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Editorial

O

n behalf of OMEP Ireland, we are delighted to introduce Volume
9, Issue 1, of An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early
Childhood Studies.
Last year was a very special one for OMEP Ireland, as in collaboration
with the School of Education, University College Cork (UCC) we had the
privilege of hosting the 66th OMEP World Assembly and Conference in UCC
from 30 June to 5 July, 2014. The hard-working Conference Committee put
together a packed programme on the theme of Children’s Cultural Worlds,
and did not forget to include opportunities to encounter Irish culture, music
and dance. Delegates from 43 countries attended, and enjoyed a week of
debate, discussion, networking and enjoyment. We bring you papers from
four of the keynote speakers in this issue, as well as a selection from the
huge number of other papers presented. OMEP’s mission, as re-stated in the
Declaration of the 66th World Assembly, is to defend and promote the rights
of children to high quality early years education and care, and many of the
papers in this issue directly address this.
The first keynote paper from the conference in this volume of An Leanbh
Óg comes from Professor Nóirín Hayes. Nóirín’s long connections with
OMEP and her pivotal role in early childhood care and education (ECCE) in
Ireland were recognised at the conference when she (along with Professor
(Emeritus) Francis Douglas of UCC who has also made a huge contribution
to the development of the ECCE sector) were made Honorary Life Members
of the world organisation. In her paper, Nóirín discusses some of the tensions
that arise between a children’s rights perspective and the discourse, which
is increasingly gaining ground, of ‘outcomes’ and ‘investments’ in relation
1
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to early childhood provision. She points out that in focusing on the future,
on ECCE as a preparation for school, and in expecting it to act as a ‘magic
bullet’ against future poverty and disadvantage, we are in danger of losing
sight of the child in the present, their well-being and the experiences they
are having day-to-day. While measurable outcomes are important to policy
makers, she finds existing measures overly focused on school-like outcomes,
and advocates instead an approach based on ‘capabilities’(Nussbaum, 2011),
which also has implications for early childhood pedagogy.
In our second keynote paper, Linda Pound speaks passionately of the
detrimental effects of poverty on young children in the UK. She advocates for
policymakers to address inequalities by changes in policy at the macro level,
but also points to the role that early years educators can play in supporting
children and parents, acting as advocates for children, respecting children’s
perspectives and voices, recognising the value of friendships to children’s
well-being, and developing and researching pedagogies that focus on
well-being and executive function rather than narrow achievement, with an
emphasis on joyful, playful, risk-rich exuberance for learning.
Children’s views about their world emerge in the paper by Nektarios
Stellakis, OMEP Vice President for Europe. This paper focuses on the teaching
of writing and spelling in the early years in a kindergarten classroom in Patras,
Greece. Working with the children (who had a mean age of 65 months)
and their teacher, the author helped to make learning to read and write
meaningful and enjoyable by facilitating the children to depict in pictures and
to write about their lives and the things that were interesting and important
to them. The paper includes some of their drawings and writings.
The fourth keynote brings us closer to home, with a discussion by T.J.
O Ceallaigh on the role of the Irish language as a cultural tool in ECCE in
Ireland. While this is obviously of immediate importance in the Irish context,
the discussion on bilingualism and on respecting children’s cultural heritage
has much wider implications.
An Leanbh Óg has, since its founding, acted as an outlet for research
on early years issues in Ireland and elsewhere. Once again, this issue
contains a variety of papers, all of which have been through a process of
peer-review. Gerard O’Carroll continues the discussions highlighted in
the keynotes in his paper on inclusive practice, as a route to sustainable
development, while Anna Rose Codd gives a comprehensive view of the
early childhood sphere in Ireland and discusses the interplay - which she
describes as a ‘dynamic dance’- between the many different factors that
2
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affect the quality of early childhood provision. One of these factors is,
of course, the professional preparation of early years educators. John
Kane and Orla Walsh focus on some implications for those involved in
preparing the next generation of early years educators, in the context of
the pervasive spread of digital technology. They discuss the impact of
digital technology on children’s emotional and brain development, and
they suggest that ECCE students need to be familiar not only with the
accepted principles of psychology in relation to early years development
but with the new field of cyberpsychology, and its implications for children.
Echoing several of the themes mentioned above, Debra Harwood’s paper
Crayons and iPads reports on a year-long ethnographic study of young
children’s literacy meaning-making in five early childhood classrooms in the
Canadian province of Ontario, before and after iPads were introduced into
the classrooms. The research team found that the children were using a vast
range of both traditional and new multi-modal literacies at home and in the
classroom, and further were capable of sophisticated and complex literacy
meaning-making.
A different international perspective is brought to us by Yoichi
Sakakihara and her colleagues, in their report on child care in Japan, based
on a large-scale survey. Childcare in Japan is at something of a crossroad,
with initiatives underway to make more places available and endeavours
to lessen the gap between the kindergartens (which are under the ministry
of Education) and the day-care centres (which cater for children of working
mothers and which are under the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare. The
new Early Childhood Education and Care centres were recently launched by
the government in order to integrate kindergartens and day-care centres,
and to make a unified national educational system for preschool children
in Japan. This survey identified some salient issues for these new centres,
but also found much common ground between the two existing systems.
Teacher quality was identified in both as the key to improving services, and
low salary was found to be an important factor in high staff turnover rates.
These latter issues are also explored in an Irish context by Jane O’Sullivan
in her paper on professionalism in the ECCE sector- and it is interesting to
note the similarities and differences between the two systems.
The final group of papers in this section deal directly with children’s
everyday experiences in the pre-school and in the home. Frances Clerkin
describes her use of participant observation to access and document children’s
cultural worlds in a pre-school community of practice, while Marcella Towler,
3
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Anna Ridgway and Marian McCarthy trace the footprint of Howard Gardner’s
multiple intelligences theory in Aistear, the early childhood curriculum
framework for Ireland. Dolores Madrid Vivar and her colleagues from Malaga
University, Rocío Pascual Lacal, Esther Gallardo Quero and Maria Teresa
Navarra Ariza discuss key pathways to enhancing creativity in nursery schools.
They identify several factors that are crucial: the attitudes of the teacherschiefly an openness of mind and a willingness to look for possibilities, the
environment inside the classroom and out of doors, team work by children
and by teachers, allowing children to work on solving problems themselves,
and finally the use of stories and drama to enhance creativity.
The last paper in this section deals with enhancing relationships through
play. Edel Daly draws on her experiences as a social worker to advocate for a
greater awareness of the significance of play in the development of attuned,
warm relationships between babies/children and their parents/carers. This
paper complements earlier papers by the same author previously published
in An Leanbh Óg on the topic of infant mental health.
One of the functions of this journal is to support and encourage the
early childhood research community. Some years ago, we became aware
that some research projects of a high standard were being produced by
final year students in colleges around the country, and we decided to offer
the opportunity to submit for publication in our Student Papers section. In
this issue, Charlotte O’Kelly describes how, during her final year project on
a B.A. degree in early childhood education, she used an adaptation of the
Mosaic Approach to engage children in contributing to the re-design of an
outdoor play area.
Finally, an interesting short paper is to be found in our From the Field
section, in which Motoko Chiaki presents us with a piece on the use of Haiku,
a Japanese form of short verse, in the preschool curriculum. Haiku deal
mainly with subjects from the natural world, and this piece brings us some
surprising and enchanting examples of haiku composed by kindergarten
children. Reading this paper challenges us to consider to what extent we
limit children by our expectations of them, and conversely how capable and
creative children can be, given the right environment and encouragement.
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 ECCE in Ireland. We
encourage all of our readers to consider submitting a paper to be considered
for inclusion in future volumes of An Leanbh Óg. The guidelines for authors
4
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may be found towards the end of this volume. They are also available on-line
on the OMEP Ireland website, www.omepireland.ie
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, Dr Anna Ridgway,
Editors, An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies
University College Cork,
April, 2015.
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OMEP World Assembly &
International Conference 2014
Pat O’Connor, President, OMEP Ireland

I

n June/July 2014, OMEP Ireland and UCC’s School of Education were
honoured to co-host OMEP’s 66th World Assembly and International
Conference. OMEP’s first International Conference was held in Prague
in 1948. After World War 2, physical devastation was evident throughout
Europe – crumbled buildings, ruined parks, impassable streets, damaged
infrastructure. Psychological and social damage were equally evident. A
strong humanitarian concern led a small group of educators and others
concerned for the welfare of young children to seek a way to engage others
committed to these aims. At that first OMEP International Conference, 19
countries from five continents participated. This year in Cork, 43 countries
from five continents were present. Three new Preparatory Committees were
welcomed to OMEP: Bosnia & Herzegovina, Myanmar, and Pacific Island
Nations. The World Assembly was also delighted to award OMEP Cameroon
the rights of full National Committee. OMEP is now established in 70
countries worldwide, and remains as the oldest and largest international
organisation, promoting the health, well-being, rights and early education of
the world’s children from birth to age 8.
The first National Committee of OMEP was established in Ireland
in 1966, and had a positive effect on early years services in Dublin and
throughout the country. 49 years later, it continues its work by providing a
forum for early years research through its annual conference which is held in
April each year and through its journal ‘An Leanbh Óg’ which presents new
research by Educators, Practitioners and Students.
The international conference in July 2014 was a huge undertaking for the
OMEP Ireland National Committee, and much thanks is due to all who worked
7
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so hard to ensure a successful outcome- the OMEP Ireland committee, the
local and international delegates and speakers. Our co-hosts, the School
of Education in University College Cork, and our invited speakers ensured
a strong academic basis. The many keynote and other presentations from
Irish and international speakers meant that the week was full of interest and
challenge for all who are interested in early childhood education and care.
The campus of University College Cork looked splendid in the July sunshine
with its mix of old and new edifices and the many international delegates
added a vibrant splash of colour and warmth. The presence at the conference
opening of the Lord Mayor of Cork, Councillor Mary Shields, together with
Dr Brendan Murphy, President of Cork Institute of Technology and Prof John
O’Halloran, Vice-President for Teaching and Learning, UCC, was greatly
appreciated by all, especially by our international delegates. OMEP Ireland
was particularly pleased also to see two of its Patrons Prof (Emeritus) Francis
Douglas and Prof. Nóirín Hayes being made Honorary Life Members of
OMEP, in recognition of their long-standing contributions to the field of early
childhood care and education.
Keynote Addresses at the conference were given and responded to
by Prof.Kathy Hall of the School of Education, UCC, Dr Maggie Koong,
OMEP World President and Prof Nektarios Stellakis, Prof Noirin Hayes, Prof.
Pia Rebella-Britto and Prof. Ingrid Pramling Samuellson, Linda Pound and
Prof. Cecile de Hosson and Dr Ulla Grob-Menges. They addressed a variety
of important issues for young children around the world today, with an
emphasis on how early childhood education and care can improve the lives
of children, even those in the most difficult circumstances. A highlight for
me, among many other excellent presentations, was one which could be seen
as connected to all of the conference themes. OMEP World Vice President
and OMEP Representative to the United Nations, Judith Wagner, and three
other OMEP Representatives, Grace Jepkemboi, Maria Pia Belloni Mignatti
and Amber Erickson, Youth Representative, presented their paper on ‘Stolen
Childhoods: Migrant And Refugee Children Around The World’. Some of
the keynote presentations, as well as words from the OMEP World President
Maggie Koong and photos from the Conference can be viewed on-line at the
OMEP World website: http://www.worldomep.org/en/thank-you-for-comingto-our-66th-world-assembly-and-conference-in-cork-ireland/
At the 66th Assembly, OMEP also launched a declaration marking the
25th anniversary of the UN Convention on Children’s Rights, and called upon
the world community, and especially its leaders, ‘to make early childhood an
8
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unambiguous priority in both policy and practice and to vigorously protect
and promote the rights of all young children, their parents, their teachers and
caregivers, and the institutions that serve them at the local, state, and global
levels’. This declaration continues OMEP’s mission to defend and promote
the rights of children to high quality early years education and care, and we
include it in this issue.
This year’s edition of ‘An Leanbh Óg’ gives a flavour of the content
of last year’s conference ‘Children’s Cultural Worlds’, including four of the
keynote addresses. A big thank you to OMEP members, Rosaleen Murphy,
Patricia Radley and Anna Ridgway for their editorial skills.
With best wishes,
Pat O’Connor
President/OMEP Ireland.
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OMEP Declaration 2014
DECLARATION OF THE 66TH OMEP WORLD ASSEMBLY
AND CONFERENCE
July 2014
Cork, Ireland
In Recognition of the 25th Anniversary
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child

W

ith members in nearly 70 countries throughout the world, OMEP
is the oldest and largest organization devoted to the general
wellbeing, optimal development, and education of children
between birth and age 8. OMEP has had consultative status with the United
Nations and UNESCO since its founding in 1948. OMEP takes pride in our
contributions to the creation of the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC).
In recognition of the 25th anniversary of the CRC, the 66th OMEP World
Assembly calls upon the world community, and especially its leaders, to make
early childhood an unambiguous priority in both policy and practice and to
vigorously protect and promote the rights of all young children, their parents,
their teachers and caregivers, and the institutions that serve them at the local,
state, and global levels.
Research from many fields clearly shows that the first years of life are
the strongest predictors of later attitudes, values, competencies, habits, and
a variety of other important qualities and skills. Further, robust scientific
evidence in economics demonstrates that investing in early childhood is
11
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among the wisest financial decisions a society can make because the returns
on such investments are consistently high and long-lasting.
OMEP calls upon the world’s leaders at all levels to
• Ensure equal rights to education and care for all children,
prioritizing the poorest and most vulnerable, including those
living in conflict areas and refugee situations,
• Enact policies and practices for comprehensive, high quality early
childhood education and care,
• Ensure all children’s rights to a childhood that includes play
and leisure,
• Encourage children’s active participation in matters that concern
them and their future,
• To accomplish these goals, OMEP encourages all efforts to promote
Education for Sustainable Development in homes, childcare
programs, preschools, schools, universities, and communities.
OMEP enthusiastically recommits our organization to the Convention on the
Rights of the Child. OMEP offers to the world community, and especially its
leaders, the unwavering commitment, energy, and expertise of its members
throughout the world in pursuit of these goals.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child
is the world’s promise to its children.
Let us all fulfill our commitment to our children.

12
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Troubling Outcomes : A Challenge for
Early Childhood Education
Prof. Nóirín Hayes
Children proverbially live in the present; that is not only a
fact … but it is an excellence’
(Dewey, 1916/1967)

Introduction

I

would like to take this opportunity to thank the OMEP organising
committee for inviting me to speak at this 66 th OMEP World Assembly
and International Conference. I have taken the opportunity to pull
together and review a number of different strands in my thinking on the
powerful role of early educational practice and the pressures which are
brought to bear on realising quality in practice. I hope to share with you
a journey I have taken which has brought me to the point where I am
reconsidering the role of outcomes as a useful organising concept within
the day-to-day process of early childhood education.
OMEP is an organisation which has had a profound influence on me.
As a world organisation for early childhood education it made clear for
me the educational nature of care as well as the more traditional views of
education. It emerged as an organisation with a deep commitment to the
child and had an important observer role in shaping the final Convention
on the Rights of the Child.
The title I have chosen for the paper reflects my growing concern with
the dominant influence of the outcomes discourse in education and the
impact of this discourse on the quality of early years practice, on young
children and on their development and learning. I am grateful to an earlier
13
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speaker who concluded her presentation with the observation that we spend
too much time talking and thinking and not enough time being and doing.
If I were to retitle my presentation it would be to capture the essence of that
observation and to call on us all to consider how we can create early learning
environments, which allow children to be and to do.
In a study of pedagogical effectiveness Moyles and her colleagues
(2002) noted that early year practitioners were reluctant to engage in
pedagogical discussions, and found it difficult to articulate or describe in
any detail the specifics of their practice that were important to them, or the
values, beliefs and principles underpinning their practice. Stephen (2010)
found support for this finding in her research where she found that early
years practitioners are often willing to talk about what they plan for children
and what they do with them but are less likely to discuss why they do things
– what she called their underlying pedagogical perspective. It seems that
talking about doing early years’ practice is often easier than discussing why
you do it.
Fleer (2003) argues that it is important to interrogate the ideas that
influence practice; to unpack what they really mean and to share our
understandings with colleagues so that a common understanding can
emerge. She warns against the limiting nature of ‘taken for granted’
knowledge, the words and phrases we use, assuming a shared understanding
that can become part of the language of early educational practice. This
paper is presented as a challenge to early education professionals to
interrogate the language of measurable learning outcomes and to reflect on
the impact of this pervasive concept on our day-to-day practices. It offers
an alternative language of opportunity to combat the unhelpful influence
of an outcomes approach on quality early childhood practice through
considering the Capabilities Approach (Nussbaum, 2011) in the context of
the Delors report (Delors, 1996).
A quote often, but erroneously, attributed to the Irish poet William
Butler Yeats reads that ‘Education is not the filling of a pail but the lighting of
a fire’. Whatever its provenance, it is a quote I like – it captures the essence
of what I believe it is to be a good educator. For those of us privileged to
teach students of early education we can ‘light the fire’ of learning in them so
that they see their role as lighting that fire for learning in the young children
they work with. This vision of education, however, does not rest easy with
contemporary pressures on early educational practice to meet a plethora
of externally determined learning outcomes. In this paper I will reflect on
14
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developing a new shared language of early childhood education to capture
the quality of practice and remain true to what we know to be quality early
childhood education.

Understanding early childhood education
There are vast libraries of research supporting the fact that high quality early
childhood education has a positive impact on children, their families and
communities and society in general. Longitudinal studies show positive
impact on children for both school and social outcomes over time. In
early years settings the adults are of critical importance to children. It
is their responsibility to create quality early learning environments and
experiences that provide children with opportunities to develop and learn,
environments that are respectful, reflective and risk-rich. Young children
thrive in calm and predictable early learning environments, which give them
opportunities, encouragement and the time to develop and learn where the
pedagogical process is relational, responsive and reciprocal. The process
of quality practice is dynamic and interactive reflecting the dynamic and
interactive nature of learning and development. It requires that practitioners
are attuned, responsive and reflective throughout both their planning for and
their engagement with children.
In 2001 the United Nations noted that education should ‘…. not only
include literacy and numeracy but also life skills such as the ability to make
well balanced decisions; to resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner; and to
develop a healthy lifestyle, good social relationships and responsibility, critical
thinking, creative talents, and other abilities which give children the tools
needed to pursue their options in life (UN, 2001, para. 9 – emphasis added).
Cultivating life skills and positive learning dispositions and feelings in young
children enhances their emotional, social, linguistic and cognitive capabilities
and strengthens the foundations of all learning. In addition to having powerful
and lasting impacts on children’s development the availability of quality early
childhood education improves access to education, employment and social
networks for parents impacting further on the quality of children’s lives.
Implicit in the practice outlined above is a commitment to democratic
principles that recognise the need to respect and engage meaningfully with
young children, to realise their democratic rights through hearing their voice,
encouraging their active participation and inviting parental involvement. This
approach is reflective of an understanding of early childhood education and
15
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care settings as sites of democratic practice where children and adults can
participate collectively in interpreting experiences and shaping decisions
affecting themselves (Moss, 2007). Changing practice to meet this vision
of early childhood education, one based on scientific understandings of
development and contemporary approaches to children is not an easy task.
The quality of practice depends on our understanding of how children learn
and our recognition of the complexity of the role of the adult in facilitating
this, so that we continue getting it right from the start. Explaining and
defending this dynamic, interactive and responsive practice requires a shared
language of quality early childhood pedagogy.
There are a number of different strands of influence that inform my
perspective on early childhood education. One overwhelming influence
has been the power and potential of the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989). The convention provides an almost universally
agreed charter for all children embedded within a democratic and social
justice frame. A rights-based view of children places them at the centre
of attention. For me any consideration of the influences of contexts or
experiences must ultimately be concerned with the ‘present’ child and her/
his wellbeing in the here and now. Recognising children as holders of rights
portrays them as competent, strong and active participators and meaningmakers. They are both in the world and of it. To facilitate their development
and learning we must create environments where children can participate in
a meaningful way – participation that is both real and realistic. Specifically
this challenges us to consider the whole child in all our practices – whether
we are working directly with children, managing early childhood learning
environments, creating curriculum or developing policy. The rhetoric is easy
– the implementation is rather more complex.
My approach to the developing child and the role of early education
is informed by my background as a developmental psychologist trained in
the natural sciences. I work within the bio-ecological perspective of child
development (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006), which can be considered
a rights-based perspective. It recognises children as active participants
in their own development who grow and develop in the midst of society,
and who both affect and are affected by the world around them. While
Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development is often referenced, a review
of the literature by Tudge and his colleagues (2009) found that most scholars
limit their references to the original work by Bronfenbrenner as outlined in
his book The Ecology of Human Development published in 1979. It is within
16
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this book that the idea of human development within systems was described
and the importance of context highlighted. It is this powerful aspect of the
model that seems to dominate. However, over time Bronfenbrenner reviewed
and revised his original work to provide a more mature and detailed model
of development which foregrounds the importance of process over context
as a critical dimension in development (Bronfenbrenner, 1996).
This bio-ecological model, as it came to be called, captures the complexity
of development and, it recognises, through reference to different levels
of context, how even the most distal of factors can play a part in the daily
experiences of us all . Of particular importance in the bio-ecological model of
development, however, is the emphasis on process. Bronfenbrenner argues
that it is the proximal processes that are the engines of development. Proximal
processes are the reciprocal interactions, which form the basis of day-to-day
experience. For me they represent the essential ingredient in early education.
It is through their interactions with other children, with adults, with materials
and with concepts that children learn about the world around them and their
place within that world. As adults we have a powerful role in facilitating
this development through providing quality early learning environments
that encourage children to develop positive, generative dispositions of
curiosity, persistence, responsiveness, the tendency to initiate and engage
in activity, alone or with others and inhibit the more disruptive dispositions of
impulsiveness; explosiveness; distractibility or at the opposite pole, apathy,
inattentiveness, unresponsiveness, lack of interest in one’s surroundings,
feelings of insecurity, shyness (Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006).
But why is it that early childhood experiences are so influential in the
quality of children’s overall development? Early brain research confirms
the interconnected nature of social, emotional and cognitive capacities.
Babies and young children require stable, caring interactive relationships
for healthy brain development. Brain development depends on and enables
complex social interactions, and research shows that stress can compromise
optimum brain development. The brain develops rapidly in the early years,
in particular the pre-frontal cortex that is associated with the skills necessary
to control and coordinate information. These skills are known as Executive
Functions and they are the functions that help us self-regulate, plan, focus,
attend, problem-solve and manage our world. Research into the pre-frontal
cortex indicates that it has an important role in the development of executive
function. The pre-frontal cortex develops dramatically during infancy and
early childhood. There is a close relationship between the development of
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the pre-frontal cortex and the manifestation of the executive functions that
seem to underpin success in emotional, social and academic development.
Quality early years practice has an important role to play in the development
or inhibition of children’s executive functions.
Research has also shown that safe, secure nurturing environments
enhance child wellbeing, allowing time and providing a context for the
establishment of those underlying executive functions and life skills that allow
children to progress socially and academically. This is true irrespective of
where children spend their early years – and many young children experience
a variety of different early learning environments in the early years before
formal schooling. As more young children spend extended periods in
early childhood settings there has been a lot of attention given to how
these settings can best serve young children and their families, but it is my
experience that this has not necessarily been accompanied by the recognition
that those providing these services need to be supported and trained if they
are to provide the kind of quality early education experiences that we know
are most effective for positive development.

