
I valued so dearly! However, play-time must be child-led; children are more 
responsible for their learning when they ‘own’ their play. When I play with the 
children, I play like a child (albeit one that models language, thinking, sharing 
etc.). From my experience, letting go of control during play-time is essential. 

Let me share an example of what I mean by this. We were playing in the 
sand one day, into which I had put some farm animals. Anna handed me a plastic 
mobile phone and asked me to order a load of straw, sticks and bricks. A polite 
conversation (with her pretending to be the supplier) followed in which I placed 
my order and she assured me I would have the delivery immediately. She then 
asked Jim to deliver the loads of straw, sticks and bricks to me. I knew where this 
was going, so I built my three houses and put a pig in each one. Then she picked 
up a small dark grey horse (which could have passed for a wolf!) and she began to 
act out the story using a sly wolf ’s voice to say “little pig, little pig, let me come 
in!” It was fantastic; we were sequencing the story, using drama, literacy and 
numeracy. We were also sharing and working together...so much learning was 
happening. I had hoped the children would make a farm with the farm animals, 
but this little girl took learning to the next level because she had the freedom 
to do so. I hasten to add that Anna is a very shy little girl who finds speaking in 
front of the class daunting. I often worried about her socially. But in her small 
play groups she thrives and her confidence has grown so much. Children are 
amazingly creative when they have ownership of their play-time and become 
thoroughly engrossed in their activities.
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Picture 3: Extreme concentration required

Furthermore, the children now have 25 other ‘teachers’. Play-time is a fantastic 
time for allowing children to teach each other. All children have different 
backgrounds and different experiences to share. Aistear is also especially beneficial 
for children with English as an additional language as they are immersed in 
language from the start of play-time until the end, and it’s okay if they make 
mistakes as there isn’t a whole class listening to them, just the few children with 
whom they are playing.

Aistear suggests the teacher’s role is to “play(s) with children, exercising 
good judgement so that adult involvement does not threaten child autonomy or 
harm the ‘flow’ of the play” (NCCA, 2009, p. 58). This of course meant that I 
had to relinquish control. However my ‘letting go’ has also benefited the children 
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in terms of taking responsibility for their own behaviour. I tell them that unless 
their ‘pants are on fire’ they do not come up to me at play-time. As I play with 
each group for a little while every day, I will come to play with them at some 
stage. If a problem needs solving, the children in their group will help out or they 
can think through it independently. 

Let me share another story from my classroom. One particular day, I 
wanted to observe the children playing without interacting with them, I do this 
sometimes to assess their progress. Mary was playing in the sand and came up 
to me extremely upset because somebody had knocked down the house she was 
building. I whispered “I’m sorry, I can’t help you as I’m invisible today” so she 
nodded her head, turned on her heel and returned to the sand-box. In a very 
patient voice she said “Now I’m not going to get cross, I just want to know who 
knocked down my house”. Jack replied “I’m sorry Mary, I thought you were 
finished with it and I needed some sand”... “Oh, that’s okay Jack! I’ll just build 
another one”...problem solved! At the end of play-time, I told the other children 
that I had seen the most amazing thing happen today and I invited Mary to tell 
the others how she had solved her problem and I also praised Jack for being so 
honest. Young children respond so well to positive reinforcement that many 
problems were solved in a similar manner after that.

Play in a primary school classroom has to have learning consequences, 
although these may not be the learning outcomes that I had planned for. This 
learning happens through meaningful interactions with the children. Sometimes 
it will be through my interaction with the children and sometimes it will be 
through their interactions with each other.

There is an entire section of the Aistear manual devoted to “interactions.” 
It describes how we should play with children and even gives sample questions 
and phrases we can use when interacting with them to develop their thought 
processes and problem-solving skills (NCCA, 2009, p. 31).

Resources and Space
I have also learned that I don’t need lots of money to buy play resources. There is 
a list of resources in Aistear (NCCA, 2009, pp. 103-106). After reviewing these, 
I sent a note out to every parent in the school asking for toys. A lot of older 
children had outgrown the toys they would have used when they were young, 
so I got a great response. I received everything from a toy shopping-trolley to 
jig-saws, a doll and a buggy and jewellery for dressing up. These gave me good 
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foundations for beginning my work with play. I also made a trip to the local 
charity shop which is like a treasure trove for gathering resources. 

Space should never be an obstacle when it comes to play. When I began 
teaching through an hour of play a day, I was in a tiny classroom. One of the first 
adjustments I made to my room involved removing lots of desks. I always had 
two children to each desk, but now I push two desks together and six children fit 
comfortably around them. Removing those extra desks was one of the best things I 
ever did. The children certainly didn’t notice that they had less space. I have a floor 
area that I always keep clear. I use this space throughout the day for everything 
from phonics to maths to reviewing play time, which is when we discuss the 
successes and challenges the children faced during play time that day. It’s great to 
get them out of their seats. To be honest, the lack of space bothered me more than 
it did the children who enjoyed the small, cosy spaces for their play.

Outdoor play

Picture 4: Personal trainer taking details

Last May when the weather improved we moved play-time outdoors. We literally 
wheeled out the sand-box and picked up the doll’s house and took it outside. 
I purchased some small cheap plastic tables and clipboards so writing was still 
possible, if necessary. I threw some trowels and mini-rakes into the unused 
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vegetable patch. The ‘scientists’ had so much fun digging for earthworms and 
watching them wriggle and as with all good scientists, they were equipped 
with magnifying glasses and pooters (devices for collecting insects). Chalk is a 
fantastic resource for outdoor play also...so much fun was had drawing around 
each other’s shadows! Outdoor play is fun, stimulating and adventurous. The 
children really engaged with parts of their outdoor environment that they never 
previously made use of during lunch-breaks.

We are very fortunate to have many trees on our school grounds and at the 
moment (Autumn 2013) the children have started to bring in conkers and pine-
cones from the yard after break-times. Some have started to build little homes 
for animals that they imagine live outside in our yard. Bríd had pebbles in her 
pocket this morning that she had brought in for decorating the ladybird’s nest 
she was building outside at break-times. So hopefully, from next week, we will 
wrap up in our hats and scarves and take play-time outside again. As the trees are 
beginning to change as well, it is a really interesting time to play outside.

When parents and teachers work together,  
children are the winners!
Developing a good relationship with children’s parents/guardians is very 
beneficial for all involved. Initially I was very aware that parents may be 
concerned: they are playing in infants everyday for an hour...the school down 
the road has the workbook completed! To pre-empt any misconceptions, I meet 
with parents at the beginning of the year and talk about the benefits of play. I 
explain why I do not have workbooks and I keep parents informed about the 
topics we’re using in our play—they love knowing what is happening in the 
classroom and their support is invaluable. 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) has 
prepared a fantastic handout for parents outlining the benefits of play and giving 
tips on how parents can be more playful with their children at home. From 
regular contact with parents, I have a better understanding of the children and 
this helps me to make learning more rewarding for them. 