Expectations of early childhood education
Moving from considering the proximal processes of the microsystems that
impact on children’s development day-to-day towards considering the
impact of more distal factors of the macrosystem, we must consider how
state policies support or challenge the provision of quality early childhood
experiences. The state could support children’s early learning environments,
across the variety of early childhood settings, to be sites of high quality
practice which enhance children’s wellbeing and provide the opportunities
for children to realise their potential in safe, secure and enriching contexts.
This could be achieved through carefully designed, integrated policies and
policy tools (financial and regulatory) informed by evidence from research.
However, as Lloyd (2012) has noted there is a growth of the market
model of childcare provision, across a range of different welfare regimes
and it is becoming the dominant approach. A feature of this policy model
is the commissioning out of public provision to private providers, thus
distancing policy makers from any direct responsibility for the quality of the
actual provision of services. In Ireland, across many areas of social policy, Irish
scholars have observed a shift towards this form of neo-liberalism in which
‘[p]ublic goods, related to social justice and redistribution, are increasingly
18
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privatised, while their distribution becomes more consumer driven and less
based on rights derived from citizenship’ (Murphy, 2006:2). This is as true of
the policy towards early childhood education as it is to other policy areas.
With evidence on the importance of the early years coming from
psychological, sociological, educational and economic research, policy
makers have ample evidence to support adequate investment in early
years services. However, few governments recognise the value of funding
high quality early childhood education for all children as a common good –
rather they look to the future benefits of ‘investing’ in young children. The
dominance of the economic argument is evident; it seems to make good
economic sense to invest in services for young children because the return on
investment in terms of future outcomes appears to be best when investment
is in the younger child (Carneiro and Heckman, 2003). The investment in
early education, however limited, has been fuelled by high expectations
of the sector. Increasing policy support for early childhood education is
built around an emphasis on preparing children for school and reducing
the likelihood of later school failure. Early childhood is positioned as a key
element in enhancing society through preparing future citizen to become
productive members of society. It is ‘a future-focused, outcomes-driven,
reductionist view of children as economic units’ (Alcock and Haggerty: 22).
Because investment in early education is seen as an investment in the
future it becomes necessary to measure the value of such investment and
the currency for such evaluation is the measureable outcome. The narrow
focus on early education as a preparation for school and school success
has foregrounded attention on assessing literacy and numeracy outcomes
as a measure of success. With such a future-focus there is a danger that
sight is lost of the ‘present’ child and the experiences they are having in
the day-to-day in early childhood education settings. It is not the provision
of early years services per se that matters but the quality and intensity of
that provision for the individual children attending. The outcomes discourse
emphasises the importance of the product of early childhood education; it
distances and renders invisible the contribution of the day-to-day practice in
early childhood settings, the ‘mediating pathways’ (Duncan and Magnusson,
2002) that are crucial to developing towards useful and enriching capabilities.
In the Irish context we can see the power of such discourse in the recently
published national policy for children and young people which is called ‘Better
Outcomes: Brighter Futures’ (Ireland, 2014). The expectations placed on early
childhood education to achieve these future-focused outcomes are immense
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and misplaced. Early childhood education is not a ‘magic bullet’ (BrooksGunne, 2003). It alone will not eliminate poverty, overcome educational
disadvantage, enhance school performance nor provide a flexible, sociable
workforce. However, with careful social policies that support families and
assist parents in raising their children, early childhood education has a crucial
role in the overall wellbeing and development of children.
While it may be important to estimate the value for money of state
investment in any particular policy area, it is unfortunate that the outcomes
used to estimate the effectiveness of early education tend to be simplistic and
inappropriate and reflect a lack of understanding of both child development
and early education. The measurable learning outcomes discourse is of
real concern as it undoubtedly influences parental expectations of early
education and early educational practice, moving it further away from the
pedagogy of play, which privileges quality interactions and relationship
formation, towards a more school-like pedagogy emphasising the
development of ‘basic skills’ and the importance of ‘school readiness’. This
tendency towards the ‘schoolification’ of early childhood education can
be seen, for instance, in the increased use of the term pre-school. Within
the Irish context we see it with the introduction in 2010 of a universal Free
Pre-School Year. When announced, the Minister for Finance argued that
it ‘enhance[d] the subsequent educational achievement of students and
in turn increase[d] the return for State investment in education generally’
(Department of Finance, 2009). The discourse of future-focused outcomes
impacts directly and negatively on early education practice. Young children
learn in a holistic, embodied and integrated way as they develop and make
sense of their worlds and this has implications for practice. Early childhood
education has traditionally valued social, interactive and integrating
practices, which respects young children in their present and creates secure,
calm and caring environments closely linked to the children’s home and
community. Early education professionals recognise the value of education
that is present-focused on enhancing individual development and learning
through enhancing the well-being and mastery of individual children. While
facilitating learning and the development of skills crucial to later school and
social success, quality early education practice has an eye to the future but,
is not driven by the future.
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Children now and into their future
Vygotsky (1896-1934) has emphasised the importance of being in the moment
and attending to the present in education. He argued that pedagogy should
be directed towards supporting the ripening function, the budding, of the
child rather than towards producing the ripe, the final fruit. He highlighted
the importance of the process of development over the end product. There
is a resonance here with my concern that the pressures to focus on achieving
measurable learning outcomes – arguably the fruits of early childhood
education – can direct day-to-day practice away from traditional, quality early
education towards achieving these outcomes without understanding that it
is, in fact, the process of arriving at the outcomes that is the role of the early
educator. It is difficult to overcome the power of these external demands,
often endorsed by parents who are anxious to see their children develop
the visible skills of letter recognition, reading and writing. To challenge and
counteract the outcome discourse, and the negative impact of measuring
effectiveness of early education through measuring learning outcomes, early
years professionals need confidence in their pedagogy, which attends to the
unique child in the immediate present, rather than some idealised universal
child characterised by the outcome discourse.
Approaching the challenge from the perspective of children’s wellbeing
provides a possible starting point for this alternative discourse. Children’s
wellbeing is increasingly acknowledged as an important contribution to their
overall development and learning and understood as a core dimension of
sustainable development. In her report Learning for well-being; a policy for
children and youth in Europe, Kickbusch (2012) notes that children’s wellbeing
is a value in its own right but that it also contributes to a better and just
society. Wellbeing is pivotal to realising children’s rights and forms a central
element of democratic practice. Personal wellbeing is a basis for personal
mastery and a belief that one has a certain degree of control over self and
the world. Enhancing wellbeing, even in the youngest children, is achieved
through encouraging their active participation in a way that is respectful of
their unique being. The process of early childhood education has a key role
in supporting and enhancing young children’s wellbeing.
In considering the importance of the process of early education over
the product I revisited the work of UNESCO. In 1996, UNESCO published
an influential report ‘Learning: The Treasure Within’, often referred to as
the DeLors Report, which is regarded as a key reference to conceptualising
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education and learning worldwide (Tawil & Cougoureux, 2013). The report
argues that a
… broad encompassing view of learning should aim to
enable each individual to discover, unearth and enrich his
or her creative potential, to reveal the treasure within each
of us. This means going beyond an instrumental view of
education as a process one submits to in order to achieve
specific aims (in terms of skills, capacities or economic
potential), to one that emphasises the development of the
complete person, in short learning to be.
(Delors, 1996: 86 – emphasis in the original).

To this end the report identified four pillars of learning (i) Learning to know;
(ii) Learning to do; (ii) Learning to live together and (iv) Learning to be.
Although criticised as overly visionary and unrealistic by some the report is
one which has been revisited a number of time most recently by Tawil and
Cougoureux (2013) who recognise that the visionary nature of the report
has meant that it is not easy to translate into practice. They conclude (p.8)
that ‘it would be important to revisit the report in light of multifaceted
societal change observed worldwide since the 1990s. I would like to suggest
that the vision of education and learning in the Delors Report provides
a valuable alternative view of education to that of the current dominant
utilitarian discourse. Furthermore I suggest that the four pillars of learning
provide an excellent educational context within which to consider an emerging
theoretical frame that could provide a helpful language with which to articulate
the crucial role of the process nature of effective early childhood education.
The Capabilities Approach (Nussbaum, 2011) aims to improve the quality
of life and wellbeing of people globally. It has emerged from development
economics and particularly the work of Amartya Sen. Expanding on the work
of Sen, Nussbaum (2011:18) argues that the role of public policy should be
to create contexts within which individuals could flourish. She introduces
the idea of personal capabilities which require opportunities to be realised
and she holds that ‘the crucial good societies should be promoting for their
people is a set of opportunities … which people then may or may not exercise
in action’. It is in focusing on creating these opportunities rather than on
outcomes that Nussbaum’s approach resonates so well with the research
into what quality early childhood education looks like and with the UNESCO
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pillars of learning – particularly the role of early education in facilitating
children to learn to be and to learn to do. The Capabilities Approach stresses
the importance of individual and group freedoms and functions and has
been applied to a number of contexts, including education (Hoffman, 2006;
Robeyns, 2006). Capabilities are the possibilities for acting and doing and,
for early childhood professionals they afford the context for considering how
our practice provides the opportunities for children in our settings to realise
their capabilities. The Capabilities Approach challenges us to consider what a
child is actually able to do and to be. How does our daily practice reflect our
sensitivity to providing opportunities to each child reflecting their individual
development and learning? To what extent are we providing enabling early
learning environments, which work with the buds of development and provide
the challenges in process to allow the child develop positively?
To provide a tangible context for considering the Capability Approach
in practice Nussbaum (2011:18) has developed a list of ten core or central
capabilities which she characterises as the dimensions of a ‘dignified
and minimally flourishing life’. These ten central capabilities are outlined
briefly below:
1. Life – Able to live to the end of a normal length human life
2. Bodily Health – Able to have a good life
3. Bodily Integrity – Able to change locations freely, in
addition to, having sovereignty over one’s body
4. Senses, Imagination and Thought – Able to use one’s
senses to imagine, think and reason in a ‘truly human way’–
informed by an adequate education.
5. Emotions – Able to have attachments to things outside of
ourselves; this includes being able to love others, grieve at
the loss of loved ones and be angry when it is justified.
6. Practical Reason – Able to form a conception of the good
and critically reflect on it.
7. Affiliation – (a) Able to live with and show concern for others,
empathise with others and the capability of justice and
friendship. (b) Able to have self-respect and not be humiliated
by others, that is, being treated with dignity and equal worth.
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8. Other Species – Able to have concern for and live with other
animals, plants and the environment at large.
9. Play – Able to laugh, play and enjoy recreational activities.
10. Control over One’s Environment (a) Political – Able to
effectively participate in the political life. (b) Material –
Able to own property, not just formally, but materially
(that is, as a real opportunity).
(Nussbaum, 2011)

Although Nussbaum claims each of the ten capabilities is equally important,
she places special emphasis on two of them–namely practical reason and
affiliation. She argues that these two capabilities suffuse all the others. We
see the importance when she explicitly says the core behind the idea of
human functioning is that of a dignified free person who constructs her way
of life in reciprocity with others, and not merely following, or being shaped
by, others. The Capabilities Approach highlights the importance of education
in assisting children develop fundamental capabilities which, in turn, help
children think critically and creatively, solve problems, make informed
decisions, manage change and communicate effectively. This social skills
rather than academic skills focus is particularly relevant in early education.
Indeed we see from research that it is these foundational Executive Functions
that are developing during early childhood and which quality early childhood
education can nurture. We can protect ‘particular capabilities now in a way
that reduces the need for the state to support related capabilities in the
future’ (Dixon & Nussbaum, 2012: 580)

A new language for early childhood
education pedagogy?
Can we as early childhood educators drive a change away from the neo-liberal,
outcome driven language of early childhood education policy, which I believe
is negatively impacting on early educational practice in many countries? I
believe that we can, through shifting the discourse of early education to an
opportunity focus rather than an outcome focus. By focusing attention
on creating opportunities that enhance children’s capabilities to be and to
do we facilitate development through creating space for executive functions
to consolidate which, in turn, provide the underpinning platform necessary
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for achievement and success. This would require orienting early years
practice towards the child’s present continuous – foregrounding both process
and opportunity - rather than towards assessing past learning – which
foregrounds product and outcome. Such a shift in pedagogical focus and
language would reflect what we know from research is most beneficial to
children and would be a powerful potential for change.
Shifting the discourse from competencies to capabilities would see a change:
From:

To:

An outcomes focus

An opportunities focus

Competence

Capabilities

Product

Process

Past learning

Present continuous

In attending to the day-to-day, ordinary opportunities the early childhood
educator provides children with the space to be and to do in their present.
Such quality early educational experiences strengthen the development
of young children’s executive function empowering them to avail of the
opportunities to be and to do. Understanding child development and how
children learn is a key ingredient to understanding, providing and supporting
quality early years practice. Empowering early education professionals to
achieve such a change would require a reform of initial training and continuing
professional development, and strong pedagogical leadership. Enhanced
practice also yields personal professional fulfilment and builds professional
confidence. This in turn leads to freeing the professional voice which allows
advocacy for children’s rights to access quality early childhood education
and to be provided with the opportunities of experiencing high quality early
learning environments that focus on opportunity and not outcome.
Aspiring to equality of opportunity is more than simply improving
access to early childhood education. Real equality of opportunity focuses on
the quality of the day-to-day, the ordinary early educational opportunities
available to each child. Quality practice happens in the immediate now and
provides children with rich opportunities to do and to be. Let outcomes act
as the organising frame of the overall system but look to opportunities in the
now to guide the day-to-day of quality early educational practice.
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In 2002 Stoppard wrote ‘Because children grow up, we think a child’s
purpose is to grow up. But a child’s purpose is to be a child. Nature doesn’t
disdain what lives only for a day. It pours the whole of itself into each
moment.’ It is my hope that the early childhood education community
can hold fast to this idea of the present child and remember that valuing
children’s strengths in their present empowers them in their development
and learning. Children often know what helps their positive development
and wellbeing. As educators we can build on this and provide them with the
opportunities to be and to do now and into their future.
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Poverty Knocks: the impact of poverty,
scarcity and inequality on young
children and their families
Linda Pound
Abstract

T

his keynote talk addresses the impact of poverty on the lives of
young children and their families living in poor socio-economic
circumstances. A wide spectrum of economists, epidemiologists,
charities and political analysts have begun to question of view of poverty that
blames the poor and to challenge the financial structures which mean that
large numbers of those living in poverty are in work – but are not receiving
a living wage. Poverty does not only affect the poor – the inequalities to
which it is linked affect everyone within unequal societies. However, for
young children it is clear that poverty has a lasting impact on all aspects of
development which should not be tolerated in a wealthy society.

Introduction
Poverty, poverty knocks,
Me loom it keeps sayin’ all day,
Poverty, poverty knocks,
(The) gaffer’s too skinny ter pay,
Poverty, poverty knocks,
Wi’ allus one eye on the clock,
I know I can guttle when I ’ear me shuttle (guttle = eat)
Go poverty, poverty knocks.

29

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

At the beginning of the twentieth century, cotton mill workers in
Lancashire sang this song. The sound and rhythm of the loom seemed,
in the minds of those working in the mills, to repeat over and over again
‘poverty, poverty knocks’. Although working, they remained poor and their
poverty overrode all other matters, leaving them unable to focus on or think
about anything else. Mullainathan and Shafir (2013) argue that the minds of
people who suffer from scarcity – whether it be of money, time, or friendship
– are taxed or limited in significant ways. Their mental capacity or executive
control (or bandwidth) is reduced by their overwhelming preoccupation
with the source of the scarcity in their lives. Mullainathan and Shafir (2013)
describe this reduction a bandwidth tax. Building on Mullainathan and
Sharfir’s argument, I suggest in this paper that poverty amongst the families
of young children has the potential to cause real and lasting damage not
simply to the children themselves but to society as a whole.

What’s the problem?
Early in the nineteenth century poverty amongst working families was already
well-known and understood. Robert Owen, described as a utopian socialist, had
taken over the running of a cotton mill in New Lanark, near Glasgow. Working
conditions were harsh when he took over but Owen aimed to restore dignity
to working life through the creation of a welfare programme. He was highly
active in political initiatives which were to lead to an end to the employment of
children under ten years of age in Britain. Workers were paid decent wages and
given working hours regarded, at that time, as tolerable. Housing, medical and
educational opportunities were provided for all. He set up the first workplace
nursery in Britain in 1816. Unusually for that time, this provision was made not
simply because it was humane, but because Owen recognised that attending
to the welfare of employees and their families increased productivity.
Two hundred years later, this lesson has not been learnt. In a country
as rich as the United Kingdom, poverty, including working poverty, remains
a major social problem. Indeed, the majority of people living in poverty in
the UK are part of working households. Some people argue that the poverty
experienced by those living in a wealthy country cannot be compared to the
gruelling hardship experienced by many in the majority world. Walker (2014)
dismisses this view, arguing that the shame of poverty does away with any
need to consider whether poverty should be viewed as an absolute or relative
state. The most critical factor for him is that:
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shame tends to be imposed indiscriminately on all who
experience poverty, (and) most cannot acknowledge a
justifiable cause for being shamed. Instead, they internalize
the shame thereby risking social isolation, loss of agency,
anger, depression, and despair that all compound the
problem of managing with inadequate resources.
(Walker, 2014: 48)

Todd (2014) argues that it is social inequality which causes poverty and that
it was the gross hardship suffered in the 1930s which led to the post-war
support in Britain for the welfare state and full employment. Conversely,
a number of contemporary writers in Britain (see for example Clark 2014;
O’Hara 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett 2010;) highlight the way in which it is not
simply the effects of poverty but the inequalities it produces within society
which cause damage. Their strong message is that ‘we all do better if our
poorest citizens do better’ (O’Hara 2014:np).
Epidemiologists Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) compare countries, such
as UK and USA, with high levels of inequality with countries, such as
Norway and Finland, where levels of inequality are low. They find that
on a range of measures including mental health, obesity, physical health,
educational attainment, violence, imprisonment, teenage pregnancies and
social mobility, problems are many times more likely to occur in unequal
societies. Worse still, there is a strong correlation between all these
potential areas of inequality. That is to say, in countries where there are high
levels of obesity, violence will also be more prevalent. Across all unequal
societies levels of mental illness are around five times greater across the
whole community than in more equal societies; citizens are five times more
likely to be imprisoned and six times as likely to be obese.
Similar correlations are found not only between but within nations.
Wilkinson and Pickett (2010:np) write:
Internationally, at the healthy end of the distribution we always
seem to find the Scandinavian countries and Japan. At the
opposite end, suffering high rates of most of the health and
social problems are usually the USA, Portugal and the UK. The
same is true among the fifty states of the USA. Among those
that tend to perform well across the board are New Hampshire,
Minnesota, North Dakota and Vermont, and among those which
do least well are Mississippi, Louisiana and Alabama.
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Their conclusion is that the majority of the population is harmed by
inequality. The harm is not limited to the poorest. The average 4.5 year
difference in life expectancy between the USA and Japan, does not confine
itself to the poorest members of society. Members of all socio-economic
strata have poorer life expectancy where inequalities exist.
This was underlined by a report from UNICEF, published in 2007.
Children’s health and well-being was compared across twenty one countries,
nineteen European countries, Canada and the USA. Across a wide range of
measures, Britain and the USA were rated lowest. The authors conclude that
the true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it
attends to its children – their health and safety , their
material security, their education and socialization, and their
sense of being loved, valued and included in the families
and societies into which they are born.
(UNICEF 2007:1)

Similarly, in 2014, Save the Children issued a report entitled A Fair Start, in
which it is stated that ‘in the UK – just as elsewhere in the world – poverty
harms children, damages both their childhoods here and now and their future
life chances’ (SCF 2014:iv). But the damage does not end there – harm to
young children eventually impacts on the whole of society.

The causes of poverty in the UK
The most significant cause of poverty is low employment income. The charity
Oxfam placed an advertisement in British newspapers in 2014 as part of an
anti-poverty campaign. The advertisement highlighted a number of factors
which contribute to poverty in the United Kingdom. The first factor identified
the impact of zero hour contracts. Although there is a guaranteed minimum
wage, some workers do not receive this and may be too frightened of losing
their job to complain about it. There are calls (see for example Davis et al.,
2014) to persuade employers to pay not just a minimum wage, but a living
wage – but these are widely ignored with the excuse that employers cannot
afford to pay more.
For those who are unemployed and in some cases unemployable for
a variety of reasons (including mental ill-health) there have been cuts to
the social safety net. Young people have been particularly hard hit and
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O’Hara (2014:np) describes benefit cuts as ‘an inexcusable betrayal of future
generations’. Low income levels are exacerbated by a rising cost of living.
Foodbanks provide subsistence rations for those who have no other support;
rents continue to rise; fuel costs are such that some families are unable to
keep warm or to cook a hot meal. Childcare costs are very high so that
parents wanting to seek further employment are caught in a poverty trap.
Added to this is what is known as a poverty premium. If you are poor you
are unable to take advantage of the savings that arise from bulk buy offers.
Those who have fallen into debt with fuel costs, for example, must use a
system which means that they pay in advance for fuel – at a higher tariff than
other customers.
One other cause of poverty is less tangible but even more pernicious
than those described above. We have today a political system and a media
approach which condones the labelling of poor people as scroungers, skivers
or layabouts (Jones 2012). Layard (2009) argues that a society which nurtures
a lack of mutual respect produces increased levels of income inequality.
While working to directly tackle economic inequality, ‘we must also change
the overall ethos of our society making it less success-oriented and more
generous with respect’ Layard (2009:135).

The impact of poverty in the UK
The way in which poor children suffer the ‘crippling shame of poverty’ (O’Hara
2014:np) has been well documented. The things they feel that they miss out
on include simple things like being able to go swimming once a month, being
able to invite friends to their homes and having access to a safe, outdoor play
space (Layard, 2009). Walker (2014) suggests that children try to protect their
parents by not drawing attention to indications of disadvantage (including
hunger), while themselves suffering shame and embarrassment at not being
able to afford many of the things their friends have – maybe an ice cream, a
day trip to the seaside or the latest fashionable toy (Layard, 2009).
At the beginning of the twentieth century, around the time that Poverty
Knocks was being sung by mill workers, and Montessori was striving to
improve the life chances of poor children in Rome, activists such as Alfred
Salter and the McMillan sisters were working to improve the physical health
and well-being of children in slum areas of London. Margaret McMillan (1919)
wrote about the many poor children suffering from nasal complaints that
hindered language development; early deformity in 2 and 3 year olds through
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having been obliged to sit with their legs tucked under a table; and children
with fingers almost atrophied because they had never had any opportunity to
use them. Of course, things are not that bad in twenty first century London
but physical health amongst poor children remains a problem (SCF 2014).
Today, obesity and poor nutrition, in addition to inadequate housing,
mean that some of our poorest children are being denied the means and
opportunity to express the joy and exuberance which should come naturally
to young children. Emotional well-being is undermined by a number of
factors. One is lack of outside space. In a follow-up study to the 2007
UNICEF report, Ipsos/ MORI (2011) undertook a comparison of children’s wellbeing in Sweden, Spain and Britain. While Spanish parents highlighted the
importance of family relationships to children’s mental well-being, Swedish
parents prioritised safe, accessible outside play space. Worryingly, British
parents seemed to believe that being given material goods was the most
important factor in children’s well-being.
This emphasis on material goods acts as a vicious circle. Scarcity of
money to buy things for their children leads parents to focus more on money
– working longer hours, getting into debt and worrying. For poor families
absence of choice may exacerbate the difficulty (Walkerdine and Lucey 1989)
– it is one thing to tell your child that you do not want to buy the latest fad,
quite another to admit, with shame, that you cannot afford it. The bandwidth
tax (Mullainathan and Shafir, 2013) can lead to negative patterns of parenting
with increased levels of anxiety as parents feel unable to give their children
what they believe they need, let alone want (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010).
As in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, today’s concerns for children
living in poverty include concern for their cognitive development. There is
strong evidence that children with a favourable home learning experience are
advantaged. Such an experience includes things like going to the library and
opportunities to listen to stories and to sing songs. In defining favourable
home learning experiences, Sylva et al., (2010) argue that a positive home
experience is not tied to class or income. Similarly governments argue that
children’s achievement should not be limited by their background.
While there is truth in these statements, there are other factors at work.
Research in the fields of neuroscience and developmental psychology (see
for example Mischel, 2014; Tomalski et al., 2013; Center on the Developing
Child at Harvard University, 2011) increasingly underlines the importance of
executive function in children’s developing cognition. Play and exploration
support the flexibility of mind required to plan, prioritise and focus attention
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– important elements of executive functioning. The ability to self-regulate,
initially highlighted in the 1960s, is also seen as a vital aspect of the executive
function crucial to successful learning. However, studies of neural activity
(Tomalski et al., 2013) reveal that as early as six months of age, socio-economic
disadvantage has already impacted on areas of the brain associated with
executive functioning.
The reasons for this are not wholly understood but appear to be
linked to the difficulties facing parents who are themselves cognitively
exhausted by the bandwidth tax imposed by a life of poverty. In addition,
children developing self-regulation, a sense of agency and competence
require a risk-rich environment (New et al., 2005). It is not easy for parents
suffering a bandwidth tax to make or take the space and time required for
allowing children to wander and ponder, to learn to use sharp tools or climb
challenging structures. Yet, learning to manage risk is essential to successful
cognitive functioning (New et al., 2005), and narrow horizons limit children’s
ability to think flexibly (Connolly 2004).
It is hard to be a parent in the twenty first century, whether poor or not
(Gray 2013). There has been, certainly in Britain and in the USA, a decline in
safe, neighbourhood play areas. There is a climate of fear. Young children are
taught ‘stranger danger’ – particularly sad in light of the fact that the greatest
dangers generally come from those well-known to the child. Employment
is uncertain so parents have concerns both for their own employment
opportunities and for their children’s employability in the future. A further
element in the difficulty of being a twenty first century parent lies in the fact
that parenting has become professionalised and many aspects of everyday
life for young children ‘schoolified’ (Tobin 2004). There are currently some
highly restrictive school requirements about, for example, taking holidays
during term time – even for children who are not yet of statutory school age.
Sylva et al., (2010) show that some parents from poor backgrounds and
with few material resources are able to support their children’s development
effectively. However, it remains harder to be a parent living in poverty in the
twenty first century. Self-control is needed to be a good parent – getting
children to school on time, getting meals and bedtimes sorted out and so
on. And that is particularly difficult for anyone suffering the bandwidth tax.
The shame and stigma of being poor further reduce self-esteem, making
self-regulation even harder to achieve. The inequalities in society also
mean that the mental and physical health of poor parents and their children
may be compromised. All of these vulnerabilities impact most heavily on
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younger children. They are likely to be at home and with parents for longer
periods. Their presence makes it harder for parents to gain employment.
Above all the stigma and constraints of poverty may jeopardise or inhibit
parents from engaging in the early serve and return relationships (National
Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004), known to shape the brain’s
architecture in ways that support cognitive functioning. It is important
to stress that more wealthy families do not have a monopoly on secure
attachments. However, parents who are overwhelmed by their circumstances,
depressed or in poor health may find it harder to maintain the feedback loop
or serve and return interactions with babies and young children. Children
growing up without firm attachments are likely to have significantly poorer
language and self-regulation skills, may be more defiant, aggressive and
hyperactive than those who are securely attached to a significant adult.
Moreover, parents who were themselves insecurely attached are likely to
show higher levels of stress and depression, recycling the deprivation that
they suffered as children.
Research by Hart and Risley (2003) highlights the disparity between
language exposure in the children of professional families and what they
term welfare families. This is undoubtedly not because they are inherently
better or worse people but because the bandwidth tax leaves less scope for
anything beyond pressing here and now problems. Hart and Risley estimate
that by the age of four children of professional families will have had around
five times as many words addressed to them, as those of welfare families.
Those termed as children from welfare families will have had around 10
million words addressed to them – while those from professional families
have experience of almost 50 million words. Children from a third category
of families, termed working class families within the study, are shown as falling
between the children of welfare and professional families with approximately
30 million words having been addressed to them by the age of four. Poverty
makes it harder to tolerate the noise and mess associated with young
children’s joyful, playful explorations. Sadly, the perceived gap between the
experiences of advantaged and disadvantaged children often leads policy
makers (and some practitioners) to favour instrumental, over-formalised
approaches to learning and teaching in an effort to ‘close the gap’. This
ignores the fact that the very strategies which will help children to become
self-regulating learners are generally omitted from such programmes.
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The impact of poverty on young children’s life chances may also be seen in:
• Nutrition. Mothers with insecure backgrounds or overwhelming
personal circumstances are less likely to breast feed their
babies. Poor families who are driven to using foodbanks will
receive largely tinned and processed foods – certainly better
than nothing, but lacking in the minerals and vitamins which
would best serve young children’s growth and development.
• Language and communication. The difference highlighted
by Hart and Risley (2003) in language usage between socioeconomic groups is underlined by their figures for words of
encouragement and discouragement heard by children.
They suggest that children from professional families hear
seven to eight times as many words of encouragement and,
two to three times fewer words of discouragement, than their
counterparts from families managing on welfare. Once again,
working class families fall between the two. A lottery funded
initiative in the UK (Big Lottery Fund 2014) entitled
A Better Start invited projects which would promote language
development in young children through the use of praise.
Other elements included reading to children and singing with
them. The role of music in language development is well
documented (see for example Malloch and Trevarthen 2009)
but, for parents struggling for day-to-day survival singing is
probably not amongst their preferred activities.
Another factor in the development of language and
communication is the use of symbolic languages. Preschool education in Reggio Emilia highlights the role of the
expressive arts in developing the communication of ideas
and feelings (Edwards et al., 2012). Policy-makers intent on
narrowing the gap between high- and lower achieving children
often see expressive arts as a frill which can be cut from the
curriculum, rather than an aspect of provision which would
help to improve language and communication.
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• Trust. Finally, perhaps the most invidious aspect of inequality
is the way in which it destroys trust in community and
neighbours. The focus on personal responsibility, rather
than a mutually supportive society, is very destructive.
This combined with the lack of respect for others creates
shame and stigma for the poor, rather than a sense of
responsibility for those less fortunate than ourselves.
This too has an impact on learning. First undertaken in
the 1960s, Mischel’s marshmallow studies indicated a link
between self-regulation and executive functioning, but his
more recent work (Mischel 2014) underlines the fact that for
some children the decision to take the single marshmallow
on offer, rather than wait for the possibility of more was a
wise choice. Some children will have learned not to trust the
word of adults – adults who may let children down simply
because they do not have the means (or the
available bandwidth) to fulfil promises or wishes.

What are the remedies?
Educators can help change the life chances of children living in poverty by:
• supporting all parents to become loving, consistent parents
able to find time and energy to talk to, read and sing with and
praise their children in constructive ways.
• recognising the value of friendships to children’s well-being
and helping parents to value their children’s friends.
• acting as advocates for children and having the courage and
knowledge to enable a professional voice to be heard.
• respecting children’s perspectives and voices (Clark et al., 2005).
• developing and researching pedagogies that focus on
well-being and executive function rather than narrow
achievement, with an emphasis on joyful, playful, risk-rich
exuberance for learning
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But these measures will not produce the desired outcomes unless policy
makers act to reduce current poverty levels (which in a wealthy country are
nothing short of shameful) by:
• creating high quality affordable childcare. As Mullianathan
and Shafir (2013:158-9) indicate subsidised daycare does
much more than simply allow a mother to work more hours.
They argue that while it enables narrow outcomes of that sort
it does something more important – it gives her ‘freedom
of mind, greater bandwidth, not something that’s easy to
measure’. This in turn would have a number of positive
outcomes for young children.
• safeguarding support for parents, recognising that it is not
an easy job but that successful parenting will safeguard
everyone’s future. Such support would also include a
guarantee of sufficient income so that parents can spend time
with their growing children.
• learning from experts in the field of early childhood. There
is a long tradition built on centuries of practice, based
on careful observation of children and their learning and
development. A commitment to evidence-based policies
should be maintained, even when the evidence does not lead
to anticipated results.
• Restricting advertising aimed at children under 12 years of
age. The Ipsos/ MORI survey (2011) underlined the negative
impact of commercial interests on the health and well-being of
children in Britain and should be limited.
• Reducing overall poverty by
• creating a statutory relationship between high and low wage
earners within organisations.
• taxation. The ultimate advice comes from French economist
Thomas Piketty (2014:np) who writes that:
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Only taxes on current wealth and an end to opaque wealth management
schemes will prevent capitalism generating levels of social inequality that
will destroy it.

Conclusion
Sentiments such as those expressed by Piketty might appear to be impractical.
Yet Wilkinson and Pickett (2010:np), while acknowledging that factors such as
global warming, economic recession and high unemployment might lead to
pessimism, argue that:
the knowledge that we cannot carry on as we have, that
change is necessary, is perhaps grounds for optimism: maybe
we do at last have the chance to make a better world.

Many of us may regard that as an over-optimistic statement, yet those of us
who work with young children and their families must hold on to our belief
that we can play a role in helping to create that better world for the sake of
the children and society at large.
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education: Preschool children’s texts
about their world(s)
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Abstract

T

his paper discusses practices about the teaching of spelling in preprimary education. In Greece, even though the Curriculum adopts an
emergent literacy perspective, kindergarten teachers usually employ
traditional practices for familiarising their pupils with the alphabetic code.
During the spring term of school year 2013-14, the author was invited
as a critical friend by a kindergarten teacher in order to organise writing
activities for the 23 pupils of her class, who were in the second year of preprimary education (mean age 65 months). The children were encouraged to
engage in discussions about their activities in their homes and school, to
compose texts and share them with their peers and later with their parents.
During the writing sessions the teacher and the author had the chance to
act as mediators of literacy and provide each child with specific support.
Thus, spelling instruction was given to children individually in short time
interventions, which had to do with specific obstacles encountered by the
child. This intervention was part of a problem solving procedure and the
children were supported to find the solution by themselves using various
texts from the classroom.
Key words:
early literacy, spelling, alphabetic code, composition
of texts, literacy events
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Introduction
The Curriculum “Cross Thematic Curriculum Framework for Compulsory
Education” (CTCF) for language teaching in Greek pre-school settings
(Ministerial Decision 21072b/G2/ Government Paper 304/13-3-2003), follows
the current international trends and adopts an emergent literacy perspective
(Tafa, 2008). It emphasises print-rich classroom environments and children’s
active engagement in playful literacy activities, through which children
understand that we read and write in order to communicate with others and
express our thoughts, ideas and emotions (Tafa, 2001). Teachers have to shape
a context for learning (Cloran, 1999) and foster children’s active participation
in literacy events (Heath, 1982). Teaching of spelling is mentioned twice in the
Curriculum: first in the section concerning “oral communication – listening
and speaking” and second in the section concerning reading. In the first
one, the target proposed is the acquisition of phonological awareness and it
is explained that “Through songs, counting-out games and rhymes children
become aware of phonemic aspect of language and they become able to
discriminate the phonemes as elements of words”. In the second, the target
is the gradual realisation of letter-sound correspondence and it is explained
that children should be “encouraged to seek solutions, discuss and puzzle as
they try to ‘read’ without being corrected or imposing the correct ‘reading’
each time”. In the section concerning “spelling and writing communication” it
is mentioned that children should be encouraged to write ‘as they can’ and it
is stressed that it is of great importance for children to acquire motivation and
the possible ‘mistakes’ should be accepted and be reclaimed in the learning
procedure. Moreover, in the Curriculum there is an explicit declaration that the
systematic teaching of spelling takes place in Grade A of primary education.
Thus, the kindergarten teachers have to reinforce children’s
‘natural’ literacy experiences (Hasan, 1996) by engaging them in authentic
communicative situations and by giving them the chance to use their previous
knowledge in order to acquire new knowledge. Unfortunately, either because
of a long tradition in educational practice in Greece (Stellakis & Kondyli,
2009) or because of the lack of organised educational programs for in-service
educational staff (Stellakis, 2012), kindergarten teachers seem to persist in
teaching alphabetic code in a very traditional way. They seem to conceptualize
literacy as a set of cognitive skills that should be explicitly taught. In other
words, they seem to accept the “autonomous model” (Street, 1995) and
practise only “recognition literacy” in Hasan’s (1996) terms. These kind of
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practices include teacher- initiated activities in which children are asked to
write or over-write different kinds of curves, shapes or line patterns on prewriting sheets, learn a letter by tracing either the letter or words starting with it
and copying words or short texts. To sum up, based on the distinction between
‘being able to read’ and ‘being a reader’ (Eurydice, 2011:7), kindergarten
teachers in Greece seem to pay much attention to the first, which means that
they use practices which do not match with the principles of the Curriculum.

The programme
The author, during a seminar about early literacy practices in kindergarten,
organised by the regional Educational Counselor for kindergarten teachers
in the area of Patras, was invited by a participant teacher to organise some
writing workshops in her kindergarten. The invitation was accepted and
children’s parents were informed about this initiative. Before visiting the
class the author had some discussions with the teacher about early literacy
practices and emergent literacy perspective. Based on the assumption that
most of the children would be either in pre- alphabetic spelling phase or
partial alphabetic, the teacher was provided with the following definition,
especially for writing. Any effort to write down a message addressed to
someone else by employing (quasi) linguistic and/or any other signs or
drawing is considered as written text (Stellakis & Kondlyli, 2009). Moreover,
the term “mediator of literacy” was explained to her (Kucer, 2009), specifically
how we could support children to find the letters they needed using the
environmental print in the classroom (Kirkland, et al 2006; Giles & Tunks,
2010) and how we should write down the texts dictated by the children.
Finally, before starting the intervention the author visited the classroom
several times in order to be accepted as teacher by the children.
The programme took place the spring of the school year 2013- 14 in
a kindergarten in the area of Patras. The classroom had 23 children, 8 girls
and 15 boys, the mean age of whom was 65 months. All the children were
in the second year of pre-primary education. The class had one teacher with
two years’ experience in education and all children had Greek as their native
language. As far as the socio-cultural background of children’s families is
concerned, we could say that for the vast majority it was typically middle class.
The author visited the classroom three times per week for a period
of three months. During his visits he organised a reading aloud session,
and later on he conducted workshops, with half of the children each time.
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The division of the class into two groups was necessary because with the
whole group it was impossible to have a deep discussion and provide
personalised assistance. Each writing workshop consisted of three parts: a)
a discussion about a topic concerning children’s lives, b) writing a text about
the topic, and c) sharing the text with the whole group.
The topics which were discussed had to do with children’s interests
(movies, books and activities), their families, their play activities in home,
school and the neighbourhood and persons whom the children admired.
Sometimes the topic was brought to the group by the children themselves.
For example, after reading the book “When my father is not at home” (Pin,
2007) the children suggested we discuss their fathers’ work, and another
day, someone suggested discussing and writing about heroes we have met.
Actually, in discussion it emerged that the child meant someone we think is
important to us and whom we admire for some reason.
During the writing part of the workshops, the children were invited to put
their message on paper ‘as they can’. From the beginning we let them know
that if they needed assistance, they just had to let us know. If just drawing
was enough for them, we encouraged them to write their name on the paper
and we asked them if they would like to dictate something. In most cases
children liked to attempt writing. Most of their questions were about certain
letters. We did not respond immediately to that question. Instead we asked
them “where do you think you can find this letter?” In most cases they were
able to find the letter somewhere in the classroom, on the board with their
names and photos, in the diary or on the map. Greek, as far as the phoneme
- grapheme correspondence goes, is a relatively transparent language
(Manolitsis & Tafa, 2009), which means that it is not difficult to identify a letter
since its sound is almost always the same. In this particular class, seventeen
out of twenty four letters were immediately accessible by their names. In any
case, any of the children’s attempts to spell was accepted with appreciation.
In order to understand how each workshop was organized, I will refer in
detail to the first one which was about playing alone in the house (Pictures 1
& 2). Children shared their preferences and, since there were a lot of ideas,
we discussed about how we could put them all in a paper. A child suggested
dividing a paper into sections, like a strip carton in a comic. This proposal was
accepted, but then we had to discuss about how many sections were enough:
two, four, six or more. We decided on six, because fewer was not enough and
more than six were too small to be drawn. Then the children were asked if they
also would like to have a small space for writing, like in comics. We decided to
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have a small space for writing because “sometimes people do not understand
the drawing and it is better to explain it”. After composing their texts children
read them to the group and, later, they put them on a board in order to be
able to read them, either individually or to the whole class.
During the writing workshops children produced texts about the
following topics:
• My free time (Pictures 1 and 2)
• My family (Picture 3)
• My room
• When my father is not at home
• I will always love my mother because
• My grandparents
• The animal I like more
• I want to travel to…
• My beloved hero
• What profession I want to do (Picture 4)
• My favourite TV programme (Picture 5)
• A person I like
• A place I like
• Our kindergarten (Picture 6)
• My favourite learning corner
• My friends (Picture 7)
• Become a friend of mine because…
In many cases, children used photos from magazines but also their own photos
in order to compose their texts. Often they were satisfied with the drawing
but sometimes they were bored or even frustrated with trying to spell. On
the other hand, in some cases they put a lot of effort into trying to compose
short texts. For instance the text “Become a friend of mine” was the result of a
discussion about their transition to primary school. They seemed to be a little
bit anxious about losing their friends and finding new ones. For this reason
they decided to ‘advertise’ themselves and compose texts about the reasons
they can be good friends. They were really enthusiastic and they spent much
more time in this task than the time they spent during the other workshops.
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1: Panos’ text about his free time: “Watching TV, video games, playmobil, tennis,
making juice and playing outside”. In tennis (TENS) he has written his first letter
and his mother’s name “N” for Dina.

2: Gregori’s text about his free time: “Scooter, video games, NINTENDO,
Gormiti, football, books, TV”. He has separated the last picture into two.
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3: Thodoris’ family. He has written the
names above the heads.

4: Dimitris wants to become a scientist
for birds, because he expects to find
new species.

5: Marina’s favorite TV program is Barbie Merliah, because
she is a good surfer and she plays with waves.
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6: Panagiotis’ favorite activity in the
playground. “I like to do tricks on
the bar.

7: Eleanna’s best friend is Matina. She has
dictated: “Matina is my best friend. I
love her very much. We play together
nice. We have fun. We draw. She has
beautiful eyes. She helps me with
the letters”.