You may have noted when I described the bakery earlier that I listed 
multiple baking utensils, rolling pins, baking books etc - I did not purchase one 
thing myself! I sent a note home to the parents inviting them to send in any 
props they might have at home that would be suitable and the resources flooded 
in. The parents of my pupils are very supportive and are so enthusiastic because 
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they appreciate how much their children are enjoying and learning through play. 
I put pictures of the children playing on the notice-board in the hall which the 
parents like to look at and my students are very proud showing off their work.

Picture 5: Patiently queuing for ice-cream

Previously, when we were learning about pets and caring for animals, I sent a 
note out wondering if anybody knew a vet who would be willing to visit the 
classroom. One mother helped me to arrange for her brother, a vet, to visit. 
He was fantastic, and brought in many props for the children to look at and he 
also left us a few little bits for playing with. He even played in the vet’s surgery 
we had set up in our classroom. I made a note of any new vocabulary that he 
used and I reinforced this during discrete oral language lessons. It was fantastic 
to see the children playing in the vet’s surgery after that, using the same terms 
that the vet had used and being so careful and gentle with the animals, just 
like he had been.

Tom’s Dad is an engineer. He visited us when we were learning about 
construction. He showed us lots of different pictures and video footage of jobs 
that he had worked on. The children were particularly interested to see the 
helicopter air-lifting a steel bar for the top of a very tall building. He kindly left 
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some hard hats, safety goggles and safety gloves for us to play with. This proved 
to be the beginning of another exiting play adventure.

Over the past two years we have visited a bakery, a crèche, a dentist’s 
surgery, a fire station and a garden centre. We have also had a Garda, an optician 
and a grandparent visiting us in our classroom. For our outings, I don’t hire a 
bus because it would just be too expensive. The parents organise lifts amongst 
themselves, and to be honest I believe they are happy to have the opportunity 
to get to know each other. This year the Parents’ Association organised a coffee 
morning for the new parents to give them an opportunity to meet. I believe that 
Aistear, which places huge importance on building effective partnerships with 
parents, is helping to develop relationships amongst the parents even outside of 
the classroom.

Assessment
Assessment is an important aspect of Aistear that I also want to mention. 
Previously my assessment records would have contained information about how 
a child was progressing in a specific subject area. I would have had an idea of 
how well they were mixing with others when I observed them while on yard 
duty, but really it was difficult to piece together a complete picture of the child’s 
development. Again, Aistear has provided me with ideas about rethinking my 
assessment practice. It highlights a more holistic approach to assessment which 
not only looks at assessing the child’s knowledge, but also their dispositions, their 
skills, their attitudes and their values.

Aistear suggests practical ways of keeping assessment records and highlights 
the importance of using the recorded information in a beneficial way. I keep 
a little ‘sticky-note’ pad with me at all times, and I record any important 
information about a child as we play together. I also take pictures and record 
video clips of the children playing which I keep in folders on my computer. I put 
these files on disks for the parents at the end of year and they really appreciate 
seeing what their child has been doing in school. 

The children in the class are now experts at self-assessment. They review 
their play-time each day and are able to tell me why it did or didn’t go well. I also 
keep samples of their work and they enjoy looking through these and recognising 
their own progress.  
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Planning
Planning is essential. My role involves planning for play experiences that are safe, 
challenging, inclusive and enjoyable. I must ensure that play time continually 
builds on, challenges and extends children’s learning and development (NCCA, 
2009, p. 56). This was challenging initially, but as with anything, the more one 
does it the easier it gets. Plans need to be fluid because they will change regularly. 
Play-time is child-led; I can’t plan for what the children are going to invent! I 
have learned that by putting some key resources into my play stations I can cover 
so much of the primary curriculum. I integrate numeracy and literacy into each 
of my play stations. The NCCA has a wonderful planning template (NCCA, 
2011). It is simply a grid that fits on one single page, so it does not take a long 
time to complete and it helps me plan for very effective learning experiences 
during play-time. I can keep it on my desk and refer to it regularly. It is a really 
practical working document. It also has a section for ‘teacher reflections’ which 
is very useful as I can make notes on new areas of interest that arise during play-
time. I can also make notes on ideas that did not work and need a little tweaking 
to become effective. I feel that by reflecting on and assessing my own practice I 
am constantly developing as a teacher.

When we have our ‘review’ at the end of play-time, the children tell each 
other what they have been doing, allowing everyone to share in that learning 
experience. It is during the review time that my teacher hat goes back on. I 
highlight any areas that may have arisen to reinforce curriculum objectives, 
whether they were in my plans previously or not. (I make note of them in 
plans afterwards!) Once, Donagh created a picture of the story “Owl Babies” 
(Waddell, 1975) from play dough. He had different sized owls, the hole in the 
tree, large branch, small twig and even a piece of ivy for Bill (the smallest of 
the owl babies) to sit on (see picture 6). I took a picture of it and printed it off. 
During review time it was an opportunity for me to revise ‘measures: length’ 
and to reinforce the descriptive language used in the story. This picture went 
up on the wall to provide inspiration for others (after he had brought it home 
to show off his work, of course!)
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Picture 6: Owl babies- mother returning

Special Educational Needs
One final benefit I must mention relates to the opportunities Aistear affords 
children with special needs or learning difficulties. All children have different 
strengths and talents and play-time allows each child to shine in their own area 
of expertise. I have previously taught a little girl, Elaine, who struggled with 
reading and writing as a result of a special educational need. If she had been 
in my classroom when a lot of the work was workbook-based, I feel she would 
have been recognised by others and possibly come to identify herself as ‘weak’ 
but while this girl found these areas challenging, creatively she was an absolute 
genius. The junk art she would produce was amazing, every detail so precisely 
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thought out. The stories she would make up at the puppet theatre would have 
the other children completely engrossed and laughing heartily, (myself included, 
I must admit!). During one of the review sessions another child commented 
to her “Wow Elaine, you have a great imagination!” Elaine was the person to 
whom the others turned if they needed inspiration. She was happy at school and 
consequently progressed steadily in the areas that challenged her.

Looking forwards
Starting out with Aistear, I was concerned about what other teachers and the 
principal would think about children playing for a whole hour each day during 
class-time. They were hugely supportive when I explained what I was doing and 
why. We have begun to introduce elements of Aistear into first and second class, 
and the teacher is thrilled with how the children are progressing.