Concluding remarks
When I accepted the invitation to organize the writing workshops in this
kindergarten I could not imagine the results, partly because I did not know the
children. When the school year came to its end, every child had a file full of
texts about herself or himself. After a discussion with the children, we decided
to make an exhibition and invite our parents and friends to see it. It’s needless
to elaborate on the participants’ enthusiasm. The parents, especially, could
hardly imagine that their children could compose texts with such rich ideas.
After the exhibition, the texts were put in files and the children took them to
their homes in order to read them to their friends. We also suggested to them
that they should take their book to primary school and show it to their teacher
and their new classmates. Moreover, all the texts were scanned in order to
be used in seminars about early literacy practices for in-service kindergarten
teachers. For that reason all the parents gave their permission.
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The children did not hesitate to participate in these literacy events
(Heath, 1982) and act as writers. They did know that they did not know to
spell in the correct way, but their desire to share their preferences and dreams
helped them to overcome any kind of fear.
Based upon Freire’s suggestions (1985), we see literacy as a dialogue
between participants rather than a ‘top-down‘, one-way teaching. For that
reason we tried to stimulate children to think about their own lives and codify
it in pictures and/or texts, to think critically about certain aspects of their lives
and to share their views with others. We tried to show them that writing has to
do with the communication of ideas, and learning to spell is useful because it
helps other to understand our message. Even though there is no a simplified
way to engage children in the complex activity (Clay, 2001) of composing a
text, this programme showed a possible way to facilitate children’s interest in
print and to scaffold their attempts to compose texts.
If early writing is one of the best predictors of children’s later reading
success (NELP, 2008) we should ensure our children have the chance to
express themselves by writing. Although we do share the concerns about the
‘schoolification’ (Alock and Haggerty, 2013) of early childhood education, we
tried to show a possible way to teach writing, by using it for strengthening
children’s voice.
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Abstract

T

he Irish language is unique to this country and is, therefore, of vital
importance to the identity of the Irish people and to world heritage
(Government of Ireland, 2007). The Irish government aims to ensure
that as many citizens as possible are bilingual in Irish and English. This paper
critically examines the potential of Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) settings in meeting this aspiration within the contemporary world.
The many challenges are acknowledged and the limitless possibilities are
discussed. The paper concludes with a call for ECCE scholars and practitioners
to imagine and embrace possibilities which promote identity and belonging,
bilingualism and cultural competence in their settings.

Introduction
Firstly, this paper explores the concept of language in particular, the Irish
language, as a cultural tool. The significance of the Irish language in relation
to the State and diverse educational contexts is then critically examined
with particular reference to Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE).
The image of the child we sketch in our ECCE pedagogies, an image
which encapsulates the benefits of bilingualism, is then reviewed. Finally,
some enduring questions and innovative responses relating to children’s
engagement with the Irish language and their development of a cultural
identity in ECCE are considered.
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Language as a Cultural Tool
Language acquisition and learning are active, dynamic processes, culturally
and contextually bound. Through the interaction of language and experience,
children learn how to make sense of their world. Sociocultural theory highlights
Vygotsky’s (1978) focus on the relationships between the child’s psychological
aspects and socially and culturally produced contexts and semiotic tools
which transform cognitive functions (Swain, Kinnear and Steinman, 2011).
Vygotsky considered language to be the most crucial mediating tool in
the development and functioning of higher mental processes. Language, a
culturally developed tool, which mediates thinking and learning, both encodes
culture and is a tool for participating in culture. Culture, however, is never
unified or fixed but changes over time with cultural development. Children
therefore, through their acquisition and use of language, come to reinvent a
culture that comprises the knowledge of generations (French, 2007). Culture
however is more than language. It is also for example, literature, music,
history, visual arts, dance, folklore, drama, architecture, habits of thought and
feeling, ways of work and human relationships.

The Irish Language as a Cultural Tool
Irish is recorded to be one of the oldest and most historic written languages in
the world (Nettle and Romaine, 2000; Government of Ireland, 2010). The Irish
language is the national and first official language of Ireland in accordance
with article 8 of the Constitution of Ireland, the other official language being
English. As a language, Irish is unique to this country and is, therefore, of
crucial importance to the identity of the Irish people, to Irish culture and to
world heritage. Irish is a vehicle of cultural expression and intangible cultural
heritage, essential to identity.
Since the development of the Irish Free State in 1922, Irish society has
undergone rapid reform and reconstruction, thereby also reforming and
renegotiating Irish culture and identity. Yet, national identity has remained
at the heart of justifications for reviving the Irish language. Arguments in
support of learning Irish, or of rejuvenating it, tend to be founded on the
claim that Irish is an essential element of Irish identity. People learn Irish and
support its promotion because of this sense of identity (Watson, 2008, p.74).
Irish identity and its associative links with culture have no doubt
influenced the growth in popularity of the Irish language. The Irish language
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and culture have enjoyed a period of growth in the arts, the media and
education, exemplified by increased interest in and access to, literature, the
performing arts and music, and by expanded provision for broadcasting and
for pre-school play groups. The EU’s inclusion of the Irish language opens
up a new avenue for social mobility due to the need for Irish translators and
interpreters. Globalisation coupled with the influence of the EU has enabled
Irish people to acknowledge that their language, Irish, is a very powerful
tool to express one’s identity, especially in Europe, and that Ireland has a
responsibility for protecting it.

The Linguistic Landscape
3% of people residing in Ireland reported Irish as being their mother tongue
in a special Eurobarometer EU survey in 2012, which suggests that the Irish
language is the main community and/or household language for this cohort
of the population, mainly located in Irish language speech communities or
Gaeltachtaí. The 2011 census report suggests that 38.7% of Irish people,
aged 3 and over, (1.77 million) speak Irish. However, of the 1.77 million
persons, only 1.8% (77,185) indicated that they spoke Irish on a daily basis
outside of the education system (Census, 2011). One in four daily speakers
(25.4%) were in the school-going ages of 3 to 18. These figures raise
searching and significant questions for the future of Irish language in its
cultural and linguistic senses. The restoration of the Irish language has been
a key policy objective of successive governments since the foundation of the
State in 1921. One such government initiative, The 20-year Strategy for the
Irish Language 2010-2030, will now be reviewed.

The 20-year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030
A key objective of this Strategy “is to increase on an incremental basis the
use and knowledge of Irish as a community language” (Government of
Ireland, 2010, p.3). Particular emphasis is also placed on the development of
bilingualism, rejuvenation of Irish in Gaeltacht areas, increased use of Irish
in public discourse and services and heighted visibility of the language in
society. The Strategy sets out a number of objectives and aims over 20 years:
• to increase the number of people with a knowledge of Irish
from the then 1.66 million in 2010 to 2 million by 2030;
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• to increase the number of daily speakers of Irish from 83,000 in
2010 to 250,000 by 2030.
This is, without doubt, an ambitious challenge and requires determined,
judicious and balanced implementation approaches. The difficulties however
inherent in the implementation of this road map for the Irish language are
considerable. Plans to establish a new authority, Údarás na Gaeilge agus
Gaeltachta have been shelved. This authority was to be one of the key players
in the implementation. Údarás na Gaeltachta and the Department of Arts,
Heritage and the Gaeltacht are now responsible for the implementation of
the Strategy in conjunction with Foras na Gaeilge and other Government
departments such as the Department of Education and Skills. Additional
concerns in relation to effective implementation include identification of
concrete and practical steps, allocation of financial resources and lack of
appropriate timeframes regarding completion, evaluation, enforcement and
cross-checking of goals. Clearly, a few broad strokes will not suffice; the devil
is in the detail. The implementation process therefore, faces critical and
unique challenges.
Like previous government policies, the state’s revivalist commitment is
most palpable in the education system. The Strategy states that effective
implementation requires:
a focus on developing expertise and skills among the
teaching profession - given the critical importance of the
school in influencing language awareness and behaviour - as
well as in the wider society, in highlighting the cultural value
and importance of Irish to the Irish people
(Government of Ireland, 2010, p.10).

Despite the sentiment of this statement, there has been little or no follow
through in terms of clearly identifying either the expertise and skills required,
or programmes aimed at developing such. The education system however
is viewed as one of “the critical engines for generating the linguistic ability”
on which this 20-Year Strategy is based (Government of Ireland, 2010, p.12).
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Educational Contexts and the Irish Language:
Pre-Primary Education
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE), outside families and junior and
senior infants in primary schools, is provided by the private, voluntary and
community sector. Service provision is diverse and fragmented. Different settings
e.g. crèches, playgroups, nurseries, naíonraí (Irish-language playgroups), preschools, childminders and daycare services, operate within different philosophies
e.g. Froebel, High Scope, Montessori, Steiner, and play-based philosophies.
This diversity of provision raises some critical questions in relation to the varied
experiences children have with the Irish language and culture in ECCE settings
and how a sense of personal and cultural identity may be nourished.

Educational Contexts and the Irish Language:
Primary Education
The primary education sector includes state-funded primary schools, special
schools and private primary schools. Primary education consists of an eight
year cycle: junior infants, senior infants, and first to sixth classes.
In English-medium schools, Irish is taught as a second language (L2)
subject area to all students and is part of the core curriculum during the
years of compulsory schooling 6-15. Irish takes up a significant proportion of
teaching and learning time at primary level i.e. a student spends 1500 class
hours being taught Irish.
There are two distinct types of Irish-medium education: Irish-medium
maintenance/heritage language education and Irish-medium immersion
education. There are no neat boundaries between these conceptual
frames however. Irish-medium maintenance/heritage language education
is characteristically provided to Irish language mother tongue (L1) students
who attend an Irish-medium school in the Gaeltacht. Clear threats to the
sustainability of Irish as a community language in Gaeltacht regions have
been well documented of late and it is evident that the threat of language
shift is intensifying. Ó Giollagáin et al. (2007, p.11) state that “46% of
school-going children in the core Gaeltacht areas start school with little or
no Irish”. This type of Irish-medium education which strives for language
maintenance therefore not only caters for L1 students. It caters for a range
of socio-linguistic needs in diverse socio-cultural Gaeltacht settings. Irishmedium immersion (IMI) education, on the other hand, is normally provided
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to students for whom Irish is not their L1 in Gaelscoileanna (Irish-medium
schools) outside of the Gaeltacht.
Enabling each child to access the advantages of bilingualism from his
or her own vantage point depends to a considerable extent, on the manner
in which Irish is taught and acquired in different educational contexts. Some
significant challenges will now be reviewed below.

Embracing Challenge
In spite of the various and converging governmental initiatives and the
teaching of the Irish language in different educational contexts as a
compulsory subject area, results are somewhat limited and the situation of
Irish appears as problematic.
• A significant number of reports and research findings clearly
reflect the low level of proficiency in the language attained by
many students in the education system (MacDonnacha et al.,
2005; Department of Education and Skills, 2005, 2007; Harris,
1988, 1991; Harris and Murtagh, Harris et al., 2006; National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2008).
• The low level of motivation for learning and using Irish among
many students along with the dearth of opportunities to use
the language continues to pose one of the more serious
challenges to the societal revitalisation of the Irish language
(Harris et al., 2006; Ó Duibhir, 2009; Ó Giollagáin et al., 2007).
• The lack of linguistic proficiency among some teachers is well
documented (Department of Education and Skills, 2005, 2008;
Harris et al., 2006; Mac Donnacha et al. 2005; National Council
for Curriculum and Assessment, 2008).
• Many teachers experience difficulty in implementing a
convincing pedagogy (Department of Education and Skills,
2005, 2008; Harris et al., 2006; National Council for Curriculum
and Assessment, 2008; Ó Duibhir, 2009).
• The need for targeted support across the continuum is
continually called for (Mac Donnacha et al., 2005; Department
of Education and Skills, 2005, 2008; Harris et al., 2006).
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Inventing Tomorrow
The Primary School Curriculum suggests that “education not only reflects
a society but is an influence in shaping its development” (1999: 6). We all
have a collective public duty to provide a twenty-first century education for
all our children. We are all accountable for enabling all children access to
the Irish language and culture through identity-affirming experiences within
the contemporary world. We are all accountable for enabling all children
access to the benefits of being bilingual. So what image of the child are we
sketching in ECCE pedagogy in Ireland?
A child who is:
• Capable of becoming bilingual, biliterate and culturally
competent?
• Capable of demonstrating greater awareness of language and
how it works i.e. metalinguistic awareness?
• Capable of being more sensitive to nuances in communication
i.e. communicative sensitivity?
• Capable of creative, critical, flexible and imaginative thinking
i.e. cognitive flexibility?
• Capable of divergent thinking, field independence, pattern
recognition, higher order thinking and problem-solving?
• Capable of being culturally competent, open-minded, and
appreciative of other languages and cultures?
• Capable of learning multiple languages?
• Capable of high academic achievement?

So what are the implications for pedagogy?
We need to future proof our capacity and capability to respond to changing
demands and new circumstances. It is this notion, imagining the possible
and inventing tomorrow, that must lead ECCE scholars and practitioners into
the future. “An open… mind allows us to be receptive to new possibilities
and prevents us from getting stuck in a rut of our own expertise, which often
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thinks it knows more than it does” (Kabat-Zinn, 2005: 35). The Primary School
Curriculum acknowledges that engagement with the Irish language, “extends
the child’s linguistic experience and deepens cultural awareness” which in turn
enables him or her “to define and express his or her sense of national and
cultural identity” (1999: 27). With this in mind, I invite you to dwell in possibility
as we consider some enduring questions and some innovative responses.

Enduring Questions and Innovative Responses
1. How can we organise curriculum so that children in ECCE settings
are enabled to engage with the Irish language and culture?
Síolta, the national quality framework for early childhood care and education
in Ireland and Aistear, a curriculum framework for children from birth to 6
years provide high hopes for the nature of language learning in ECCE
settings, including the Irish language and culture. One of the principles
of Síolta highlights that “quality early childcare settings acknowledge
and respect diversity and ensure that all children and families have their
individual, personal, cultural and linguistic identity validated” (www.siolta.
ie/principles.php). Identity and Belonging, one of the four themes of Aistear,
also sets out to nourish a strong sense of self and group identity in all
children in ECCE settings. But what does the individual, personal, cultural
and linguistic identity of an Irish child in an ECCE setting entail?
Engagement with the Irish language and an appreciation and enjoyment
of the richness and diversity of Irish culture must not just become best
practice but consistent practice in ECCE settings. Baker (2001, p.403)
states that ‘two languages and two cultures enable a person to have a dual
or multiple perspectives on society’ leading to a multicultural viewpoint.
A person with two or more ‘cultural identities’ is more open-minded,
sensitive and sympathetic towards other languages and cultures and has
greater tolerance and appreciation of diversity (Baker, 2001, p.402). Are
these characteristics essential for all our children as citizens in an everevolving Ireland and in a fast-changing global community?
However Síolta and Aistear alone cannot guarantee high quality
programmes and thereby yield successful outcomes. Teacher identity and
linguistic competence, programme design, accountability and instruction
as related to biliteracy and bilingual language development also play a role.
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2. How can we teach languages in such a way that all children are
encouraged, enabled and empowered to invest their identities in
learning the Irish language?
The learning of a language (and academic success generally) requires
identity investment. This concept raises significant challenges for
pedagogy. One such challenge is to construct cultural and linguisticallyresponsive instructional conditions for our learners. The creation of
linguistically-responsive instructional conditions in which children are
empowered to invest their identities in learning the Irish language requires
clearly defined policies, procedures and practice. The following principles
of practice, ‘IRISH', gleaned from my experience and research in the field,
may provide a roadmap for ECCE practitioners on their journey ahead as
they strive to address the learning potential of the whole child.
• Identify a vision and goals:
A vision and goals aimed at additive bilingualism and cultural
competence where Irish language instruction is integrated within
the curriculum, and developed across the curriculum is essential
(Cloud, Genesee and Hamayan, 2000).
• Read up and learn about language and literacy development:
Acquire additional knowledge and understanding in relation
to: L2 acquisition; culturally responsive pedagogy; struggling
learners; differentiation; integrated curriculum development and
assessment; biliteracy development. (Howard and Sugarman, 2007;
Tedick and Fortune, 2012)
• Instruction needs to be student-centred and language-focused:
Nurture language use - The best environment for developing L2
proficiency is one in which significant portions of the new language
are learned incidentally and in the context of doing something
that is inherently meaningful. An integrated approach to the
teaching of languages fosters language awareness and cultural
competence. Choose activities that are relevant to children
and provide both structured and unstructured opportunities for
language production and for the development of inclusive values
(Ellis and Shintani, 2014).
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• Share and utilise best practices:
Develop support systems to cultivate ECCE practitioner knowledge
and growth. Avail of on-going professional development
opportunities around Content and language Integrated Learning
(CLIL) and second language learning strategies and pedagogy in
general. Collaborate to differentiate - Parents are experts on their
child and may have valuable insights to share in relation to their
child’s linguistic experiences and cultural awareness. It is important
to spend time eliciting parents’ knowledge and understanding of
their child’s language development and cultural identity (Fortune,
2011; Genesee and Lindholm-Leary, 2013).
• Have high expectations:
Consider each learner as a unique individual. Set realistic and
developmentally sensitive expectations for each learner. Trust
the universal human capacity for language learning. Have high
expectations in relation to your own linguistic competence and
your content knowledge and avail of appropriate supports.

Conclusion
The government of Ireland aspires to the development of a bilingual society
where as many people as possible can use Irish and English with equal ease
and facility (Government of Ireland, 2007). Even though there is a growing
awareness of the integral nature of Irish as part of our culture and heritage,
the reality on the ground is different to the aspiration of the government
however. This paper critically examined the potential of ECCE settings in
promoting identity and belonging, bilingualism and cultural competence
with particular reference to Irish language as a cultural tool. This is not an
easy enterprise, an enterprise which is shaped by the sociocultural and
socio-political context in which the child lives and is educated. We are
all accountable to ensure that all children access the cognitive and social
advantages of bilingualism at an early age. We have a long journey ahead
but we look to the future with hope.
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Abstract

T

he experience of early childhood should be that of a natural and
nurturing environment. Early childhood provides a unique opportunity
to sow the seeds of a culture of sustainability. Of the many traditions
and approaches that exist in the early years, this paper argues that an inclusive
approach is probably the only one that ensures all children’s fundamental
needs and rights are met together. The argument developed is that from an
educational, sociological, economic and human perspective, inclusive early
years practice may be considered the model which best corresponds to the
contemporary concept of the child in society. The inclusive model is predicated
on a culture change where inclusive practice becomes the norm. The study
argues that a dialogue and debate on the desirability of educating and caring
for all children together will pay long term dividends in terms of cost effective,
high quality provision, increased social capital and strong foundations for
evolving a sustainable system capable of nurturing lifelong learning.
Early education is fast becoming a key agenda item of national
governments and international organisations and there is a growing
acceptance that the sector is crucial to creating a sustainable future for
society. The OECD, the UN, UNICEF, the World Bank, EU institutions etc. have
all concerned themselves with early education to the point of recognising it
as pivotal to other areas of development. This paper analyses national and
international policy objectives from an inclusion and sustainability proofing
perspective and the degree to which these are being implemented. It argues
that the way in which these goals and aspirations may be met is through
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investment in the creation and development of an inclusive early years sector.
The proposal advocates a mix of universal provision with a continuum of
embedded targeted supports. The paper evaluates the efficacy of the belief
that all children can and will learn together in a sustainable way. In this context,
the dialectic of inner difference and co-operative learning is examined.

Introduction
The discourse on early education, as on other forms of education and
training, is that investment now is a way of assuring future gains. Each and
every initiative launched has targets and objectives which lie in the future
but which are dependent on taking action in the present. This may be
called strategic or intelligent planning or forward thinking. It is based on
assumptions that what we do now is the right thing in order to achieve the
future aims or outcomes.
With regard to early education, in the European context there has been a
progressive shift of focus from an initial concern with socio-economic factors
(employment, competitiveness) to a more recent emphasis on children’s
rights, citizenship, social cohesion and sustainable systems (CORE 2011,
p 15). There is a deepening realisation that inclusive early years practice
involves complex relationships not only between children, families and
professionals but also between these and the human service system that
supports them (education, health etc.) (Jackson, 2012). At a European level
by 2020 at least 95% of children between four and compulsory school age
should participate in ECEC (CoRe, 2011 p15). In an Irish context, based on
the 2012-13 Free Preschool Year, more than 96% of eligible children or about
66,000 participated in the initiative (NEYAI, 2014).
In a sense, this way of working creates a situation in which the future
need determines present action. It is the outcome or predicted and desirable
objective which impacts and to a large degree dictates the present action.
If we accept this interpretation of strategic planning and apply it to early
education, it becomes necessary to reflect on what it is that we want in
the future for those who are presently children and what kind of childhood
experiences can best achieve these desired outcomes.
This paper argues that a dialogue and debate on the desirability of
educating and caring for all children together will pay long term dividends
in terms of cost effective, high quality provision, increased social capital and
strong foundations for evolving a sustainable system capable of nurturing
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lifelong learning. The inclusive model is predicated on a culture change
where inclusive practice becomes the norm. The defining characteristics
of such a system are developed in line with criteria for sustainability and in
keeping with the dual requirement of meeting children’s rights and needs in
a cohesive fashion.