I have begun my sixth year of teaching infants and this will be my third 
year of implementing Aistear. I cannot endorse Aistear enough in terms of the 
benefits for the children, their parents and my practice as an infant teacher. I feel 
I know the children so much better because I am interacting more with them. I 
have more time to have rich discussions with them and they have more time to 
talk and get to know each other.

I hope I have given you some insights into how real learning can take place 
through play in a primary school classroom for 4-, 5- and 6-year-olds. Sharing 
is ingrained in each session, as is learning how to compromise and how to deal 
with problems; the children invent, think, experiment ... the list goes on. As 
literacy and numeracy are embedded in their play, the children’s standards have 
improved. For example, the stories that my junior infants write show great 
creativity. I attribute a lot of this to play. They are inventing stories constantly 
when playing at each station, be it the sand, the puppet theatre or even the 
construction area. The children in my class are very happy and can’t wait for 
play-time.

Since using Aistear in my teaching, the children are more confident and 
competent as learners. My classroom is a more democratic learning space. As 
for me, I love the opportunity play offers for child-led learning. If an interesting 
topic arises, we go with it. I am  not tied to a workbook thinking, we don’t have 
time for this now...I need to get this page finished before break-time! Real learning 
that is engaging, exciting and centred on the children takes place during play.
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Picture 7: Making homes for the animals to hibernate in

Visit the online Aistear Toolkit for more examples of primary school teachers’ 
experiences with Aistear (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit and click ‘Teaching  
through play’).

Author’s details
Helena Leen has been teaching children in junior and senior infants in a primary 
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Introduction 
I have been teaching since October 1982, and for all but six of those years I 
have taught in the junior classes. For the last seventeen years, I have taught 
children aged 4 to 7/8 years of age in the first three class groupings in primary 
school. These classes are referred to as junior infants, senior infants and 1st class. 
In small rural schools in Ireland such as the one in which I work, two or three 
class groups are taught by one teacher in one classroom. This type of classroom 
is known as a multi-grade classroom. Long before Aistear and all its wonders 
were unleashed on the world of infant teaching, I used play as a teaching and 
learning methodology in my classroom. The value of play was firmly implanted 
in my mind as a young student teacher in Carysfort College, Blackrock during 
my training from 1979 to 1982. Convinced by the lectures on Piaget and 
Montessori, and the emphasis placed on children ‘learning by doing’ which 
was the mantra of our lecturer in infant education, I had no hesitation in 
establishing a toy-shelf in my first infant classroom. I must confess that in my 
early teaching years my toys were used as enticements to prise reluctant scholars 
out of the arms of their parents, and indeed often as a reward for a great day’s 
work, but as the years passed they became important teaching aids in the room. 
I built up a vast array of ‘educational’ toys and games to encourage my young 
pupils’ development. I championed to anyone who would listen over the years 
of the wonderful benefits of play…parents, student teachers and colleagues 
alike. Problem-solving skills, social skills, language skills and physical skills 
were all enhanced by play in the classroom. Therefore I was utterly delighted 
to be asked to join the first cohort of teachers to be introduced to Aistear 

Aistear in a multi-grade primary 
school classroom

Teresa Leogue-Moran B.Ed
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and I have worked for three years now as an Aistear Tutor based in my local  
Education Centre. 

The over-riding reason why Aistear appealed to me as a teacher was that 
it affirmed the work I and many other infant teachers in our system had been 
doing through play for years and gave it a broad structure. The junior classroom 
in a multi-grade school setting is a very rewarding place to work. One has the 
opportunity to mentor learning and development through three full school 
years, to watch relationships and personalities blossom and skills develop over 
an extended period. I have found the development of the pupils through their 
play sessions exceptional. Aistear provided us with an organisational framework 
for play in our multi-class setting which not only facilitated child-led learning 
but also peer-tutoring in a way we had not anticipated.

Organising play in the multi-grade classroom
Schools and classrooms are very busy places, and small as we are, our school is no 
different. With an extensive curriculum to cover and limited time in the day to 
divide one’s attention on three class groups, it is important to carefully organise 
the school space, the facilities, the resources, and the timetable and then plan for 
Aistear play activities carefully. Play in a multi-grade setting demands that the 
teacher differentiates for each class group. While Aistear is for junior and senior 
infants, the children in 1st class also love the opportunity to ‘play’ and play can 
only enhance their learning.

Space and facilities 
Although many primary schools have limited play areas for children and many 
tend to have small classrooms which can militate against the use of play, our 
classroom was completed in 2000 and was ideal for hands-on activities and 
active learning. This however was not always the case, as in the years from 1985 
to 2000 infants, 1st and 2nd classes in our school  were accommodated in two 
ancient prefabs on the site, an era when at times we had 35 pupils or more in 
our classroom. I always try to encourage teachers to use play, regardless of space 
issues. There are ways around these problems. I have removed all unnecessary 
furniture, coat-hangers, lunchboxes and schoolbags from my classroom. We 
built a general purpose (GP) room with our new classrooms in 2000 and all 
our staff have moved their teachers’ presses out of their classrooms to now line 
an entire wall in the GP room. If we need a book or folder we simply retrieve it 
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when necessary from there, thus freeing up useful wall space and working areas 
in the classrooms. 

My surplus toys, games and equipment are stored in carefully labelled 
stackable plastic boxes in our kitchen area. The first year I worked with Aistear, I 
purchased a child-sized gazebo (play tent with open sides) for my room. It was, 
without doubt, the single best piece of equipment I have ever bought and since it 
arrived it has taken on the guise of kitchen, doctor’s surgery, optician’s, hospital, 
hair salon, dental clinic, travel agent’s office, restaurant, vet’s clinic and every 
shop imaginable in our role-play area! In December each year, festooned with 
fairy lights, it is transformed into Santa’s workshop where boxes are wrapped 
for classmates on the ‘nice list’, letters are written, cards made etc. The only 
permanent equipment in the gazebo is a yellow junior infant table, two chairs 
and the school’s old coin operated telephone. A clipboard with paper and a mug 
of writing instruments are usually found in there also.

The equipment we need for our junk art activities are stored in a clear 
four-drawer plastic tower storage unit on castors that I bought in a bargain 
shop. The drawers are only slightly larger than an A4 sheet of paper and the unit 
stands less than a metre high. Each drawer is labelled for contents, and as the 
contents change so do the labels. Working with multi-grade means of course 
that my class groups include both readers and emergent readers, so all of my 
areas and equipment are labelled with written labels that also have the visual cue 
for emergent readers. The drawers contain everything from crayons, colouring 
pencils, markers, biros and chalks for drawing and colouring as well as paper 
of various colours, textures, shapes, and patterns. The essential scissors, rulers 
and glue-sticks also are included and according to what I would plan during the 
year, other items such as paper plates, cardboard rolls, paper bun-cases, fabric, 
wool, cotton wool, adhesive tape, envelopes, cards, lollipop sticks, glitter etc. 
are added. A single chest-like cupboard houses an array of recycled boxes and 
cartons, and a bale of black and coloured sugar paper usually rests on top of this. 
Nearby on my bookshelf I have a number of art and craft books that the school 
has gathered during the years. Children may refer to them on occasions for ideas 
and it is wonderful to watch them simply handle the books, consulting the pages 
and discussing with their play friends the feasibility of some of the ideas: ‘We 
can’t do that, we need …’ or ‘We don’t have enough … for that’ or ‘We could 
do that if we used … instead’. I have chuckled on more than one occasion when 
I heard-problem solving skills in use and a child utter ‘we’ll tell her (teacher)  to 
get … and then we can make it!’
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Organising sand and water play can be problematic in any classroom. Our 
sand play table is a commercially-sourced one with a lid which usually resides in 
the playground. It is cleaned and returned to the classroom when I have included 
sand play in the play rota. All the sand play equipment can be stored in the table 
itself. I have a sink unit in my classroom but as it is an adult height unit my 
pupils cannot access the taps without using a chair. Therefore the sand table is 
used for water play and I have a number of (bargain shop) basins stored under 
my sink area with all the water play toys for easy access when required.

The resources for play 
Each time I am asked about the resources for play in an infant classroom and the 
dreaded question of funding for resources, without any hesitation I refer teachers 
to pages 103-106 of the Aistear Guidelines for Good Practice (NCCA, 2009b). 
This has a wonderful comprehensive list of everything any teacher could ever 
want or need to equip a classroom for play. However, may I add a word or two of 
caution? The list is not prescriptive nor is it exhaustive. You do not need to get or 
buy all the equipment listed; these are suggestions not requirements. Resourcing 
your classroom need not blow the budget! Much of my play equipment has been 
donated by family members as their children outgrew them. My small-world 
farm complete with animals, tractors and a superb milking parlour were in fact 
all Christmas deliveries to my own sons in the 1990s. Our wooden train set 
was also a donation from a past pupil’s parent. My now adult nieces donated 
all the baby dolls and many of my soft toys. Parents have also donated boxes of 
construction toys over the years and I have asked local businesses and medical 
practices to help us equip our role-play areas over the years. The response to such 
appeals has always been marvellous with one local optician supplying us with 
an amazing array of children’s frames and sight exam charts for the optician’s 
role-play corner.

Timetabling play
Sample Plan 3a on page 17 of Aistear’s User Guide (NCCA, 2009c) promotes 
the idea of using play as a teaching and learning methodology for an hour 
per day in infant classrooms, something that many teachers find worrisome 
initially especially when one considers everything that has to be covered in our 
overcrowded curriculum. However, I have through using Aistear, with practice, 
managed to timetable an hour of play into each day and cover all my curriculum 
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objectives. I have found that rather than taking time from the subject areas I 
must cover, it provides an opportunity to integrate these subjects in a child-
centred way. Aistear highlights the integrated nature of children’s learning.  For 
example, a five year old child from the junior infant class playing in the fruit and 
vegetable shop in the role-play corner is sorting collections of objects (real fruit 
and vegetables), classifying objects, adding similar objects to sets, ‘identifying the 
complement of a set’, categorising objects such as ‘things I like/don’t like’, ‘red 
things/things that are not red’. These younger children are matching sets using 
one-to-one correspondence and establishing the concepts of more than, less than, 
enough, as many as. The children are comparing, ordering, counting, exploring, 
discussing, developing and using the vocabulary of spatial relations. They are 
developing an understanding of the concept of weight and using appropriate 
vocabulary. The seven year old pupils from 1st class in the same play group are 
counting, reading and writing, exploring, discussing and developing. They are 
estimating, comparing, measuring and recording weight on real weighing scales. 
They are also practising tendering and receiving amounts of money, calculating 
and giving change. That is merely the maths work that they are engaged in. The 
children’s oral language development is also enriched. There are of course also 
strong elements of make-believe in the role-play. 

Most importantly of all it is child-centred learning and they are learning 
through play. The children, whichever play-area they are in, are co-operating 
with others and pooling ideas. My role as the teacher is to facilitate and guide the 
play occasionally pointing out possibilities but leaving the exploration of ideas 
to the child. As class teacher I can see a wealth of maths and language objectives 
covered through play. I no longer feel compelled to trudge through copious 
worksheets to ascertain or assess a pupil’s learning. As an active participant in the 
play myself, and through interactions with the children, not only can I subtly 
direct the learning but I can assess the learning as the children play. Objectives 
successfully covered through play do not need to be revisited in the traditional 
formal class setting. Other objectives which need to be reinforced can then 
become the focus of the more formal class.

Planning for play 
Using the Aistear framework, I aim to provide enjoyable and challenging learning 
experiences for the children and to ensure that the children’s competence and 
confidence grows over time. 
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When planning the activities for any given week I attempt to match 
the activities to the content objectives of my subjects for the week and use a 
topic-based approach whenever possible. This topic-based approach can be as 
loosely or rigidly applied as one wishes. It is important to note that if you are 
embracing a methodology that truly fosters child–led learning you may not 
end up following your fortnightly notes to the letter and may find surprising 
discrepancies between it and your monthly progress report (which we refer to 
as our Cúntas Míosúil). Last Spring while covering the strand of ‘Living things’ 
in science, my notes stated we would ‘explore through growing seeds the needs 
of plants for water and heat’, ‘investigate how plants respond to light’ and 
‘observe, identify and explore living things in the local habitat’. We set up a 
garden centre in our role-play area. The children planted peas, beans, sweet-pea 
and nasturtium seeds in milk cartons and cared for them, labelled them and sold 
them. We displayed our tulips, snowdrops and daffodils that we had grown in 
pots. I had, or so I thought, cleverly introduced one of our Discover Primary 
Science activities (www.primaryscience.ie/). We were dyeing celery with food 
colouring to investigate how plants drink. Junk-art artists were even making 
crepe paper flowers for sale in the garden centre. Meanwhile in the construction 
area the children were getting to grips with a newly acquired giant Polydron set 
and exploring 2-d and 3-d shapes in a totally unrelated topic…or so I thought. 
One enthusiastic builder however decided his cube resembled a cage and placed 
a cuddly toy ‘coinín’ (rabbit) into the cage and placed it in the garden centre, as 
the garden centre he had visited recently had also pets on sale! Before the week 
was out, our garden centre had acquired a complete annex of exotic cuddly pets 
from home and school, all caged in 3D cages from the construction area. Junk art 
had added an aquarium of rainbow fish (triggered by a reading of ‘The Rainbow 
Fish’ by Marcus Pfister (1996) earlier in the term). Play with play dough resulted 
in a supply of snakes and turtles in shoe-boxes, and my language classes had all 
adopted an unexpected animal topic …still about ‘living things’ but not the ones 
in that particular set of fortnightly planning notes!