Early Years Practice
Before attempting to analyse this, let us consider what currently constitutes
early years experience for children, or what it is we mean when we speak of
early years provision or service. Firstly, we should acknowledge that what
we describe as provision or service, a child will live as experience or a daily
part of their early life. The language around this varies according to the
user. Language is never innocent, so the terms “service” or “provision” have
different connotations to “my preschool” or “my playgroup”.
There are many iterations of what this early years service or provision can
be and this varies over time and place. There are some constants however,
and most would agree that the child’s care needs and developmental needs
should be addressed in a child-centred and holistic fashion. There is a
broad consensus that this requires input from various stakeholders, and that
state support is required; at least 1% of GDP should be allocated to ECEC
(CoRe, 2011 p 49), and that the child’s individual needs and wishes should be
considered (DCYA, 2013).
Even with this consensus and maybe even because of it, significant
variety in services and provision for children in terms of approach, content,
philosophy, quality and direct child experience is evident. Some societies
offer universal low cost access to all children in the early years, others provide
some targeted supports and yet others rely mainly on private provision for
those parents who can afford it with minimal input from the state.
Given the variety and complex nature of the various models and
understandings of provision, it is not surprising that the concept of Inclusive
Practice, although often cited, is not as common or as straightforward as
would be expected. There are historical and structural reasons why Inclusive
Practice may be low on the list of priorities for some countries but even where
it is promoted and supported, there remain significant gaps and obstacles.
Some of these obstacles can be linked to funding and training issues but
there are more subtle reasons why Inclusive Practice is not as widespread as
might be expected.
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There is much research to prove the link between quality early years
education and care and later school achievement and employment prospects
(Start Strong, 2012). For children in the 0-5 age bracket, the return on
investment is much higher than for older children (Heckman and Raut,
2013). According to the OECD (2011), educational attainment at age fifteen
is highest for children who attended high quality, inclusive early education
with significant state support. Equally there is an abundance of case studies
linking poverty and deprivation with long term unemployment, dependence
and social costs. Few would argue against the value of quality early years
provision for society irrespective of the models used. The results of the
Effective Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) project in the UK re the
impact of universal provision on a range of social and educational measures
have informed subsequent policy (Sylva et al, 2004).
However if quality early years provision is to become the norm or at
least a desirable for communities, the task remains as to how to provide this
in a sustainable way. Sustainability in this context is considered not only in
economic terms but also in social terms. Sustainable does not only mean to
be able to provide within current parameters; in the social sense, the term
sustainable must also allow for potential change and evolution towards a new
sustainability. How do we create an ECEC system which is supported by all
for all and which is sustainable?
The foundation of such an approach may be found where a shared
culture of sustained inclusion is evolved and where stakeholders feel they
are an integral part of this process. Inclusion in its simplest form means ‘all’.
All children would have access to and participate fully in whatever service or
provision is offered at that place at that time. This simple yet elusive iteration
of Inclusive Practice is sustainable in that it may offer a solution to the many
demands of early years services - open, accessible, universal, affordable,
socially desirable, quality driven etc. There is however a requirement to
develop inclusive capacity at all levels.

What is so unique about Inclusive Practice
that makes it sustainable?
It is not necessarily the content of this approach, as in curriculum, which makes
Inclusive Practice a means of attaining sustainable early years provision. The
content of early years curricula varies although certain constants reappear.
Seven domains of learning have been identified by the UNESCO/Brooking
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Report (2013): physical well-being, social and emotional, culture and the arts,
literacy and communication, learning approaches and cognition, numeracy
and mathematics, science and technology. Opportunities for children to
develop competence in these domains would begin at pre-school and
continue through compulsory education. In the UK, the Cambridge Primary
Review (Alexander 2009) identified similar areas of importance for children’s
learning but questions the relevance of a national curriculum or ‘one-size-fitsall’approach in a diverse society.
In Ireland, the Aistear early childhood curriculum framework (NCCA
2009) recognises similar areas for development in children through its four
main themes: identity and belonging, well being, communication, exploring
and thinking. The flexibility associated with such a framework, as opposed
to a prescriptive curriculum, could well be considered as a prerequisite of
an inclusive approach. It does not dictate specific content but allows the
practitioner to fill in the programme with activities and experiences which are
relevant to the children at that place and time.
If it is not the content, as in curriculum, what then is it that makes
Inclusive Practice amenable to sustainability? Is it the difference in approach
and if so, what is inherently so different as to make Inclusive Practice a means
of achieving sustainability? One view is that Inclusive Practice is the only
one that meets the educational and human rights of children at the same
time. A key characteristic of any early years service would be that it meets
these basic requirements of children – educational and rights (NCSE, 2010).
Early education is essentially a human activity. It is carried out by people for
people. The human/personal element is key to its success and many studies
have shown that where all else is equal, it is the nature of the interaction
between practitioner and children which determines the quality of a service
(Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004).
Inclusive Practice has the characteristic of not only addressing the
present needs of the child, but also the future needs of that child in society.
There is a theory that if we do right by children in the present, provide them
with what they need now as children, then we go a long way towards ensuring
success in future stages of life (Bruce, 2005). Uprichards (2008) considers
the ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ notion of childhood as complementary and as
enhancing the agency that a child has in the world. The dualistic constructions
of dependency and competence associated respectively with childhood and
adulthood is deconstructed in the context of interdependence. It is this aspect
of Inclusive Practice that makes it sustainable, as it contributes to the ongoing
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vitality of the sector in that there can be no Inclusion without inclusion and
no Inclusive Practice without inclusive practice. The focus is on the process as
well as the outcome; therefore it is sustainable in an organic way.
By placing the focus on addressing children’s right to experience
childhood as it should be, Inclusive Practice meets the moral and ethical view
of offering children the opportunity to experience an ordinary yet diverse
childhood with their peers. Inclusive Practice speaks to the moral, ethical
values of society as well as to society’s social and economic interests. Inclusive
Practice may also be considered as improving the odds of positive outcomes
within cost effective strategies which are locally based and community driven
(Institute of Medicine 2000).
A view of Inclusive Practice is being developed which identifies that
it is the personal, the human, the individual within it that is the key to
ensuring sustainability. Children experience the personal and enriching
relationship which enables them to unleash their potential and progress.
This approach places a high value on the competence of the practitioner.
Studies show that competent professionals and high quality are inextricably
linked. ‘Competences of the workforce are one of the most salient predictors
of ECEC quality’ (CoRe 2011: 27). We also know that personal competence, to
be effective, must be supported by a system of shared values and collective
aspirations. ‘Quality of the workforce is determined by the interaction
between competent individuals in what we refer to as the competent system’
(CoRe 2011: 27). Some models of provision render the co-existence between
personal or individual competence and systemic competence more difficult to
achieve. High levels of systemic professionalism are more difficult to achieve
when ECEC is predominantly private and market oriented (CoRe 2011: 46).

Sustainability via inclusion
Cognisant of the above discussion on the desirability for sustainability, how
might one now define a new vision for inclusive early years practice? The term
inclusive has been used in many contexts, often with varying meanings, and
has become problematic. A purist view of Inclusive Practice might suggest
that every child can be catered for as part of general provision. All diversity
can and should be met via the local provider or system, without necessarily
acknowledging that diversity or difference. Every provider/practitioner
should have the ability, means and value set to welcome every child and meet
their individual needs. While this view is laudable, it is more rhetorical than
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realistic and originates in a philosophical view of difference as something of a
social construct which can also be overcome by social means. It implies both
strong personal competence and a robust competent system which often do
not co-exist (Norwich, 2002).
Another softer view of Inclusive Practice considers it to be where the
local or ordinary provision is supplemented or supported to ensure that
children’s diverse and individual needs can be met locally in a mainstream
context as some form of progressive universalism (Feinstein et al, 2008).
This may necessitate some restructuring in order for all provision to become
responsive and inclusive for all learners. In OECD and many other countries,
early years provision can be situated somewhere along this continuum.
In keeping with international trends and legislation, this latter view of
Inclusive Practice is the one which is most likely to be sustainable. It can
apply to all provision, can be universal, can be adapted to national and local
requirements, can change over time and respects an evolving concept of
childhood and its place in human society. This form of Inclusive Practice is the
one that can best meet the educational and human rights needs of children
in their early years in a sustainable way. Arguments on ideological purity may
not always help the practice of inclusion.
By its very separateness and difference, specialised or segregated
provision while arguably existing as a necessity cannot be considered as
an alternative to Inclusive Practice from a perspective of sustainability.
Historically, separate provision in education followed a parallel pathway and
often led to social and economic exclusion and reduced life experiences.
While most countries maintain some elements of separate or special
provision, there is a realisation that efforts have to be made to counteract its
exclusionary potential (Thomas and Vaughan, 2004).
What enables or facilitates practice to become inclusive? There are
many metrics which are used to measure the inclusivity of a system. These
can often be divided into structural and non-structural. The structural are
usually more easily measured and also more easily attained e.g. accessibility.
However, these by themselves do not ensure Inclusive Practice. The nonstructural elements of Inclusive Practice are the softer, less visible but usually
more fundamental elements of inclusion. These include attitudes and values
and a support system of collective responsibility.
A belief that every child can and will learn and that children learn in
a cooperative way is one of the underpinning values of Inclusive Practice.
The principle of inner differentiation is counterbalanced by the practice of
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cooperative learning where each child is responsible not only for her/his own
learning but for the learning of the social group within the context of a shared
curriculum (Feuser, 1997).
Considering the question of why we want Inclusive Practice is
fundamental to understanding the rise in global interest in this approach.
The Index for Inclusion considers that creating inclusive cultures is the
foundation for developing inclusive policies and evolving inclusive practices
(Booth and Ainscow, 2002). Creating inclusive cultures is not just an issue
for early years providers but also for their communities and social systems.
It involves building community and establishing inclusive values. Early care
and education is part of a much bigger system on which it depends and to
which it contributes.
The focus of this paper has been on practice, the way to ensure that
children’s actual experience of early years provision is one of inclusion and
diversity where difference is celebrated as normal and ordinary. There is a
shift of emphasis from the passive use of the child being ‘included’ to a more
active use of the preschool as ‘inclusive’. This may seem a semantic difference
but underlies the paradigm shift which is evocative of Inclusive Practice.
For the purpose of this argument which links sustainability in its broad
sense to Inclusive Practice, an open and flexible interpretation of Inclusive
Practice is used. Even when operating within a paradigm of inclusion, practice
may be the weak element. According to Sartre, practice is the vulnerable
point of ideology (Feuser, 1996). It is the challenge of a community and a
profession committed to Inclusive Practice to ensure that this gap is closed
in a sustainable way.
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Influences on Children’s Learning:
A Dynamic Dance
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Abstract

I

t is suggested that a dynamic dance of play and work influences on early
learning. This paper focuses on the relationships of children, parents
and practitioners as key partners in the dance. While research evidence
foregrounds the child as central to curriculum planning and development
and learning through play, there is also an alternative discourse of learning
and development with an academic focus, sometimes implicit and sometimes
explicit, where playing and learning are segregated. This paper explores this
dichotomy, focusing on the role of each partner and examines the dynamics
and balance of this tripartite partnership.
Key words:
Relationship, play, academic, curriculum

Introduction
This paper aims to explore influences on early childhood education and care
in early years’ environments in an Irish context. I have compared the early
years’ journey of education and care to a dance, because the pace changes
regularly and, so there are times when partners in the dance may be hearing
and dancing to a different beat. While this may be appropriate, it is argued
there must be planned periods of sustained involvement, whereby the
enactment of the ‘dance’ is negotiated and co-constructed by adults and
children. Rinaldi (2004: 4) suggests ‘we are not separated by our differences
but connected by our differences.’
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The dynamics of the dance involve the interplay of the partners involved;
children (the individual child and her/his peer group), parents1, families2,
their communities, early years’ practitioners and other professionals such as
Tusla (Child and Family Agency); Health Service Executive (HSE) services, for
example, occupational therapy, speech therapy; and Pobal (which manages
programmes on behalf of the Irish Government and EU bodies, one of which
is early education and childcare).
Early years’ curricula are often contentious. Soler and Miller (2003: 57)
argue they become ‘sites of struggle’ as the content/context of learning is
negotiated. Practitioners endeavour to encourage and create ‘meaningful
experiences’ through play. Based on twenty years’ experience as an early
years provider, and also as a lecturer on an Early Years Care and Education
BA (Hons) Degree programme, I believe the orchestration of the ‘dance’ has
changed dramatically. The 21st century child is living in a world (and certainly
an Ireland) unimagined by many even twenty years ago. Woodward (2004)
suggests that changing social structures at global and personal levels create
uncertainties, insecurities, diversity and opportunities. What is important,
Hayes (2013) argues, is our ability to articulate influences on our particular
pedagogical approach. If early years environments are to improve and
enrich young children’s life experiences (Duignan et al., 2007), early years
practitioners and policy makers must adopt an approach that works with
and supports all children’s learning within a ‘pedagogy of relationships’ in ‘a
listening context’ (Rinaldi, 2004: 3).
Societies worldwide are undergoing significant and pervasive changes,
in terms of family configuration, employment and technology. The digital era
saturates almost every area of our own and our children’s lives, inundating
us with information and advice from diverse sources on different aspects of
everyday family life. Similarly, the focus on the importance of early childhood
receives global attention.
In Ireland, legislation, for example, national legislation such as the
Children’s Referendum (2012), international legislation, such as the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), ratified in Ireland
in 1992, policy and practice, early years’ quality and curriculum frameworks,
Síolta (Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, (CECDE)
2006) and Aistear (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA),
2009) respectively, and the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)
Scheme (DYCA, 2010) reflects the seemingly globalisation of identities and
how lives are/should be lived, while at the same time supporting identities as
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socially constructed. Woodward (2000, 2004: 40) suggests that childhood and
family life are influenced by ‘the link between the personal and the social, the
tension and relationship between structure and agency’.
Early years education in Ireland is undergoing rapid change in ideology,
policy, legislation and discourses on childhood. Focus on the provision
of quality services for the preschool child, defined in Ireland as age 0-6,
emphasises the centrality of both care and education. This approach has as
its primary focus the provision of a ‘positive, enjoyable and motivating start in
life’ (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2004: 21) for all children.
The current national policy framework for children and young people, Better
Outcomes, Brighter Futures, sets as its aims that all children should be active
and healthy, achieving, safe, should have economic security and be connected
and respected (Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2014).
Heretofore, the provision-of-care landscape was drawn primarily by the
need to substantially increase the level of childcare places outside the home
to facilitate and support women’s engagement in further and higher education
and subsequent entry into the workforce (Fine-Davis, 2007). Nevertheless,
while the importance of early years education was seen as central to quality
provision in reports commissioned by the Irish Government from 1983-1999
(Fine-Davis, 2007), care and education of preschool children remained until
the early 1990s as separate concepts and were largely unregulated.
The 1991 Child Care Act and ensuing Regulations under Section VII, the
Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations 1996 and Child Care (Pre-School
Services) (Amendment) Regulations, 1997, revised in 2006 (Child Care (PreSchool Services) (No 2) Regulations, 2006 and Child Care (Pre-School Services)
(No 2) (Amendment) Regulations 2006 (DYCA, 2006) began the journey of
bringing child care and education to centre stage in policy and practice.
Síolta (CECDE, 2006) incorporates principles, standards and components
of quality, which further includes ‘signposts’ for quality provision of child
care and education. For example, Principle 1: ‘The value of childhood’
states, inter alia, ‘Early childhood is a significant and distinct time in life that
must be nurtured, respected, valued and supported in its own right’ (p.6)
while Standard 4: ‘Consultation’ requires childcare educators to incorporate
‘inclusive decision-making [which] requires consultation that promotes
participation and seeks out, listens to and acts upon the views and opinions
of children, parents and staff’ (p.33).
The curriculum framework, Aistear (NCCA, 2009) is based on twelve
principles, premised on a view of early childhood as ‘a time of great
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opportunity for learning and development … [when] children learn through
loving, trusting and respectful relationships; through discussion, exploration
and play’ (p.6). Child care and education are supported under ‘four themes
of well-being, identity and belonging, communication and exploring and
thinking’ (p.13).
Recent developments in the provision of early years care and education
have provoked diverse reactions from providers, parents and the media. The
Early Childhood Care and Education Scheme (ECCE) introduced in January
2010, had an uptake of 95% of all eligible preschool children, aged between
3 and 4 four years (DCYA, 2013). The establishment of the Department of
Children and Youth Affairs and the appointment of a Minister for Children
in 2011 were also viewed positively. On the other hand, practice such as
that portrayed in an investigation of the mistreatment of young children in a
number of crèches in Ireland (Prime Time ‘A breach of trust’, 2013), highlights
the fundamental importance of having a strong framework of support in place
that protects all children’s rights and well-being, and in doing so, also ensures
that families and early years practitioners are also appropriately supported.
Despite this vision, and while delivering quality services is seen an
overarching goal which will determine positive outcomes for babies and
children, the process is not straightforward. Murphy et al. (2011: 11) argue
that ‘risk and protective factors impacting on children’s well-being are
multiple; our knowledge of ‘what works’ remains uncertain at times, whilst
the shifting economic climate has created uncertainty and new challenges for
services’. One year later, revisiting the topic of early years’ provision, Prime
Time (2014) found that worrying practices persisted.
These developments highlight the importance of care and education
that sees the child from a rights-based perspective, regarding them as rich
in potential and active participants in their own learning. They highlight
the interrelationship and interdependency of all stakeholders in the process
of children’s learning and development whereby children’s voices are
enabled and supported as equal partners, with parents and practitioners,
in the enactment and experience of policy and practice. Nevertheless,
while the impetus to raise quality in the provision of early years’ care and
education is evident in policy, it is suggested that the implementation of
change is fragmented and the roles of the key players identified above
remain uncertain.
Having set the scene through legislation and policy, this paper will
explore how the dynamics of the dance are choreographed.
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The Early Years Practitioner
European Council research indicates that ‘participation in high-quality early
childhood education and care, with highly-skilled staff and adequate childto-staff ratios, produces positive results for all children and has the greatest
benefits for the most disadvantaged’ (Urban et al., 2011:16-17). Despite the
acknowledgement of the long-term benefits of quality care and education
in Ireland, and extensive research evidence linking high quality with better
outcomes for children (Oberhuemer and Ulich, 1997; Department of Justice,
Equality and Law Reform (DJELR), 2002; Sylva et al., 2004), only in 2010 did a
Workforce Development Plan identify specific qualifications for childcare staff
(Department of Education and Skills, 2010) and requirements for minimum
qualifications were not implemented until September 2014. Thus, while new
qualification requirements stipulate that preschool leaders participating in
the free preschool year (ECCE) must hold, except in specified circumstances
outlined by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, a minimum Level
6 qualification on National Framework of Qualifications of Ireland (NFQ), by
September 2015 (www.dcya.ie), the minimum qualification requirement for
early years’ workers still remains at level 5 on the NFQ. The importance of
having adequate supports in place for young children was acknowledged
in 2013 by Ms. Frances Fitzgerald, the then Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs, who stated that ‘early intervention must become part of our national
psyche’ (French, 2013: 9).
Start Strong (2013), in a submission to the Minister on the National Early
Years Strategy, further highlights that the quality of care and education is as
significant for their current well-being and future learning and development for
under three-year-olds as for over three-year olds. Investment in staff, continuing
professional development, quality and equality of access would thus require an
increased investment in early years care and education ‘incrementally to the
international standard of 1% of GDP within 10 years’ (p.61).
Other recent research (French, 2007; Urban et al., 2011) highlights the
importance of an holistic approach to care and education which ‘supports
young children’s learning in a rich learning environment’, best exemplified by a
‘nurturing pedagogy,’ (Hayes, 2007: 7), underpinned by practitioner education
which is ‘constantly co-constructed, de-constructed and reconstructed in
the relationships with children, families and local communities’ (Urban et al.,
2011: 26). Such a shift, while emphasising practitioner continuing professional
development (CPD), also supports a move away from a focus on developmental
81

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

perspectives, which emphasises regularities in young children’s physical and
psychosocial growth during early childhood as well as their dependencies and
vulnerabilities during this formative phase of their lives (Woodhead, 2006),
to a view of children as ‘curious and socially competent … active in their
communication and engagement with the people, places and objects that
comprise their learning environments (Hayes, 2013: 2).
It is suggested that the traditional concept of the child’s development
following a linear process, while important, is also complex. Despite
acknowledgement of the influence of social interaction on cognitive change,
Garton (2004) suggests that the premise of much research is determined
by a Piagetian or Vygotskian stance. In this context, Garton argues that
the latter is favoured as it adopts a social interactionist purview, embodied,
she argues, in the ‘nebulous theoretical abstraction’ (2004: 34) of the zone
of proximal development. Thus, she contends, such explanations do not
go far enough to explore the ‘how’ and ‘why’ as well as ‘what’ of a child’s
learning. Essentially, she suggests that development in one area affects
development in another, that it is only through acknowledgement of ‘what
the child brings to the task’ (2004: 96) that individual cognitive change
through peer collaboration will be fully understood. The pro-active role
of early years practitioners in acknowledging and supporting the diverse,
direct and indirect influences on children’s lives thus focuses attention
on the importance of dynamic partnerships, ensuring children’s individual
dispositions are nurtured. Practitioners must be aware and reflect on their
pedagogic approach. Dialogue among all partners is crucial if learning is to
be meaningful – the relevance of experiences enacted cannot be assumed
by any partner. It is in the negotiating of meaning that learning goals can be
achieved. On-going, open, honest communication is integral to this process,
while also acknowledging its complexity. This process must recognise
cultural beliefs and values, additional needs, and diverse family structures
impact on how early years environments are experienced by all partners.
Discussing the Reggio Emilia approach to early years’ education,
Dalhberg et al., (1999: 59) suggest that it is relationships, rather than being
child-centred, that are important:
‘… with its implication of the child as an autonomous,
isolated and decontextualized being. Rather they would say
that relationships between children, parents, pedagogues
and society are at the centre of every-thing they do …’
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The early years’ practitioner must be aware of the balance of power in
their role, building connections between home and settings, thus empowering
parents and children as equal partners.