In recent years, my class numbers have been between twenty and twenty-
four pupils spread over the three class groups. This year I have twenty-two pupils. 
I operate four play areas at any one time. These areas are chosen from the various 
types of play: - pretend play e.g. a role-play area, a small world area, physical play 
e.g. construction area, a junk art area, a sand/water area, games with rules and a 
table-top activities area which we call ‘hands-on’, etc. The play, as I said earlier, 
depends on the topic or subject objectives for the particular period, and changes 
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if or when I detect the children’s interest fading.  
Each week the class is divided into four groups or play teams, one for each 

play area. Each child is assigned a colour on the basis of clothes pegs they choose 
blindly from a novelty ‘frog’ litterbin I acquired some years ago. The bin contains 
the exact number of coloured pegs for each group (I would recommend that 
no group should have more than six members in any play team). The random 
method of selection usually ensures that each has pupils from each class grouping. 
I operate a play rota which we establish as early as possible in the school year. 
Each day the play team is assigned to a different play area. By Thursday everyone 
has visited each area once. The rota is displayed prominently in visual and written 
formats on the notice-board. I also facilitate a Circle Time activity at the start of 
the year when we establish the ‘play rules’ for the class. Given the innate ability 
of children to distinguish what is fair from what is not, amazingly these rules do 
not differ substantially from year to year! 

The time allocated to play includes 5 to 10 minutes of whole class discussion 
to plan the play, explain who is where and broadly what they will be doing and 
organise the resources. This is followed by 35 to 40 minutes of play during which 
time I actively participate with a group. We have an egg-timer which measures 
the 5 minutes tidy-up time required at the end of the play session and the race 
against the blue sand of the timer ends as all the children bring their chairs to the 
end of the room for a 5-10 minute discussion to review the play session. Usually 
I start by explaining where I was and what I was doing or perhaps a ‘problem’ I 
encountered e.g. ‘I was trying to build a taller tower than Jack’s but I hadn’t enough 
rectangle blocks’ and the children join in recounting their experiences and giving 
advice. This session encourages children to discuss future play possibilities, share 
ideas, solve problems and articulate what they have learned along the way. 

On a Friday, individual pupils revisit the play area of their choice in our 
‘free play’ session. The review of play is dealt with differently on Fridays and the 
children record in their play diary. They are simply asked to draw something they 
did during the play sessions. These delightful records of the play throughout the 
year are simply twenty or so A4 sheets with a colourful front cover, decorated 
by the children of course, which are assembled each September by our loyal 
school secretary on our trusty comb-binding machine! In September the junior 
infants’ pictures are of course usually quite basic, and as each child presents their 
work to me, I add a caption e.g. ‘This is Gemma buying oranges from Darren in 
the fruit shop’, ‘This is Owen making a puppet in junk art’ and date the piece. The 
senior infants who are writing, label the people in the pictures and use the play 
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rota poster to record what area they were in, e.g. ‘Me and Michael and Kate and 
Adam in hands-on’. Meanwhile my 1st class pupils eventually get to the stage 
where they write a little ‘story’ about the picture e.g. ‘This is me playing Guess 
Who with Brian. Brian guessed who I had, so he won’. The play diary has become 
a work portfolio for the pupils and not only records the pupils’ play but can also 
be used to chart their writing development and the development of the drawing 
skills and their ability to look at and talk about their own work, the work of 
other children and describe what is happening in a drawing. It is fascinating to 
compare the self-portraits of this year’s 1st class in their play diaries - complete 
with uniforms, shoes, buttons, laces, glasses, hair-bobbins- with the self-portraits 
from the same children two years ago, which had all four limbs protruding from 
pancake-like smiley faces.

The benefits of play in a multi-grade classroom
I cannot emphasise enough the benefits that I have found in my classroom since 
I introduced the hour of play. 

The whole atmosphere of the class has changed. Relationships have been 
strengthened through random selection of the play team members, through 
sharing resources and taking turns in the play sessions. The children have become 
more aware of each other’s feelings and social skills have improved. The older 
children mentor and tutor the younger ones. They are involved in group learning 
which consolidates and strengthens their existing knowledge.

There is an aura of business in the room during the play sessions with all 
pupils diligently engaged in play and enjoying themselves at the same time. I 
feel the children’s concentration has improved. They are creative, independent 
and imaginative in their play, as play encourages independence, self-esteem and 
creativity. Play has encouraged pupil autonomy and the children rapidly become 
more confident in their thinking and learning. They are more confident speakers 
also. Teacher–pupil relations have improved. I am sought after and welcomed as 
an active participant in their play, and discipline problems in the classroom have 
all but disappeared. 

Organisation skills, motor skills and oral language skills have all been 
boosted. I would argue we have learned more and learned it better than before. 
The children acquire reading and writing skills parenthetically. The pupil’s 
vocabulary range for pupils of their age has expanded into areas I would not have 
imagined ten years ago. The Aistear play session has provided the opportunity for 
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the children to demonstrate and expand their knowledge. For example, in 2012 
I was amazed at the wealth of knowledge the 4 to 7 year-olds in my classroom 
had about the Titanic. It is a subject area I am sure you will agree is not usually 
dealt with in a junior classroom. However, a senior infant pupil, fascinated by 
the movie he watched at home, chose to use my large timber blocks to construct 
the ship in his Friday play session. By the time he had finished explaining the 
picture he drew in his play diary to the class, everyone had caught on to the idea 
and a sustained oral language class ensued. The children knew minute details 
from the film, many factual and of course some not – the captain’s name for 
example, the cause of the sinking, what icebergs were, the destination of the ship 
etc. The following Monday I was handed the DVD of the movie by a parent in 
case I wished to show it to the class, and one child had bought a book with a four 
page pull-out picture of the ship. We explored the internet for pictures of the 
passengers, prepared our own PowerPoint story of the tragic event and had great 
discussions on the clothes worn in 1912 compared with those worn in 2012. The 
older children in my 1st class wrote wonderful stories where they pretended they 
had survived the sinking, which we displayed on the corridor with their paintings 
of the ship sinking. We used boxes to construct our own ‘Titanic’ and the 
children’s enthusiasm and art displays had ripple effects throughout the school 
and soon ‘Titanic’ fever had spread to the other classrooms as the centenary of 
the sinking approached. In June, when the secretary of the local agricultural 
show visited to encourage the pupils to enter the various competitions in the 
junior section of the show, she was so impressed with our Titanic exhibition that 
she added a Titanic-themed art class to the list of competitions for the show.