Parent Involvement
Parental responsibility for their children’s education is enshrined in the Irish
Constitution (Bunreacht na hEireann, 1937). Parents are also responsible for
their children’s well-being, learning and development (DES, 2010). As children
enter the wider world of peers and other caring adults in diverse early years
settings, parental responsibility continues. While there are opportunities for
peer interaction for children, this stage of the ‘dance’ requires careful steps
to ensure adult stakeholders are listening to the same tune as children.
The importance of continuity of care and education is well established
in research (Bulkeley and Fabian, 2006; Melhuish et al., 2008; O’Kane,
2008; Vogler, Crivello, and Woodhead, 2008; Giovacco-Johnson, 2009; Early
Years Strategy, 2013), with supportive interpersonal relationships viewed as
integral elements of children’s cognitive and social development (Epstein,
2007; French, 2008; DCYA, 2013). Further, the Effective Provision of PreSchool Education (EPPE) Project (Sylva, et al., 2004) draws attention to quality
provision which leads to better outcomes for children, and the importance
of the ‘whole child’ perspective, associating home learning activities during
the preschool period with later outcomes. In addition, individual children
will experience many changes as they move away from the immediate family
environment both to and within early years environments. Bruce (1997) and
Fitzgerald (2004) highlight the benefits to children of childcare professionals
establishing effective partnerships with parents, while acknowledging the
complexity of this task.
Although Síolta (CECDE, 2006), supports parental involvement, it does
not provide a definition of the term or set a framework for building partnership
(Share and Kerrins, 2013). In addition, perceptions of partnerships can be
viewed along a continuum (Robson, 1996), which highlights the complexities
of what partnership involves (Evangelou et al., 2008). Thus, despite the rhetoric
supporting parent involvement, there are different interpretations of both
the meaning of parental involvement and how it is achieved (see McMillan
2005, and Reynolds and Clements, 2005) while perceptions and experiences
of partnerships are open to different interpretations (Morgan et al., 1992;
Barge and Loges, 2003; McMillan, 2005; Robson, 2006). ‘There is a difference
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between “reactive” approaches (e.g. attending parents’ evenings) and
“proactive” parental engagement with their child’s learning (e.g. observing
and documenting a child’s learning together)’ (Share and Kerrins, 2013: 4).
Stakeholders in early years’ settings, parents, practitioners and the
inspectorate (Tusla, The Child and Family Agency, Pobal and the Health
Service Executive) are influenced by ‘cultural scripts’. For example, the onus
of accountability necessitates as a routine practice carrying out observations
with individual children to assess children’s knowledge, and the goals
for learning focus on ‘learning’ as ‘entirely an epistemological problem’
(Lave, 2008:3).
Ultimately, many Irish parents want their, children to ‘do well’ in
preparation for school or that provision is made for specialised assistance.
These anxieties transfer into and influence not only what learning is
available but also how it is made available. Lave (2008:5) has noted that the
relationship between ‘producing knowledge and reproducing knowledge’
is dichotomous insofar as it is separated from ‘the everyday’. Sfard (1998:4)
discusses the importance of thinking and bringing ‘into the open the tacit
assumptions and beliefs that guide us’. If we consider knowledge to be
characterised as ‘high culture’ that involves moving away from the everyday,
we must consider influences on learning and knowledge, which Lave (2008:
10) argues are not ‘apolitical or neutral’. So an emphasis on ‘the provision
of rich and relevant learning experiences that assist young children, even
the very youngest, to make sense of their experiences in the world around
them’ (Hayes, 2013: 17) runs concurrently with concern (generally unspoken
but intimated) for children’s ‘readiness’ for primary school.
Cross-culturally, this dichotomy also exists. Rogoff (2003) highlights
differences in reasons why Japanese and U.S. children attend preschool,
according to their parents. Japanese parents foreground social skills such as
empathy as reasons for their children attending preschool, while parents in
the U.S. favour academic goals for their children’s attendance at preschool.
Children, on the other hand, provide more straightforward replies when
asked about play; they focus on friendships, having fun, being outdoors and
free choice (Santer, Griffiths and Goodall, 2007; NCCA, 2009). Evidence from
European studies of children’s preferences reveals similar responses with
children citing play and having influence in decision-making (see Pramling
Samuellson and Asplund Carlsson, 2008; Sheridan, 2007).
Personal experience of observing and collaborating with preschool
children (aged 3-5 years) in planning the curriculum corroborates the child’s
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view. The children are frequently observed acting out what they see or hear
in their everyday lives, such as farming, construction or a favourite television
programme, and practitioners sensitively support them through provision of
resources and interactions. While these actions hold ‘personal authenticity’
(McCormick & Murphy, 2008: 9) for the children as they are making sense
of them by exploring and hands-on experiences, parents (especially those
whose children will be moving on to primary school), will frequently focus
during formal or informal meetings on whether children are writing their
numbers yet, do they ‘sit still’, or have they any interest in jigsaws, thus
highlighting tension between ‘academic’ work and play.
My own recent studies with the Open University highlighted how diverse
pedagogical approaches impact on how care and education are enacted
and consequently experienced. Previously, care and education in my setting
was premised on the idea of each child reaching his/her full potential, based
on a concept of fixed ability which, according to Boaler et al., (2000: 114)
‘creates a set of expectations for teachers that overrides their awareness of
individual capabilities’. While current practice has changed, focusing on the
child as agentive with their own interests and abilities, and opportunities
to extend learning through structured and spontaneous experiences are
documented with the child through photographic and written evidence,
parents occasionally remain unconvinced as to what ‘learning’ is happening.
This feedback to parents, while regular, usually involves only two partners
in the process, parents and practitioners, thus the context, content and
meaning may be diluted.
Hence, despite much having been written regarding parental
involvement and the benefits to parents, children and practitioners, it
is suggested there is still a long way to go to the realisation of effective
partnerships in early years environments. Furthermore, despite extensive
searches, the parent’s voice is rarely heard in research. While the benefits of
linking family life/culture and early years’ environments are cited as crucial to
quality care and education, the tripartite relationship is not explored in Irish
research: evidence of parent contribution to the process is absent. Thus, it
is suggested that there is a narrow focus on each group, rather than a wideangled focus which should integrate the perspectives of all stakeholders.
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Child-centred pedagogy
The final partner to be considered is the child. Central to the milieu of
policies, procedures and practice is the child. Both Síolta (2006) and Aistear
(2009) frameworks promote child-centred practice. Better Outcomes Brighter
Futures (DCYA, 2014) acknowledges progress from the National Children’s
Strategy 2000-2010 (Department of Health and Children, 2000), in that the
voice of the child is increasingly being heard in matters that affect them and
children’s lives being are better understood (Children’s Rights Alliance, 2011).
The ubiquitous concept of child-centred pedagogical practice can be
problematic. Dalhberg, Moss and Pence (1999: 43) argue there is no single
or simple definition of childhood; instead ‘there are many children and many
childhoods, each constructed by our `understandings of childhood and what
children are and should be’’. The Report of the Expert Advisory Group on the
Early Years Strategy (DCYA, 2013) highlights the diversity of children’s lives
and the implications of this diversity on access, inclusion and diverse services.
It points out that while take-up of the free preschool year is very high at
approximately 95%, access rates are lower among specific marginalised groups
such as Roma children and some children with disabilities. Furthermore, the
Report, while acknowledging the positive aspect of provision of additional
supports for children with additional needs, suggests that there is not
consistent access to preschool Special Needs Assistants across the country. It
could be argued therefore that the voice of the child is absent in such provision
- if resources are not available to support development to their full potential.
Goouch’s (2008) research explored ‘playful pedagogies’ in the UK, where
she considered political, historical, structural and policy influences on practice.
In addition, she considered how teachers’ values and principles impacted
on practice. She suggests there are dangers when a government catches
up with public concern in a sector of society or an area of publicly funded
services such as education, and suggests that while levels of accountability
are essential, the ‘human factors’ (p.94) involved in the education sector do
not neatly fit traditional measuring scales. Consequently, Goouch (2008)
cautions that in the United Kingdom, some teachers, including those in
early education, are engaging in ‘strategic compliance’ (Lacey in Woods and
Jeffrey 2004: 236) and in some cases, teaching can become technical rather
than relational. As a result of this pedagogic approach, she argues that
education may be reduced to prescriptive transmission of learning objectives
rather than adult and child working together in constructing knowledge.
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Advocating a Socratic method to working with children, Donnelly (2002;
2014) advocates philosophy (a love of wisdom) as an important element of
the classroom. A teacher/practitioner/parent can open up a topic which leads
to discussion, clarification, invites comments and allows for exploration of
responses – it is about student-driven knowledge and exploration. Dialogue,
agreements/disagreements (with the thoughts rather than the person)
encourages one to
‘surrender to the topic and the dialogue, to enter into
conversation with openness, to listen to the thoughts of
others and refine, develop or change one’s own thinking
accordingly or not. The process involves wondering,
musing, listening, asking questions, reflecting, thinking and
participating. There is no place for winning the argument’
(Donnelly, 2014).

Principles contained in Aistear (2009) provides details of what children say is
important to them, and inter alia their desire for adult support to reach their
full potential while being active participants in their own learning, in supportive
relationships and a stimulating environment. Listening to the children must
involve ‘hearing’ what they are saying in order to support their goals.
Hedges et al. (2011) focus on children’s voices as an important contributor
to early years’ curricula. Undertaking research in New Zealand, their focus
lies in investigating how children’s interests and teachers’ engagement with
these interests inform early years’ curriculum interactions. They suggest
the rhetoric surrounding children’s interests-based curricula does not fully
address the issue of how curricula are envisaged, interpreted and delivered
and indeed whose and which interests determine how the curriculum
is specified, enacted and experienced (Murphy and McCormick, 2008).
Moreover, they suggest that while curricula based on children’s interests are
seen as ‘exemplars of good practice’ (Hedges et al., 2011: 187) there is a
dearth of literature on such curricula.
Using the theoretical framework of funds of knowledge (González et al.,
2005), Hedges et al., (2011) argue that the diversity of contexts, relationships
and interactions of children’s lives provide rich foundations on which to
co-construct and extend their learning. Such funds of knowledge include
immediate and extended family cultural practices – involvement in routine
activities, parents’ occupations, leisure activities, cultural practices; centre87
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based funds of knowledge – peer and teacher interests, and communitybased funds of knowledge. However, their findings reveal shortcomings
in accessing these funds of knowledge to plan and implement learning
experiences for and with the children. Instead, ‘children’s interests that
were chosen to create curriculum were often those that aligned with teacher
interests and priorities’ (Hedges et al., 2011: 199).
Linklater (2006) conducted research with reception year children in
the UK, focusing on listening to and observing children as they talked their
experiences. She concludes that by teachers focusing on perfecting particular
(academic) abilities in children, the sociocultural context of children’s lives is
largely ignored and opportunities are missed to see the children as rich in
ability and potential. Significantly, she suggests that children quickly learn
to distinguish between ‘work’ and ‘play’ which undermines the process of
learning, citing Arneil’s (2002) contention that we must consider and reflect
on ‘the being as well as the becoming’ (Linklater, 2006: 77).
Peer relationships also influence children’s learning. Garton (2004)
suggests that, in the context of interactions, the relationship between the
expert and novice must be one of mutual engagement in negotiating
meaning. Personal experience working with preschool children highlights
how children’s friendships, arguments, choices of play experiences, the
physical environment and resources influence how their learning is enacted
and experienced. Some children will lead and some will follow; the fluidity
of the relationship often dependent on choice of toy or play partner as
the children collaborate, negotiate, compromise or argue during their
interactions. In addition, personal observations of how and with whom
children play when indoors and outdoors demonstrate that both context and
environment influence their learning and interactions as the group dynamics
frequently change: quiet voices are raised, and space and movement attract
group and solitary play. In essence, children play differently in both contexts.
Provision of such experiences supports ‘the task of the teacher to uncover
and understand that thinking and through discussion and a ‘pedagogy
of mutuality’ help[s] the child move from a private to a shared frame of
reference’ (Alexander, 2001).
Evolving from a meta-analysis of four empirical studies conducted by
Sheridan (2001), Sheridan’s subsequent research (2007) focused on discerning
how children’s opportunities for learning and development in preschool are
determined from four different perspectives; society, the teacher, the learning
context and the child. Findings from this research found that children in
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preschools that were rated ‘high quality’ felt they had more influence; their
teachers knew their interests and there was an atmosphere which promoted
communication and negotiation. Emphasising the importance of teacher
awareness of the holistic learning and development of the children, Sheridan
(2007: 207) highlighted that teachers in these high quality environments were
‘self-critical and held themselves responsible for missing opportunities to
communicate, to extend children’s learning, and to make children part of
what was going on’. While this paper does not allow for extensive discussion
of the four dimensions, the examples provide evidence of the importance of
‘interplay … [which] takes shape and develops in the meeting between the
child and the teacher’ (Sheridan, 2007: 208).

Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper has considered influences on children’s learning. In
Ireland, notable change has occurred in the past twenty years as education
moves centre-stage, hand-in-hand with care. Influences from European and
world-wide best practice influenced discourses, policy, legislation and the
ideology of childhood and positive innovations such as the quality framework
(CECDE, 2006) and curriculum framework (NCCA, 2009), the free preschool
year (ECCE, 2010).
Foregrounding the influences on children’s learning as a dynamic dance,
this paper highlights the relationship between policy and practice and
emphasises that, it is not sufficient simply to put structures in place without
closely monitoring the processes. While these positive developments have
been embraced by the key players, the convergence of ideas and ideals has
nevertheless lead to a divergence of interpretation, therefore lacking an
integrated critical analysis. Evidence from research explored in this paper
would suggest that interpretations of children’s play and work is dichotomous
and as such, poses dilemmas.
My role as a lecturer involves working with mature students, who are
owners of early years’ practices. During discussions, they acknowledge
positive changes made as a result of deepening understanding of policies
and frameworks and reflection on their own value-base. They comment on
listening to the children’s conversations, interacting more and ‘letting go’
of long-held assumptions that they know best. For many it is a challenging
journey as they navigate the rapidly changing landscape. The reality of their
provision, they suggest, is at times framed within policies and guidelines
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rather than from the children’s interests and there are challenges in integrating
all perspectives.
It is proposed to undertake PhD research with children, parents and
practitioners to explore the discourse of play and work in order to begin
together the process of negotiating a shared meaning in early years’ settings.

Notes:
1. Parents: ‘Parent’ or ‘parents’ are defined as a person or persons with
parental authority or responsibility. Parenting refers to all roles undertaken
by parents or others acting in loco parentis in order to bring up children.
2. Family: ‘Family’ is defined in its widest sense, including parents, those acting
in loco parentis, siblings, grandparents and extended family members. It
recognises the complexity of contemporary family structures.
Source: Better Outcomes Brighter Futures: The national policy framework for
children & young people 2014 – 2020 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs)
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Abstract

I

t is recognised that enriched environments and nurturing relationships
impact positively on a child’s development (Hayes, 2010). However,
since the turn of the century, digital technology has increasingly become
incorporated into the lives of children (Smith, et al., 2011). Smart phones,
computers, social networking sites, digital TV and the internet offer different
ways for children to communicate and socially interact. Various authors
suggest there may be consequences for brain development if children
are spending more time with digital technology at the expense of face to
face interactions (Greenfield, 2012; Turkle, 2011). In this paper, concerns
surrounding the impact of digital technology on children’s psychological
development are presented and discussed in relation to ECCE students’
professional training.
Key words:
Digital technology. Early Childhood students.
Child development.

Introduction
The paper begins with a brief description of the psychology currently taught
on Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) programmes, which informs
practice with young children. We then present ideas from cyberpsychology,
which are concerned with the possible negative impact of digital technology on
its consumers. Finally, we explore the potential consequences of engagement
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with digital technology for the young child, together with implications for
training ECCE professionals. Although Buckingham (2009) cautions against
the use of broad labels like ‘information technology’, we will use the term
‘digital technology’ (DT) throughout this paper, to include all screens such as
television, computers, smart phones and the use of the internet.
The authors are developmental psychology lecturers who teach on a
B.A. in Early Childhood Care in the North West of Ireland. The programme
provides students with a professional qualification, which enables them to
work in a variety of early years settings. Psychology is a core component of
study on this course and in all childcare programmes.

Psychology in ECCE programmes
The study of Psychology is of interest to ECCE students as it is concerned with
all aspects of human behaviour, and examines how we think, act, react and
interact (O’ Brien, 2008). It has contributed to our understanding of children’s
development, informing and guiding practice with young children (Lindon,
2005).The branch of psychology taught on ECCE programmes is primarily
developmental, which addresses the social, emotional, language, physical
and cognitive development of babies and young children up to 6 years of
age. On our programme, ECCE students investigate the importance of the
child’s early years, especially the first three years when so much learning and
development takes place.

Sensitive, responsive, consistent caregiving for
emotional development
In this paper, we will focus specifically on emotional development and brain
development in the early years. ECCE students study the importance of
providing enriched environments and nurturing relationships for healthy
development. Traditionally, this has occurred through face to face interactions
between child and carer. Ideally, the carer provides an environment with
appropriate stimulation and is attentive to the child’s needs. The attuned
carer supports the development of a secure attachment and emotional
wellbeing for the child (Hayes, 2010; Lindon, 2005). Therefore, great emphasis
is placed on the importance of sensitive, responsive, consistent caregiving
(which we refer to as SRCC) in all our developmental psychology classes for
ECCE students.
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The caregiver can support a young child’s emotional well-being
through tone of voice, eye contact, response to non-verbal cues and turntaking. Regulating a baby’s emotions and managing their stress involves
lots of face to face interactions. Babies cannot manage their own emotions
and the carer must do that for them. In time, they learn how to do this for
themselves, to settle themselves, to be able to be alone. Pre-school children
who are able to regulate their emotions and have secure attachments, have
‘greater social competence’, ‘fewer behavioural problems’, demonstrate
empathy, and have theory of mind (National Scientific Council on the
Developing Child (NSCDC), 2004).
Therefore, the early years set the foundation for emotional regulation,
coping and emotional competence throughout life, and ECCE students
who progress to work in a professional capacity with young children have
the potential to improve a child’s well-being and help a child flourish. On all
ECCE programmes, students have the opportunity to develop and practise
these skills while on practice placements.

Brain development
ECCE students also learn about the development of the human brain. They
discover that babies come into the world with all the brain cells or neurons
they need, and even more than they actually need (O’Brien, 2008). With each
experience the child has, connections are made between individual and groups
of neurons. Continued exposure to experiences strengthens these connections.
A lack of stimulation or exposure contributes to a pruning of neurons not used.
This concept of neural plasticity is taught on most ECCE courses, and provides
students with evidence for the importance of sensitive, responsive, consistent,
care (SRCC) in the early years of the child’s life. A child’s experiences (positive
and negative) shapes their brain architecture and provides the foundation for
all future learning and behaviour (Hayes, 2013; NSCDC, 2004).

Cyberpsychology
Since the turn of the century psychology has moved in new directions. One
of these is cyberpsychology. On our ECCE programme, cyberpsychology is
offered as an elective in year 4. In this subject, students study the psychological
impact of digital technology on both adults and children. As cyberpsychology
is a relatively new subject in psychology, research underpinning its core
99

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

theories is still at an early stage. Consequently, there are many contrasting
ideas which we discuss and debate with our ECCE students. A further issue
which impacts on this area is that technological advances have occurred at
such a rapid rate, it has proven difficult for psychological research to keep pace
with the changes.
In the following section, ideas from cyberpsychology will be presented
and discussed with reference to the two areas outlined earlier i.e. brain
development and emotional development. It is important to point out that
there is an absence of research on the impact of digital technology in relation
to the younger child, specifically those under three years of age (Duch et al.,
2013; Kalmus and Olafasson, 2013; Bittman, 2011; Kucirkova, 2011).
We suggest that younger children may be especially vulnerable if time
spent using digital technology is increasing. The views of some authors
including neuroscientists, psychologists and psychotherapists who have
written about digital technology and human development, although not
specifically in the early years, will be presented next. We would like to
highlight that some of these views have not been subjected to empirical
research, and may be considered as the authors’ opinions. However, we
believe the issues raised are important and warrant a conversation for early
childhood professionals.

Cyberpsychology and brain development
Susan Greenfield (2012), a neuroscientist, has written extensively on the
sensitivity of the young brain to environmental experiences. She proposes that
when children spend a lot of time playing games on computers, their brains
produce increased levels of the neurotransmitter dopamine. This chemical
stimulates their limbic system, an area of the brain primarily associated with
emotion. Dopamine also inhibits the prefrontal cortex, which is associated
with rational thinking. Her concern is that this reduces abstract and complex
thought. Dopamine levels also increase from pleasurable activities, such
as eating chocolate. However, as parents, we usually restrict the amount of
chocolate our children consume. Greenfield argues that as the young brain
is so pliable and sensitive to environmental stimulation, disparities can occur
in development. She postulates that this can lead to a reduced capacity for
rational thought, coupled with a heightened desire for emotional stimulation.
Greenfield calls for a dialogue regarding the appropriate use of digital
technology by young children.
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Attention problems
Nicolas Carr (2011) in his book ’The Shallows’ argues that increased internet use
conditions the brain to attend to multiple stimuli, but at the expense of deep,
critical and reflective thinking. Carr suggests that while we can adequately
complete superficial tasks simultaneously, we struggle to complete tasks which
require our sole concentration while there are distractions. For example, when
working on a computer, the constant interruptions we experience online
such as hyperlinks, email, or text alerts interrupt our ability to attend and
concentrate. Carr argues that each distraction offers a possible reward for the
internet user in the form of a welcome social interaction, a desirable product,
or simply the removal of boredom through distraction. Neurologically, this
results in increased dopamine production which facilitates minor episodes
of feeling good for the internet user. Carr is concerned that this proposed
reduced ability to concentrate is reinforced each time we go online. While
his fear is directed primarily at adult internet users, we believe that it warrants
discussion also for the ECCE sector.

Overstimulation Hypothesis
The idea that digital technology (like everything else) impacts on our brain
in a specific way was examined by Howard Jones (2011) in a meta- analysis
of 180 + studies entitled ‘The impact of digital technologies on human
well-being’. The review, carried out for Nominet Trust, a UK based social
investor, provides an analysis and synthesis by leading academics of ‘the
latest research at the intersection of the internet and society’, both nationally
and internationally. His report concludes that while digital technology may
not have negative consequences as ‘portrayed in the popular press’, he
recognises that it certainly appeals to our constant craving for stimulation and
provides an environment that is inherently more interesting than everyday
life. The young child who spends a lot of time using digital technology
adjusts to this high level of stimulation and they find it difficult to settle for
less. When a child watches a DVD or plays a computer game, their senses
are stimulated in quite complex ways. Bright colours, fast edits, loud noises,
instant gratification all condition the young brain. Over time, the brain
adapts to this level of stimulation and the child finds it difficult to focus on
less stimulating activities like sitting attentively in class or reading. Christakis
(2011) calls this the ‘Overstimulation Hypothesis’.
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Cyberpsychology and self regulation of emotions
Sherry Turkle (2011), an American researcher/Psychotherapist in her
book ‘Alone Together’ identifies several concerns regarding emotional
development and digital technologies. Turkle coined a term ‘always on,
always on us’ meaning that young people today always have some kind of
technology on them e.g., a mobile phone which connects them to other
people instantly. This can be seen as an extension of the child/parent
relationship. For Turkle, the phone becomes like a transitional attachment
object (an object that provides an emotional bridge between two people).
The young person with the phone is never fully independent and may
struggle to fully develop an autonomous sense of self, because while they
may be physically alone, emotionally they are never really by themselves.
She believes this to be psychologically unhealthy, in that, if children are
not comfortable with solitude, they may always feel lonely, and will need to
be in contact constantly for validation by others. Turkle argues that while
technology connects us to many others, it facilitates a different and reduced
type of communication between people. Digital connection is one which
involves less face to face contact, which she believes has a negative impact
on psychological wellbeing and behavioural health.
Young people who digitally express every little detail of their lives
may be using others as extensions of their own personality. Technology
has become part of the emotional experience. Through technology, others
manage emotions for us and we do not have to learn to regulate our own
emotions. Turkle suggests that ‘digital natives’, a term coined by Prensky
(2001) meaning young people who grew up with digital technology, could be
a generation with immature emotional development, always requiring other
people to feel fulfilled and uncomfortable on their own.
Earlier in this paper, we wrote about emotional development and ECCE
students learn how to facilitate the regulation of emotions for the young child.
They do this through turn taking, eye contact, tone of voice and so on until
the child gradually learns to self-regulate. If we apply Turkle’s concerns to the
psychology taught on ECCE programmes, then it is necessary to reassess the
use of mobile phones and technology in the lives of young children. While
the focus of a B.A. in ECCE is concerned with children in the age group (0- 6
years), we find our students are increasingly working with children aged 6- 12
years in after school clubs during their practice placements. Children in this
age group have greater access to digital technology. Therefore, many of the
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concerns just outlined are of relevance to our students who care for them.
In addition, younger children have access indirectly to technology through
older siblings and parents (Sau Ting, 2014).

Rethinking psychology for the digital age?
In traditional developmental psychology, there is agreement on the
fundamental principles which guide practice in childcare. ECCE students
explore and examine the psychological changes that take place throughout
childhood, so they acquire a deepened awareness and understanding of
child development to provide developmentally appropriate practice (DAP).
Cyberpsychology is a relatively new direction in psychology, but research
to date seems to have focused on middle childhood, teens and adults.
Additionally, due to the rapid development of technology, much research
data is on the impact of older technology such as television (Bittman et
al., 2011; Smith et al.,l 2011). Chaudron (2015:31) reports the findings of a
qualitative exploratory study across seven countries involving 119 children
and states that ‘there still remains significant gaps in knowledge’ in relation
to children’s access and use of technology. She goes on to say that research
is ‘lagging behind’ and is ‘still sparse and patchy’ despite increase usage by
very young children (Chaudron, 2015: 28).
The dilemma for the teaching of psychology to ECCE students is that we
are still a long way from having theories that integrate digital technology and
theories of development specifically for the preschool child. The sensitive,
responsive, consistent, caregiving (SRCC) we talked about earlier in this
paper typically involves lots face to face interaction. Greenfield (2012) makes
the point that the more young children use digital technology, the less face
to face time they are experiencing.
Sau Ting Wu (2014, nd) cautions that excessive digital technology
use ‘has ramifications for the emotional, psychological and social aspect
of a child’s life’. She advocates for research to focus specifically on the
risk of digital technology, especially with children younger than 6 years of
age. Additionally, an international systematic review by Duch et al., (2013)
conclude that there is an absence of research on the impact of digital
technology with infants and toddlers and calls for specific focus of study with
the very early years.
Given the lack of research into the psychological impact of digital
technology and very young children and the disagreement on emotional and
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neurological effects of digital technology on older children and adults, we
ask the question; what pedagogical approach should be adopted in teaching
psychology to childcare professionals? Currently, we introduce our students
to empirical research, and discuss speculative and opinion based authors
we spoke of earlier. This is an attempt to combine what is well established
in traditional developmental psychology with current research and concerns.
In the absence of empirical research, we recommend our students exercise
caution when using digital technology in their professional practice.
Currently, there are recommendations which can be referred to as
a ‘digital hygiene’ (Howard- Jones, 2011) or a ‘media diet’ (Chrystakis et
al., 2013) whereby we restrict the use or content of digital technology in
children’s daily lives. For example, The American Academy of Paediatrics
(2011) discourages media use in children less than 2 years. In France,
TV shows aimed at babies have been banned (Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation, 2008). In Ireland, the GUI longitudinal study (2009) tells us
that our 9 year olds spend between 1 and 3 hours daily watching TV.
David Coleman, a Clinical Psychologist writing in the Irish Independent
newspaper, in December 2013, recommends only one hour/day of TV
viewing for 8-12 year olds, and a maximum of 30 minutes daily for 3-7 year
olds. He goes on to say that children under 3 should not be exposed to any
screen, TV, Phone or iPad.

Concluding comments
Digital technology is a reality of life now. It presents new ways of interacting
and communicating with each other. Certainly, benefits are associated
with technology for children’s learning and development (Sternberg et al.,
2007). Computers have been used successfully in supporting children’s
reading skills, mathematics and in their cognitive development (Gelderblom
and Kotze, 2009). Howard- Jones (2011) makes the point that technology
is neither good nor bad, it depends how it is used. Currently, we do
not know its impact, if any, with very young children (Duch et al., 2013;
Kucirkova, 2011).
We presented opinions earlier in this paper which caution the possible
negative effects of too much screen time. We have also drawn attention to the
fact there is a dearth of research specifically in relation to digital technology
use and emotional and neural development in very young children. However,
our students must be prepared for working in a world which incorporates
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digital technology. As psychologists and educators we urge research to focus
on the very young, those under three and the impact of digital technology on
their psychological development.
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Abstract

A

yearlong ethnographic study was conducted within five early
childhood education classrooms within the province of Ontario,
Canada. The study aimed to explore young children’s literacy
meaning making experiences both before and after iPads were introduced
into five diverse contexts. Nine researchers collected data that included
over 120 hours of classroom observations, 2000 photographs, 200 video
recordings, and 500 sample artefacts from the children. Seven teachers/
early childhood educators, 71 children, and 24 parents participated in
the study. The article reports on some of the findings related to the
child-focused data. Specific variables such as children’s iPad knowledge
and contexts, haptic touch, time, access, engagement and competence
appeared to contribute to the literacy learning process. The research found
that both traditional and play-based literacy practices were a consistent
and important means for learning in each of the early childhood contexts.
However, the iPads afforded the children a new and different lens and
medium for a rich meaning making process to unfold and opportunities to
create sophisticated multimodal literacy texts. The study offers evidence of
the need to consider the role of both traditional and 21 st Century literacies
in young children’s literacy learning journey.
Key Words: early childhood education; 21st Century
literacies; iPads; ethnographic research
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Introduction
In a yearlong ethnographic study, nine scholars engaged in exploring young
children’s literacy meaning making within five early childhood education
classrooms within the province of Ontario, Canada. Specifically, the project
explored pathways to reconceptualise curriculum and pedagogy surrounding
traditional and 21st Century literacies in order to meet the needs of the
emerging ‘technologically constructed childhood’ (Fleer, 2011:16). Preliminary
results indicate that young children are using a vast range of traditional and
multimodal literacies in their homes and within early education settings.
Even the youngest of the participating children demonstrated rich, flexible,
and sophisticated meaning-making capabilities and implemented and made
connections between traditional and 21st Century literacies.
This paper focuses on some of the preliminary findings from the child
related data of the research project. As researchers we sought to understand
how children experienced the literacy classroom both before and after
iPads1 were introduced. The goal of the research was to gain insight into
many questions, such as what did the children know? How would the iPads
impact the children’s interactions, play, and meaning-making processes?
Understanding how children experience 21st Century literacies in the ‘real
world’ is the first step in defining curricula and pedagogical approaches to
early childhood education.

21st Century Literacies
The definition of being literate has undergone dramatic shifts in the 21st century.
The ‘new literacies’ movement recognizes the diversity of texts, and the need
for children to be critically engaged with and immersed in multifaceted forms
of texts and escalating literacy learning, beyond a functional level (Flynt &
Brozo, 2010; Walsh, 2008; Woloshyn, Lane, & Taber, 2013). Young children
need to be exposed to the different pathways of becoming literate through
critical encounters with varied modes of culturally specific texts, including
aural, visual, dramatic, digital and written texts (Marsh, 2005; Pahl & Rowsell,
2005). Literacy scholars such as Jewett and Kress (2003), Pahl and Rowsell
(2005) and Walsh (2010), favour the term multimodal literacy to understand
how children process the varied literacies they encounter, whether it be
1

The type of tablets used in the research project were iPads, thus the commercial name is
utilised throughout the article.
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reading, writing, talking, listening or viewing. What appears significant in the
21st Century is how new mediums of communication (e.g. iPads, smartphones,
etc.) invite the child to process images, words, sound, and movement within
texts ‘simultaneously, cohesively, and synchronously’ (Walsh, 2010: 213).
Wohlwend (2010) explains that these new mediums of communication
are pervasive in young children’s lives and as many 0-6 year olds use
digital media on a given day as read a book or listen to music. Yet
Wohlwend (2010:144) questions whether educators view and understand
young children as ‘emergent users of new literacies and new technologies’.
Disconnections between out-of-school and in-school literacies clearly
exist, and when digital mediums are present in early childhood education
classrooms, typically the focus remains on using it to support letter- and
word-recognition (Labbo, 2006).
Children live in a 2.0 world (i.e., one that includes global participation,
multiuser collaboration, and distributed resources and knowledge)
(Wohlwend, 2010) but often face literacy 1.0 practices within many early
childhood education programmes (Knobel & Wilbur, 2009). Literacy 1.0
practices focus on letter recognition, fluency, skill development, and
conventional linear texts, utilising digital mediums such as audio software for
matching sounds to letters or electronic readers (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003).
Early childhood educators themselves are often resistant to incorporate
digital mediums (Wohlwend, 2009), as classroom practices are still largely
shaped by the thinking that young children should only be exposed to
‘real’ and natural materials (Louv, 2008; Rousseau, 1762). Yet, understanding
how children traverse mediums, incorporate participatory literacy practices,
embody different identities, create and transform texts is the first step to
reconceptualising literacy curricula and praxis. Young children are immersed
in and surrounded by ‘a new kind of connectedness in the language they see,
hear, and use’ (Blanchard & Moore, 2010:2); understanding the impact and
implications of these processes on how children negotiate their world is key.

Theoretical Premise
The research study drew upon ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1989) and a socio-cultural orientation to child development (Vygotsky, 1986).
Ecological systems theory situates the child at the centre of a complex, bidirectional and interconnected series of environmental influences. Thus,
human development is conceived of as
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the progressive, mutual accommodation, throughout the life
course, between an active, growing human being, and the
changing properties of the immediate settings in which the
developing person lives, as this process is affected by the
relations between these settings, and by the larger contexts in
which the settings are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 1989: 188).

Complementing Bronfenbrenner’s theory, Johnson and Puplampu (2008)
describe the ecological techno-subsystem . This subsystem recognises that
children’s interactions have expanded within the microsystem level, and
now include elements of communicating and learning with peers through
and with digital mediums (e.g. internet, computers, tablets, portable audio
devices, etc.). By utilising increasingly complex cultural tools (e.g. internet,
Web 2.0 platforms) the child is an active co-constructor of knowledge,
mediating and helping to define social and cultural processes ( Johnson,
2010). Understanding the implications of the child’s role in challenging adultoriented conceptions of the relationship between digital modes and learning
is an important facet for research exploration.

Methodology
An ethnographic methodological approach was employed in this research
project with the goal of gaining an understanding of the experiences of
learning to be literate from the child, educator and parental perspective.
Literacies and literacy learning is not a neutral endeavour. Rather, literacies
and practices are shaped by the social, political, historical, and cultural
milieu of communities. Thus, the ethnographic approach affords a window
into the beliefs, motivations, and behaviours of the participants within
specific contexts (Hammersley, 1992). Research on the blending of the
virtual and real life worlds of young children’s meaning making processes is
an emerging area of research focus (Burke & Marsh; Merchant, 2010). How
does literacy learning unfold in a 21st Century classroom that includes digital
mediums? Is the process complex, more than merely having technology
available in classrooms? As researchers and educators we sought out ways
of understanding how children negotiated the digital world across the
material world as examples of converging learning and playing spaces upon
which children of the 21st century now operate. Thus, understanding the
complexities of literacy learning required an ‘in situ’ examination. These
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storied experiences of literacy learning were collected through observations,
interviews, and examination of literacy artefacts and analysed across five
diverse settings.
The ethnographic study focused on the naturalistic literacy experiences
within five programmes/classrooms within Ontario, Canada both before and
after the introduction of iPads: two early childhood education programs
(i.e. childcare) for children 3-5 year olds, and three full-day kindergarten
classrooms. The early childhood education system within Ontario is
structured based on a split delivery model (Varga, 2000), that is, childcare
for 0 to 3 year olds and before-and-after school care is provided within
a market-driven system, while children who are 4 and 5 years of age can
attend kindergarten within the publicly funded education system. Thus,
the early childhood education system in Ontario operates with 2 different
curricular frameworks and 2 diverse educator training and credentialing
systems (although both systems fall under one Ministerial governmental
responsibility, the Ministry of Education).
Several data collection tools were utilised in the fieldwork phase of the
study, including participant-observation, photo and video documentation, and
conversational interviews (with both children and educators). Data was collected
over a 7-month period and included over 120 hours of classroom observations,
2000 photographs, 200 video recordings, and 500 sample artefacts from the
children. Seven teachers participated in the observation phase of the project
with four of the teachers also completing an online survey. Additionally, twentyfour parents of the 71 participating children also completed an online survey
at the start of the project, providing a glimpse of at-home literacy practices.
Of the seventy-one participating children, 33 were female and 38 were male.
Fifty-two children attended full day kindergarten (and ranged in age from
4-5 years), 9 children attended an all-day childcare centre (and ranged in age
from 3-4 years), and 10 children attended a half-day kindergarten program
in the morning and a childcare centre in the afternoon (and ranged in age
from 3-5 years). Approximately, two-thirds of the children reported some prior
experience with an iPad outside of their early childhood classrooms.
The length of the study and multiple data tools allowed the researchers
to gain an ‘insider account’ of the sociocultural knowledge of early learners
and their teachers, as well as a holistic description and interpretation of the
phenomenon of being and becoming literate (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993).
Here in this article, the author focuses primarily on the findings related to
the children.
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Emerging Themes
Although several themes emerged from the inductive analysis of the data
records related to the children, the discussion below focuses on only two of
these findings, children’s knowledge, and 21st Century literacies. Inductive
analysis afforded ‘research findings to emerge from the frequent, dominant
or significant themes inherent in raw data, without the restraints imposed by
structured methodologies’ (Thomas, 2006: 238). As the focus of the project
was centred on understanding children’s experiences, a naturalistic method
coupled with inductive analysis offered a more ‘goal-free’ (Scriven, 1991)
description of children’s lived experiences.

Children’s Knowledge
Young children enter formal learning environments with an abundance of
understanding of the world around them. Literacy researchers often use the
phrase ‘funds of knowledge’ to refer to this emerging and early awareness
of print, concepts of letters and sound, experimental reading and writing
skills, and technological knowledge and talents that children possess prior
to formal schooling (Clay, 1987; Gonzalez, Moll, & Armanti, 2005; Mawson,
2011; Morrow, 2012). By understanding the knowledge children possess, a
starting point for teaching and learning within the classroom can be realised;
an invitation upon which complex literacy play and learning opportunities
within an early childhood education programs can be built.
In this study, the children were knowledgeable about the basic functions
of an iPad. For example, turning the iPad on and off, swiping, adjusting
the volume, moving between and within applications (apps) appeared
to be common knowledge amongst the children. Some of the children
demonstrated higher degrees of familiarity and prior knowledge than others
(e.g. how to shop, purchase and download apps in the iTunes store, or
using the digital camera functions). Typically, the children with the greatest
knowledge and familiarity had an iPad at home or available to them outside
of school. The vignette below demonstrates the depth of the children’s
knowledge in manipulating the functions of the iPad and specific apps.
Wes2 and Evan are interested in the Fairy Tale app. Wes
dresses the wolf by making several different choices from
2

All research participants were assigned a pseudonym.
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the varied options. The researcher asks him “Do you know
what story that is from?” Wes answers “That’s not a story”
(and does not appear to recognise that the character is from
the story Red Riding Hood). The app involves creating an
avatar of the ‘wolf’ character and then allows children to
take screen shots after placing the avatar throughout the
room. Each boy takes a turn with the iPad
creator tool
and created an individual avatar. Evan quickly figures out
how to use the camera and shows Wes. Throughout the visit
three other children approach Evan to ask varied questions
about taking a picture with the avatar app.
Observation Notes, Class A, iPad Introduction, p. 2

Irrespective of the levels of the children’s previous knowledge, overwhelmingly
the majority of the children were ingenious in using the iPads. Children with
less familiarity tended to use a trial and error system in learning to use the
iPads and apps.
The haptic nature of the iPad itself tended to invite exploration and
experimentation (Simpson, Walsh, & Rowsell, 2013). The term ‘haptic’
refers to ‘the study of touch and the human interaction with the external
environment through touch’ (Minogue & Jones, 2006: 318). Although the
importance of touch (as one of children’s important sensory experiences)
and learning through touch has long been recognised and valued within the
field of early childhood education, research on touch and its implications
for literacy learning as well as educational technology is still in its infancy
(Minogue & Jones, 2006; Simpson et al., 2013). In Figure 1, a kindergarten
boy explores the functions of drawing with the Story Maker app. The choices
within this app invited children’s touch in making drawing tool selections,
colour choices, and object selections, as well as the drawing itself. The app
also invited the children to add music or their own video recording; functions
all manipulated by touch.
The ‘invitation to touch’ inherent with the iPad coupled with the infinite
possibilities for children to create and recreate texts encouraged some
of the more reticent writers of the group of participants to use the iPads.
Additionally, children found the ease of erasing aspects of their texts and
drawings as another positive and engaging aspect of the iPads.
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Figure 1

The researcher and a 5-year-old girl, Anna, spend time side
by side with an iPad making several attempts at drawing lines
– erasing them, trying with a new function – they experiment
drawing such things as grass and brown dirt. As Anna gains
the necessary tools to make a picture – she begins to draw
one of a person and the sun – She completes this several
times as she labels varied aspects as a “mistake” and erases
her work. After several attempts, she seems content to
create a final image – which we then take as a screen shot.
Observation Notes, Class C-16/01, p. 11

21st Century Literacies
Preliminary results from the study demonstrated that children used a vast
range of both traditional and multimodal literacies in their lives both before
and after the iPads were introduced into the classroom context. Walsh (2010)
provides a comprehensive definition of multimodal literacy as referring to:
[the] meaning-making that occurs through the reading,
viewing, understanding, responding to and producing and
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interacting with multimedia and digital texts. It may include
oral and gestural modes of talking, listening and dramatising
as well as writing, designing and producing such texts.
(Walsh, 2010, p. 213).

Of the 24 parents who responded to the survey, at-home literacies were
described as encompassing a vast array of experiences, including shared
print-based book reading, pretend play, teaching of specific names of letters
and sounds, and printing, singing and rhyming. Additionally, parents reported
that their children did use ‘new’ technologies (e.g. texting, iPads, computer,
smart phone) as well as ‘new technology’ websites (e.g. internet, Skype,
Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Club Penguin) with regular frequency in a typical
week. Although parents reported that using some form of new technology was
one of their child’s favourite at home literacy activities, overwhelmingly shared
reading or book reading was reported most often as the most preferred activity.
In all five classrooms, it is important to note that iPads were not available
prior to the research team’s involvement. And although all contexts did have
computers available in their rooms (or access to a computer laboratory), the
three kindergarten classrooms reported that Internet access was unreliable, and
the sole computer in the childcare classrooms was sent out for repair during the
study. Consequently, the educators reported that the literacy practices in all five
of the classrooms were centred on more traditional activities, such as shared
print-based reading, drama, oral storytelling, singing and rhyming, visits to the
library, and the teaching of specific letters, sounds, and printing. Although all of
the educators recognised the important role of ‘new communication mediums’
within early childhood classrooms, at the start of the research project their own
favoured literacy practices were more traditional in nature (e.g. Figure 2).
The analysis of the observational data revealed that even the youngest of
the children demonstrated rich meaning making processes and competence
as both users and producers with the iPads (Rowsell & Harwood, in press). The
sophistication of their use and production tended to be a factor of both time
and the nature of exposure to the iPads, as well as, the educator’s ‘intentional’
teaching. Intentional teaching refers to a pedagogical approach that ‘involves
educators being deliberate, purposeful and thoughtful in their decisions and
actions’ (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
(DEEWR), 2009: 15). Although this construct does appear to be a factor in how
iPads are utilised in the classroom context, the discussion of teaching and
pedagogy is beyond the scope of this one article.
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Figure 2

The children’s refinement in using the iPads appeared contingent on having
long blocks of uninterrupted time and agency in directing their own actions.
For example, in the two childcare classrooms the use of the iPads was
‘unrestricted’, meaning that the iPads were available to the children at any
time throughout the day. As well, in these two classrooms there tended to be
less reliance on ‘surveillance’ type of rules in how the children could interact
with the iPads (e.g. only one child at a time on an iPad, seated use of the
iPads only, etc.). In comparison to the other three kindergarten classrooms,
the childcare children tended to collaborate more readily on the iPads, create
common or shared artefacts (e.g. two children selecting the clothing and
features of one avatar), and share knowledge amongst themselves.
All the girls with iPads open the app called Pet Doctor. Olive is
the first to ask the researcher to show her where to find what
she labels as the ‘doctor one’ in the folders (all the apps are
organized by theme in folders). The researcher shows Olive
how to find it and Olive helps April and then offers to help the
other girls find Pet Doctor…[later] Olive helps April by telling
her to squirt water on the cat’s ear (it is not as obvious on how
to mend the cat’s torn ear and it requires a 3 step approach
including squeezing of a dropper). Olive tells April that after
she squeezes the medicine the cat will get better.
Observation Notes, Class A-16/05, pp. 1-2
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As Figure 3 helps to highlight, the kindergarten classrooms did achieve
greater sophistication in their use of the iPads, however, this tended to occur
only toward the end of the 7 months of data collection (and at the invitation
of either a researcher or educator).