Our society has changed dramatically over the last thirty years since I 
started to teach, with enormous advances in science and technology. Children’s 
lives have changed equally dramatically with their recreational time so tightly 
scheduled with extra-curricular activities that there is often no time left to 
just play. Yet children have not changed. Play is the way children learn about 
themselves and the world and develop their necessary skills. Play is worthwhile 
and in a classroom setting it is always purposeful with specific learning outcomes. 
I feel it is important to create an environment and social climate which allows 
children time to play. Cognitive, language and physical skills have been enhanced 
through play experiences in my classroom.  

The greatest sign of success for a teacher is to be able to say, “The children 
are now working as if I did not exist” as Maria Montessori said in “The Absorbent 
Mind” (1949). In our multi–grade classroom our children work as independent 



An Leanbh Óg  •  Volume 8

254

learners through their play activities and thoroughly enjoy themselves while they 
are at it. Surely that must be worthwhile!      
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Abstract
Transitions from one education setting to another must be 
effectively managed and cannot be left to chance. This is an issue 
that practitioners in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
settings enrolling new children, as well as primary school teachers 
in junior infant classes, regularly encounter. Successful transitions 
entail supporting all children in becoming resilient, self-assured 
and capable, and can be a critical factor in determining children’s 
future at school. This paper locates the transition from the ECCE 
setting to formal school in the context of Bronfenbrenner’s 
(1979) ecological system theory. Children’s relationships with 
the stakeholders involved in the transition process include the 
practitioners, teachers, and other staff involved in the setting as 
well as parents/carers, siblings and extended family. The support 
offered by these significant others/stakeholders can promote 
continuity of care and education for the children which makes 
the whole process less distressing and confusing. This paper asks 
how can ECCE settings actively help children make the transition 
to formal education?  The role of play in this context is also 
addressed.  We suggest that play, as a process, aids transition in 
a child centred and developmentally appropriate way, ensuring 
that all children feel accepted, welcomed and valued in their new 
setting. Finally, practical suggestions are offered for making the 
transition process successful for all concerned.

How Play as a Process aids the 
Transition Process from the Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
setting to Primary School

Ciara Allen & Dr. Judith Butler,   
Cork Institute of Technology 
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Introduction
Life is full of change and challenges, both planned and unplanned. While 
some changes may be positive, children often find change difficult, and may 
feel uncertain or confused. ECCE practitioners and primary school teachers 
play a vital role in preparing a child for the anticipated transition through the 
use of developmentally appropriate activities. Both, planned and unplanned 
changes can be equally traumatic. For young children, the change from home 
to a childcare setting, from one setting to another, or from preschool to school 
are all challenges that have to be faced. Fabian (2002, p. 7) terms these changes 
in a child’s life as ‘transitions’ that really involve “leaving the comfort zone 
and encountering the unknown”. According to Ghaye and Pascal (1989, p. 3) 
“transition to school or transfer between phases of education or schools, both 
socially and academically, can be a critical factor in determining children’s future 
progress and development”. Research indicates that for many children, starting 
school can be effortless and exciting, while for others it is challenging and 
distressing (Dunlop & Fabian, 2007; Perry 2006). 

A significant triumph for children is ‘graduating’ from the ECCE 
setting to starting ‘big school’. Uprichard (2008) and Yeboah (2002) both 
state that children’s ability to adapt to the new environment directly affects 
their sense of identity and indeed their status within the new environment. 
Research also indicates that how we adapt to change largely depends on the 
resilience that we have developed in the early years (Bohan-Baker and Little, 
2004). For young children who are still in the process of developing resilience, 
transitions can be more challenging - particularly if they feel that they have 
no control over the change. In order for children to have the resilience to 
deal with significant life changes, ECCE practitioners and early years teachers 
must ensure that children are supported in dealing with the daily transitions 
they experience. The significance of these daily changes for young children 
should not be underestimated. INTO (2008) states that even children who 
are emotionally secure and confident may experience problems during the 
transitional stage. For some children there are no noticeable effects; for others 
however, the transition may be less smooth and indeed more distressing 
transitions must be successfully managed. This effectively means that ECCE 
practitioners and teachers must address how they can support children in 
becoming resilient, self-assured and capable.
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Types of Transition   
Bridges (1991, p. 52) defines transition as a “psychological process people go 
through to come to terms with a new situation and that, although change is 
external, transition is internal”. Transitions can be said to be a normal part 
of children’s lives, with some being significant milestones. Síolta, the national 
framework for quality in the early years acknowledges that “young children may 
experience many transitions in their lives; from home to an early childhood 
setting, between early childhood settings, from there to primary school and 
from one aspect of the daily routine to the next” (Síolta, 2006, p. 100). 
Some transitions are predictable, for instance, starting formal schooling, while 
others may be unexpected, for example, a death in the family. Kagan (1991) 
differentiates between two types of transitions: vertical and horizontal transitions.  
These two are processes that happen simultaneously. Vertical transitions refer to 
key changes in the early years, including moving from the home environment 
to starting preschool and then commencing formal schooling (Soni, 2012; 
Dunlop and Fabian, 2002; Kagan 1991). Such transitions alter children’s lives 
and environment and provide them with new experiences with their peers 
and educators. In contrast, horizontal, or minor transitions involve everyday 
movements from one situation to another and are less unpredictable than vertical 
transitions (Neuman, 2002; Johansson, 2007). According to O’Connor (2013, 
p. 79) “these horizontal transitions need just as much attention as the vertical 
transitions that take place when children move from one stage to another in 
early childhood”. Young children’s physical and emotional development can be 
affected by badly handled transitions, even when these appear minor to adults-  
for instance staff change over within ECCE settings or moving from one  room 
to another (O’Connor, 2013).

The transition to formal schooling involves considerable change in children’s 
learning and physical environment. In Ireland, the transition to school is 
determined solely by chronological age, not on strengths and achievements. 
Nearly 40% of Irish four year olds and almost all five year olds attend primary 
school (Dept of Education and Skills, 2013). They are therefore faced with a 
major transition at a relatively young age. 

According to Kingston and Price (2012) transitions are not one off events: 
rather they are seen as a process. The transition process should begin at home 
and continue to preschool where significant adults prepare children for their new 
setting. It is evident that for children to achieve a successful transition process 
there must be a degree of continuity between the settings, with support from 
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the stakeholders (parents, teachers, practitioners and teachers). Involving parents 
in the transition process is important, as children to move into unknown and 
uncertain routines (Dockett & Perry, 2004; Margetts, 2002; Neuman, 2002). 
Positive learning dispositions such as resilience and self-confidence contribute to 
their school readiness and will assist their transition not only to school but also 
in any future transitions. In addition, in preschool and at home children learn 
skills that will aid their transition, for instance, social skills, fine motor skills, and 
recognising their name when they see it written. A transition process may last 
over a period of time until a child feels a sense of self, emotional well-being and 
a sense of belonging within a group or setting (Early Childhood Ireland, 2013). 
The purpose of a successful transition is therefore that all children feel accepted, 
welcomed and valued in their new learning environment.

Consequences of Poor Transition
Research indicates that approximately five to ten per cent of children adapt 
poorly to school life (Brooker, 2008) and this can have a long-lasting effect on 
the child’s development and school success (Kingston and Price, 2012; Alexander 
et al, 2001). Brooker (2008, p. 10) goes so far as to claim that poorly guided 
transitions to school can create a “huge pool of unhappy children and unfulfilled 
adults”. Furthermore, if the move to school is unsuccessful and children do not 
manage the demands of the new environment, then their engagement in school 
activities and even their actual attendance in school can be compromised. 

Children who have been distressed by poorly guided transitions in the past 
may as a result find future transitions to be distressing and challenging (Daly et 
al, 2004). If children are not ready to commence formal learning, the trauma of 
that may cause anxiety, and impact negatively on both the child’s self-esteem and 
longer-term motivation to learn (Alexander, 2009; Elley, 1994). Some children 
can experience signs of anxiety if their transition to school is unsuccessful which 
needs to be managed and resolved. If children start school and are not ready for 
it, this lack of school readiness can have a negative impact their development but 
also on their long-term attitude to school. 

According to Birch and Ladd (1997) children who experience academic and 
social difficulties in the early years of school life are likely to continue having 
challenges throughout school and even into adulthood. Dijk (2009, p. 147) 
noted that “children who experience intense or extreme feelings of separation 
anxiety into their preschool or elementary school years may have separation 
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anxiety disorder”. According to Kearney and Bensaheb (2006), separation 
anxiety disorder (SAD) is one of the most common issues in school refusal. 
Davidson and Dreher (2004, p. 320) state that “too frequently, anxiety crushes 
not only your spirit and your potential, but your ability to take care of your 
mind and body”. However, “young children are often able to overcome early 
difficulties given a relationship with a supportive and responsive caregiver” or 
teacher (Campbell, 2006, p. 277). It is also the case that the majority of children 
have smooth and successful transitions into formal schooling with the aid of their 
parents, practitioners and teachers support and guidance.

Factors that impact on Successful Transition
Trodd (2013, p. 52) believes that “if schools can support parents effectively by 
decreasing the stress and worry of childcare and ensuring a smooth transition 
to ‘big school’ children would be happier, healthier, more successful learners”. 
The way in which children are prepared for and supported through transitions 
is crucial to their ability to respond to a new learning environment. As Ramey 
and Ramey (1994) emphasise, successful transitions to school results in children 
who like school, look forward to going regularly and show steady achievement 
academically and socially. According to Boethel (2004, p. 17), transition to 
school has been described as a “focal point of readiness”. Factors influencing 
school readiness include the child’s age, stage of development, attitude towards 
school, whether there are older siblings, and most importantly, how children, 
their families and school manage the transition process. Parker-Rees and Willan 
(2006, p. 461) states that “successful transition has links to readiness for school, 
and is said to occur if the child is emotionally, psychologically, physically and 
intellectually able to settle into primary school”. 

Looking at transitions in the light of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological 
System Theory (see also the paper by Lorraine O’Connor in this volume), it becomes 
obvious that children’s transitions need to be supported by their microsystems 
the immediate environments of home, school, etc) which are interconnected in 
a social mesosystem consisting of family, practitioners, primary school teachers, 
peers, community (Trodd, 2013; Brooker, 2008; Dunlop and Fabian, 2007). 
Pianta et al. (1995) note that transitions are a “process of relationship formation” 
within a child’s micro-system and mesosystem. According to Griebel and Niesel 
(2002) those involved in this process have begun to add to current understanding 
of the way in which transition difficulties can be eased and managed.  
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Trodd (2013, p. xxi) states that the “ultimate aim is to make the process of 
transition as smooth and continuous as possible”. Poor communication in 
the mesosystem between the ECCE programmes and schools is one barrier to 
successful transition for children (Margetts, 1999)

Transition Policy in Ireland
The Irish National Teachers Organisation (INTO, 2008, p. 39) identified pre-
school provision the first step in the life-long learning process and states that 
“conscious efforts are made to ensure a smooth transition from pre-school to 
formal schooling”. Síolta (CECDE, 2007) the national quality framework for 
early childhood education (to read more, see Síolta, 2006) includes a Standard 
on transitions. Síolta Standard 13 states: 

Ensuring continuity of experiences for children requires 
policies, procedures and practice that promotes sensitive 
management of transitions, consistency in key relationships, 
liaison within and between settings, the keeping and 
transfer of relevant information (with parental consent), and 
the close involvement of parents and, where appropriate, 
relevant professionals (CECDE, 2007).

Taking cognisance of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological system theory as well 
as embracing the principles of Síolta and of Aistear, the Irish early childhood 
curriculum framework (to read more on Aistear, see NCCA 2009), would 
require that all learning environments recognise the importance of and promote 
relationships between home and school in order to aid the transition process. As 
Dowling (2000) proposes, relationships should be the first of the three R’s and 
should be interpreted with the three A’s- Acceptance, Approval and Affection. 
With good relationships among children, home and school being the key to 
successful transition, all children will feel accepted welcomed and valued in 
the learning environment leading not only to academic achievement but also 
optimum success holistically (Butler, 2003).

Aistear aims to aid a child’s transition from pre-school to primary school 
by providing information for parents on the importance of a child’s positive 
learning experience. The role of Síolta is to improve the quality of education and 
standards within ECCE settings to ensure that practitioners are providing quality 
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services. All preschool services involved in the ECCE scheme (the free year of 
pre-school offered to all children in Ireland; see DYCA, 2014) are expected 
“deliver on a programme of activities that adheres to the Principles of Síolta” 
(DCYA, 2011). The free preschool year provides all children with pre-primary 
education. Síolta Component 13.4 states: “the setting has written records of all 
policies, procedures and actions regarding transitions within the setting, and 
makes them available to all stakeholders” (CECDE, 2007). Thus, policies on 
transitions are embedded in the national framework for quality, and services are 
expected to make them available to parents. A transition policy will ensure that 
all stakeholders are aware of their role in the transition process. This of course is 
again made possible by the continuing development and maintenance of good 
relationships among children, home and school.

Ready for Transit 
“I find that when I’m ready for something to end, I transition 
quickly. But when something ends before its time, I find it 
hard to move on” (Emma Caulfield-American Actress). 

Aistear the curriculum framework was designed specifically for ECCE 
practitioners, parents and infant class teachers in primary schools (junior and 
senior infants) for planning learning experiences for children from birth to 6 
years. When a child starts primary school, the transition is usually from a play 
based curriculum in an ECCE setting to a more formal curriculum in Junior 
Infants. The INTO (2008, p. 45) notes that “the transition to school poses 
many challenges to children, and some children will be more successful than 
others at meeting these challenges”. ECCE children who are familiar with the 
pedagogical approach and the school environment encounter less tension during 
their transition into formal schooling (Sanders et al., 2005). According to Ramey 
& Ramey (1994) the early signs of children’s successful transition into formal 
schooling environment are: 

• Children will like school and look forward to going to school; 

• Show steady growth in academic skills; 

• Parents will become actively involved in their children’s education 
at home, in school, and in the community; 
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• Classroom environments will promote positive feelings for both 
teachers and children; 

• Teachers, staff members, and families will value one another; 

• Schools and programs will celebrate cultural diversity in their 
communities; 

• Developmentally appropriate practices will be visible within the 
classroom and finally 

• The community will show consistent investment in the 
education of children and will strive to increase available 
learning opportunities. 

For a child to achieve a successful transition will be dependent on a degree 
of continuity between settings. Freeman and Powers-Costello (2011, p. 147) 
state that “smooth transitions are more likely when teachers and schools create 
partnerships so that expectations, routines, philosophies, and interactional 
styles are aligned”. Both preschool and primary school play a vital part in aiding 
a child’s transition by creating activities and ensuring the child settles into  
school environment. 

Transition Activities
Children’s success in primary school can be linked to some extent to effective 
transition practices and activities in pre-school (Arnold et al., 2008; LoCasale-
Crouch et al., 2008). During the daily routine in preschool, children experience 
several different transitions between activities, such as free time, clean up, circle 
time, lunch, large group time, small group time, clean up time, home time. 
Children who are familiar with their setting and with the routine become more 
cooperative during each transition. Children are very responsive to routines and 
order in their lives (Montessori, 1978). Kellmer Pringle (1975) proposes that 
a child has specific needs including love and security, praise and recognition, 
new experiences and responsibility. Security to a child means “consistency and 
continuity in care and support that carers provide, a more or less same daily 
routine” (Copper and Tiknaz 2007, p. 100). It is therefore beneficial to give 
children warnings before it is time to begin a transition into the next activity in 
order to reduce stress and anxiety. Each learning experience should follow the 
same lesson plan of an opening, main and closing activity. 
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Transition to formal education “entails crossing boundaries from the 
activity system of play to the activity system of school learning” (Broström, 
2007, p. 65). One example of a transition programme in the Irish context is 
that developed by the Louth Leader Partnership in collaboration with Louth 
County Childcare Committee and Dundalk Institute of Technology’s Early 
Years Education Programme (Louth Leader Partnership et al, 2013).  This pre-
school to primary school transition programme is called Little Steps to Big School. 
Resources including a sample transfer document, parent leaflets and suggested 
activities to support transitions have been made available for use by pre-school 
practitioners and primary schools. Among the suggested activities to assist in 
preparing children for the transition to ‘Big School’ (Louth County Childcare 
Committee, 2014) are:

• Make a DVD of a typical primary school day – showing 
preschool children all the rooms and where everything is and the 
daily routine.

• Snap cards and flash cards – take photos of different parts of the 
primary school and include a description. Children play with the 
cards to familiarise themselves with big school.

• Jigsaws – taking a photograph of the primary school itself or 
children playing which can be converted into jigsaws pieces which 
the preschool children can make.

• Life size Dolls or Puppets – of boys and girls from different 
ethnic groups wearing local primary school uniforms to promote 
friendships and cultural diversity.

• Story sacks – create a story sack on the topic of starting school 
and what children need for ‘big school’, such as a story book with 
supporting materials (book, main characters, props, games, songs, 
cd and activities). 

• Reading Stories, Rhymes & Songs – about starting school and 
discussing different aspects of school life.

• Picture book of different primary schools - showing different 
aspects of the school environment and daily routine.

• Leaflet for parents – on how to prepare their child at home before 
starting primary school.
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• Other materials and props – should be available in preschools 
including lunch boxes with healthy pretend food, pencil case, 
colouring pencil, topper, ruler, school bag, copybooks, pencil and 
rubber so children imagine what may happen in school. 

The aforementioned, practical suggestions provide children with the opportunity 
to use their imagination, be creative and use role play in a learning environment. 
These methods enhance inquisitiveness and interest about school which generates 
discussions of what is expected in primary school. These practical activities will 
assist children’s transition to school by providing them with the opportunity 
to explore the concept of starting primary school in a caring and nurturing 
environment. In addition, familiarity with routines and structured activities in 
preschool will contribute positively to a child’s transition into primary school.

Conclusion 
Transition to formal education is a milestone for children and this paper 
acknowledges that success in this transition is greatly influenced by children’s 
learning experiences in early childhood care and education (Dockett and Perry, 
2007). Transitions between the early years setting and primary school can have 
a range of impacts, which can either hinder or facilitate continuity in children’s 
learning and development in their new environment. Promoting continuity 
between services requires communication among parents, practitioners and 
teachers which should include an exchange of information about the child, 
liaison between settings, developmental progress, strengths and weakness to 
ensure the child has a positive and smooth transition (Newman 1996). The 
ecological view of transition is understood in terms of the influence of contexts 
including the family, classroom and community and the connections among 
these contexts including the relationships between school and family (Pianta 
et al 1999). Therefore, establishing a solid and good “relationship between the 
home and the school in which the child’s development is the key focus or goal” 
is paramount (ibid, p. 4). Effective transition programmes develop as a result 
of clear transition policies within and between settings. These policies should 
inspire authentic and genuine relationships between children, home (parents 
and families) and educators in the relevant settings where all stakeholders feel 
accepted, welcomed and valued in the process. While everyone’s contribution in 
the transition process is delineated in policy, it should be acknowledged, cheered, 
and celebrated on success.
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A child’s transition to primary school is indeed a natural and an interactive 
process and active involvement serves as a way for children to develop 
understanding about their “new world”. The practical suggestions outlined in this 
paper can be used in both preschool and primary school in order to aid a child’s 
transition and settling into their new environment.  The authentic relationships 
developed between home and school, together with these activities, will familiarise 
children with the primary school environment, routine and rules. In promoting 
positive transitions it is fundamental that we place the child at the centre, and 
embrace the ecological system’s theory where the focus is on relationships. As 
with all aspects of children’s learning and development, children must be viewed 
as active agents and as a result must be active participants in a transition process 
where their views, preferences, likes and dislikes are acknowledged. After all, they 
are the ones whose lives are shaped by the experience. 
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optimum conditions for the well-being of all children, their development and 
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CONTACT OMEP
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