Figure 3

Conclusion
The ethnographic research project afforded insights into the uniqueness of
specific variables such as children’s knowledge and contexts, touch, time,
access, engagement and competence and how these factors may contribute
to literacy learning. Vignettes of teachers’ practices, children and families’
experiences can help demonstrate how literacies are experienced in the
‘real world’. In this article, the author focused on the children’s ‘storied
experiences’ in how they negotiated the literacy classroom before and
after iPads were introduced. Although traditional and play-based literacy
practices remained a predominant and important means for learning in
each of the early childhood contexts, the iPads afforded the children a ‘new’
medium for rich meaning making process to unfold and opportunities to
create sophisticated multimodal literacy texts. The children demonstrated
competence as both users and producers of texts with the iPads. The
iPads provoked new ways for children to express themselves and engage
in literacy processes. The data from this study offers evidence of the need
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to consider the role of both traditional and 21st Century literacies in young
children’s literacy learning journey. Children’s literacy-learning journey is
complex and there are many unanswered questions. However, children
appear to naturally blend, mix, and re-mix traditional literacy practices and
21st Century multimodal approaches. As educators and researchers, we must
first understand how children traverse and blend mediums, socially engage in
literacy practices, change and adapt different identities, create and transform
texts before we can hope to reconceptualise literacy curricula and praxis to
meet their needs.
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Abstract

T

he status of early child care and education in Japan was assessed by a
nationwide survey. We mailed questionnaires asking about equipment,
views of the goals of child care, issues related to teacher quality, etc., to
29,100 kindergartens and day-care centres. The returned 5,221 questionnaires
were the subject of the study. More than 90% of kindergartens and day-care
centres were similarly equipped with a sandbox, slide and flower or plant
bed. The majority of the directors both in kindergartens and day-care centres
believed that building healthy bodies and learning basic habits were among
the most important goals of child care. Low salary was believed to be one of
the major factors impeding the improvement of teachers’ quality.

Overview of early childhood education
and care in Japan
For readers who are not familiar with the system of Japanese early child care
and education, we briefly review the history and present status of Japanese
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kindergarten and day-care centres. Kindergarten (yochi-en) was first established
in 1876 in Tokyo as an entry point in the educational system. The educational
policy of kindergarten was adopted from Germany. Since kindergartens are
the first step on the educational ladder in Japan, they are supervised by the
Ministry of Education (Monbu-sho, current Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology or MEXT). Currently 1.58 million children
aged 3 to 5 attend 13,043 kindergartens (FY2013 School Basic Survey, MEXT).
Day-care centres (hoiku-jo or hoiku-en) were established first as a child
welfare facility for mothers unable to fully take care of their children mainly
due to the need to work. The first public day-care centre was started in
Kyoto Prefecture, and then such centres were established throughout the
whole nation. Currently 2.21 million children aged 0 to 5 attend 240,038
centres (FY2013, MHLW). Day-care centres are supervised not by MEXT but
by the Ministry of Health and Labour and Welfare (Kosei rodo-sho or MHLW)
because the care provided is regarded not as education but as necessary
daily care.
The main differences between kindergartens and day-care centres
are their histories, supervising bodies (MEXT vs. MHLW), the age range
of attending children (3 to 5 in kindergarten, 0 to 5 in day-care centres),
open hours (morning to noon in kindergarten vs. morning to evening in
day-care centres), eligibility (all children in kindergarten vs. children of
working mothers), and teacher’s qualifications. However, as the readers of
this article will see in the results, the actual activities of both institutions are
quite similar.
The increasing number of working mothers has generated a huge
demand for day-care centres where they keep children longer. Due to
the shortage of day-care centres in city areas, not all children with working
mothers can be enrolled, which has resulted in a waiting list for openings
(taiki-jido mondai, wait-listed children’s problems).
A new system, Early Childhood Education and Care centre (ECEC
centre: nintei kodomo-en) was recently launched by the government in
order to integrate kindergartens and day-care centres, and to make a unified
national educational system for preschool children in Japan. The problems
and prospects of ECEC centres will be discussed at the end of this article.
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Introduction to the survey
In order to improve the quality of care at kindergartens and day-care centres,
we need to correctly understand the current conditions of child care in
these facilities. The quality of child care is determined by intricate interplay
between physical environments such as buildings, yards, slides and other
playing equipment, and discipline methods of children by teachers, and
many other factors including culture as indicated by the well-known work of
Bronfenbrenner (1979). Hence, the assessment of the quality of care must
inevitably become very diverse and difficult. Nevertheless, the need for
assessing the quality of child care has been advocated (Vandel &Wolfe, 2000).
In Japan, there have been significant changes in the practice of child
care in recent years. Tobin et al. (2009) compared the practices and attitudes
of teachers in kindergartens in Japan between 1984 and 2004 and concluded
that there were substantial changes in Japanese early childhood education.
Tobin’s conclusion was based on video recordings of specific kindergartens
in the Kyoto area. Though it is quite informative, it is hard to regard it as
representing general trends in kindergartens and day-care centres in Japan.
In order to briefly grasp the general view of Japanese early child education,
we conducted a nation-wide questionnaire survey of kindergarten and daycare centres. In the present paper, we would like to describe the major results
of our survey.

Subjects and methods
As mentioned above, there are 13,043 kindergartens and 24,038 day-care
centres in Japan. In addition to these conventional facilities, there are 879
Early Childhood Education and Care centres (ECEC centres; nintei kodomo
en), which are a new type of child care centre (FY2013, Office for Advancing
Kindergarten and Day Care Centre Cooperation). With the strong promotion
by the government, the number of these ECEC centres will increase in the
near future.
We randomly selected 29,100 kindergartens and day-care centres
throughout Japan, and mailed a questionnaire to the principals/directors
of these facilities. We obtained 5,221 returns (17.9%) and these returned
questionnaires were the subjects of the study. The survey was conducted
between October and December in 2012. In the questionnaire, we asked the
items shown in Table 1.
123

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

Table 1 Items asked in the questionnaire
Note: Some questions have been paraphrased in translation.
■■ Does your kindergarten or centre have the following facilities?
■■ Does the principal/director/manager of your facility possess any of the following
qualifications?
■■ Please tell us the number of teachers (including qualifications, length of
experience and roles), administrative personnel, and other specialists.
■■ What is the enrolment limit of each age-group class, and how many are
enrolled actually?
■■ Do you revise your curriculum or instruction plans regularly? Or send student
records to primary schools?
■■ Do you have a system of self-evaluation or third-party evaluation?
■■ What are the hours of caregiving?
■■ What are the important goals of education and child care at your facility?
■■ What are the essential issues at your facility?
■■ Are there any children with disabilities or special needs? If so, what measures
have been adopted?
■■ Do you do any of the following activities with the whole class within the
curriculum? Please tell us in detail about the age groups and instructors.
■■ What kind of extracurricular activities do you have?
■■ How do you inform parents about how children spend the day?
■■ What kind of child-support programs do you offer (and to whom)?
■■ What effects do you think child-support programs have?
■■ Do you think the parents’ way of being or the children’s (up to age 5) upbringing
have changed in the past 10 years?
■■ Which of the following support for families with infants do you think is necessary?
■■ Have your children experienced exchange activities with any of the following
students or people?
■■ How often, when (on-duty/off-duty) and what kind of training programs do
you have?
■■ Choose the most important issue regarding management and services.
■■ What will improve the quality of teachers at your facility?
■■ Considering the promotion of ECEC centres by the government, what move will
your facility make?
■■ What are the top 3 conditions for your facility to consider when deciding
whether to make a transition to an ECEC centre?
■■ What are your concerns, issues and expectations toward the transition to an
ECEC centre?
■■ Does your kindergarten admit 3-year-olds (as soon as they turn 3)?
■■ Do you hold parent-child days for 0 to 3 year-olds? If so, please provide details.
■■ Do you accept 2 year-olds as part of the child-support program?
■■ Do you have extended hours of day care? If so, please provide details.
■■ Since the revision of the National Guidelines for Care and Education at Day
Nursery in 2009, what changes do you feel at your day-care centre?
■■ What are the advantages of being an ECEC centre?
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Results
Questionnaires were returned from 456 public kindergartens, 921 private
kindergartens, 1362 public day-care centres, 2343 private day-care centres,
and 139 ECEC centres. Titles of respondents from these institutions are
shown in Table 2. As seen in the table, the majority of the respondents
were directors, but deputy directors and senior teachers also answered
the questionnaire.

Table 2 Titles of respondents (%)

directors

deputy
directors

senior
teachers

other

nonresponse/
unknown

Public Kindergartens (456)

70.6

15.4

9.2

3.7

1.1

Private Kindergartens (921)

69.2

13.2

11.1

5.1

1.4

Public Day-care centres (1,362)

85.9

3.4

7.6

1.1

2.1

Private Day-care centres (2,343)

75.2

5.9

13.3

3.0

2.5

ECEC centres (139)

73.4

10.1

10.1

2.9

3.6

Note: Sample size
indicated in brackets.

We first asked about the environment and facilities in each institution. Fig.
1 summarizes the percentage of kindergartens or day-care centres which are
equipped with yards, sandbox, piano, slides, flower beds and others. It was
found that over 90 percent of these institutions are equipped with a yard,
sandbox, slides and flower beds. As seen in Fig. 1, playing in the sandbox
is one of the most common activities in kindergartens and day-care centres
in Japan. Growing plants in flower beds is also common, and this activity
has been thought to be effective in promoting children’s understanding
of nature, and knowledge of edible plants as part of food education. One
unique nature activity in Japan is sweet potato digging as shown in Fig. 2,
cultivated potatoes are usually brought back to kindergartens or day-care
centres, and cooked in a bonfire for eating.
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Fig. 1. Equipment ownership at facilities (%)

Note: Sample size indicated in brackets.

We then asked the directors about their views regarding important goals of
education and child care. The questionnaire asked respondents to choose
the three most important goals from among 16 typical answers. Results are
shown in Table 3. Although there were some differences among the goals
chosen by directors of different types of institutions, we could extract some
common views from them. “Learning basic life habits” was chosen as the top
priority (42.7%), followed by “creating healthy bodies” (41.2%) and “being
considerate of others” (34.0%). Among those answers chosen least were
“learning letters and numbers” (0.6%), and “fostering international sensibility
and becoming familiar with a foreign language” (0.7%). However, in contrast
to these expressed views, it was interesting that as much as 40 to 50% of
kindergartens included the Japanese alphabet and English teaching in their
curriculum, as shown in Fig. 3.
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Fig. 2. Activity Example—Digging for sweet potatoes
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Table 3 Important goals of education and child care (%)
Kindergartens Day-care centres ECEC
Total
(5,221) Public Private Public Private Centres
(456) (921) (1,362) (2,343) (139)
1. Being able to freely play

27.4

30.0

28.3

29.4

25.4

25.9

2. Creating healthy bodies

41.2

39.0

31.8

47.2

42.0

36.7

3. Learning basic life habits

42.7

35.5

41.2

43.6

44.3

38.8

4. Becoming independent and
self-sufficient

8.2

6.6

9.6

7.9

8.2

8.6

5. Communicating with nature

11.0

6.8

10.2

10.3

12.4

12.2

6. Stimulating interests through
play

23.8

30.3

25.2

22.8

22.0

32.4

7. Valuing friends and friendly
cooperation

29.1

37.5

29.3

32.0

26.1

23.0

8. Clearly expressing thoughts and
careful listening

19.7

27.0

15.9

23.5

17.8

16.5

9. Learning to be polite

2.4

0.2

3.3

0.5

3.5

3.6

10. Being considerate of others

34.0

27.9

30.7

35.1

36.3

26.6

11. Welcoming challenges

5.4

6.8

6.1

4.0

5.5

9.4

12. Learning letters and numbers

0.6

0.0

2.1

0.1

0.6

0.0

13. Fostering international sensibility
and becoming familiar with a
foreign language

0.7

0.0

1.8

0.0

0.7

2.9

14. Enriching sensibility and
sensitivity

28.8

28.5

32.8

23.9

29.8

33.8

15. Expressing oneself with the
five senses

3.9

2.9

4.1

3.8

4.0

5.0

16. Promoting individuality

2.9

1.1

3.8

1.4

3.5

6.5

17. Other

2.7

2.2

3.6

2.3

2.7

2.9

Note: Sample size indicated in brackets.
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Fig. 3. Regular activities for all children (%)

Note: Sample size indicated in brackets.

We next examined the length of experience of the teachers, as shown in
Fig.4. Among younger teachers, kindergarten teachers had more years of
experience than day-care centre teachers. However, the number of teachers
who had more than 10 years of experience was larger in day-care centres.
We then asked what measures were thought to be effective to improve
the quality of teachers. As seen in Table 4, improvement in the content of
training programs and a better salary were chosen as most effective, followed
by creating an atmosphere of mutual support among teachers. We asked
a similar question relating to the improvement of management and service
(Table 5 ). Improvement in the quality of teachers was chosen as the most
important factor in improving the services.
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Fig. 4. Length of experience as teachers (%)

Table 4: Top 5 issues for improvement of the quality of teachers (%)
1
Total
(5,221)
71.8

Kindergartens

66.2
Improving
training
program
content
66.9
Better salary
for teachers

Private
(921)

Day-care centres

Public
(456)

Better salary
for teachers

77.2
Better
placement
Public standards for
(1,362) teachers
72.6
Better salary
for teachers
Private
(2,343)

ECEC
centres
(139)
77.7

83.4
Better salary
for teachers
69.1

2

3

5

Improved
guidance by
management

67.7
62.1
Improving
Better
training program placement
content
standards for
teachers
67.2
65.3
Improving
Creating an
training program atmosphere of
content
mutual support
among teachers
65.5
59.7

61.2
Creating an
atmosphere of
mutual support
among teachers
63.3
60.1
Opportunities
Improved
to participate in guidance by
off-site training management

Note: Respondents selected all that apply of 28 items.
Note: Sample size indicated in brackets.
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4

Improving
Creating an
training program atmosphere of
content
mutual support
among teachers
61.9
59.6
Regular status
Creating an
for non-regular
atmosphere of
teachers
mutual support
among teachers
64.7
64.0
Improving
Creating an
training program atmosphere of
content
mutual support
among teachers
68.6
60.6
Regular status
Improving
for non-regular
training program
teachers
content

Better
placement
standards for
teachers

59.2
Improved onsite training
content

Improved
guidance by
management

60.5
Improved
guidance by
management

60.1
Improved onsite training
content

56.0
Improved
guidance by
management

55.3
Creating an
atmosphere of
mutual support
among teachers
59.5
Improved
guidance by
management

59.0
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Table 5 Issues regarding management and services (%)
1

Kindergartens

Total
(5,221)
21.8

Public
(456)

Private
(921)

2

3

Maintaining
and improving
quality of
teachers
13.4
Maintaining
and improving
quality of
teachers

Employing
teachers

Good facilities
and equipment

7.5
Good facilities
and equipment

7.3
Acquiring new
children

23.0
Acquiring new
children

7.7
Maintaining
and improving
quality of
teachers
18.1
Employing
teachers

7.5
Financial and
budgetary
(subsidies, fees,
etc.)
11.3
Consolidation

15.2
Employing
teachers

7.5
Financial and
budgetary
(subsidies, fees,
etc.)
9.3
Employing
teachers

Day-care centres

19.8
Maintaining
and improving
Public
quality of
(1,362)
teachers
23.1
Maintaining
and improving
Private
quality of
(2,343)
teachers
22.1
Maintaining
and improving
quality of
teachers
ECEC
centres
(139)
23.0

12.2

16.6
Financial and
budgetary
(subsidies, fees,
etc.)

4
Financial and
budgetary
(subsidies, fees,
etc.)
7.1
Employing
teachers/
Safety
and crime
prevention
6.8
Good facilities
and equipment
8.3
Good facilities
and equipment

5
Acquiring new
children

Coping with
children with
disabilities and
special needs/
Consolidation
5.5
Employing
teachers

6.5
Good facilities
and equipment

6.8
Coping with
children with
disabilities and
special needs
3.9
Acquiring new
children

7.8
Good facilities
and equipment

4.8
Acquiring new
children/
Coping with
children with
disabilities and
special needs/
Safety
and crime
prevention

7.9

5.8

4.3

Note: Respondents selected the most important of 22 management issues.
Note: Sample size indicated in brackets.

Discussion
This paper deals with the results of a quantitative survey of kindergartens and
day-care centres in Japan. Considering the large number of respondents in
the present survey, and despite the low return rate, it may be concluded that
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the current results represent the general conditions and directors’ views of
kindergartens and day-care centres in Japan. Although kindergartens and
day-care centres were established separately and are under the auspices
of different authorities, the general conditions of facilities, equipment and
views of the directors regarding child care policies were found to be quite
similar, with minor differences. The newly established ECEC centres are the
product of a governmental policy to converge these two institutions into
one. Although the process of this convergence has been reported to be
very slow, it should be possible to overcome these small differences between
kindergartens and day-care centres in future.
It was found that despite large differences between individual
kindergarten and day-care centres, the provision of basic equipment was
very similar. The sandbox is among the most commonly shared equipment.
Although the sandbox was initially developed in the United States, it is
currently regarded as the centre of children’s activities in kindergarten and
day-care centres in Japan. It is believed to be the most suitable environment
to promote children’s free play. Flower and plant beds are used both for
amusement and education on nature and food. The high rate of related
equipment is probably rooted in Japanese culture and the current promotion
of food education (Shokuiku) in Japan.
It has been generally believed that kindergarten is an institution for
early childhood education and day-care centres are for child care. There
have been disputes in Japan over the basic policy of ECEC centres as to
whether education or care comes first. In the international arena, such
dichotomy is non -existent, and discussion is rather focused on the equity and
sustainability of education. It is hoped that through constructive discussion
the ECEC centre will be established as an ideal institution for better child
care and education.
Just as equipment provided was found to be similar, little difference was
found between directors’ views about the goal of care between kindergartens
and day-care centres. Directors in both institutions chose healthy bodies
and basic habits as the most important aims of child care. They put little
emphasis on learning letters, numbers or foreign language. However,
when we looked at the implementation of learning activities, there were
substantial differences. Differences were noted not only between views and
practice, but between kindergartens and day-care centres. Thus while less
than 1% of the directors valued English learning, as much as 58% of private
kindergartens had English lessons. On the other hand, only 10.7% of public
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day-care centres had English lessons. Such discrepancies were also seen in
the learning of letters and numbers.
These discrepancies are presumably derived from the fact that the
directors of day-care centres are more immune to requests from parents
than directors of kindergartens. The number of children whose parents want
them to be enrolled in day-care centres outnumber capacity, so directors in
day-care centres need not worry about a reduction in applicants. In contrast,
most kindergartens are suffering from a steady decline in enrolment and
therefore the directors in kindergarten are prone to choose curricula which
are attractive to parents. The Japanese government has decided to reduce
the starting age for English language education from 12 to 9 years old, and
this decision has made parents seek English language education early in
children’s lives.
More than 60% of the directors in kindergartens and day-care centres
had less than 10 years’ experience. It was reported that the average years of
experience of teachers in kindergarten is 7.5 years. As clearly indicated in the
answers on the necessary measures to improve the quality of teachers, low
salary is an important factor in the high turnover of teachers at kindergartens
or day-care centres. Increasing investment in child care is crucial in order
to improve the quality of care and education in kindergartens and day-care
centres. In addition to “better salary”, “improving training program content”
was chosen by more than 65% of respondents. Strengthening educational
systems that ensure in-service training is essential.
Improving the quality of teachers was chosen as the top priority issue
to improve the management and service in child care and education. The
government policy to reduce the number of wait-listed children has increased
the total capacity of day-care centres. As a result, directors of day-care
centres are busy recruiting new teachers, and this is reflected in their choice
of “employing teachers” as their second most important issue.
Implications of the present survey are several-fold. First, this is the first
large-scale questionnaire survey on the beliefs and practices of teachers
in kindergartens and day-care centres in Japan. Necessary measures can
be extrapolated from the problems shown in the results. The list of top
priority measures includes increasing teachers’ salary and providing better
in-service training.
Similarity in practice and teachers’ beliefs among kindergartens and daycare centres is a promising finding with respect to the sound development
of new ECEC centres. Current reports have indicated that differences in
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educational policies and curricula are among the biggest obstacles for the
development of ECEC centres. Directors in both kindergartens and daycare centres should recognize their similarity rather than disputing their
differences.
ECEC centres have been designed to resolve problems present in
current kindergartens and day-care centres. Entry age is from 0 to 5 and
parents can choose either a half-day or full-day course. As mentioned
previously, a full-day course at day-care centres is currently open only to
working mothers. In addition, in order to enrol a child in a day-care centre,
the mother must submit certification of employment, and selection of the
particular day-care centre is entirely done by the local government. In the
new ECEC centres system, parents can choose their favourite centre, and
working status is not relevant at all.
The government has requested that every kindergarten and day-care
centre choose to remain as they are or to become an ECEC centre. It is
hoped that the quality of early childhood education and care in Japan will be
improved in the process of these reforms.
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Abstract

T

he Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) sector is currently
undergoing a process of professionalisation driven by policy initiatives
that seek to increase the level of qualifications amongst practitioners.
This review article examines the factors that contribute to the professional
status of the ECCE workforce as well as the poor pay and conditions within
the sector. The gendered/undervalued nature of care work professions, a
dichotomy between care and education within ECCE, the lack of professional
identity within the ECCE sector and the fragmented organisation and
composition of the ECCE sector are each discussed in light of their impact
on the professional status of the ECCE workforce. The argument is made that
the open market is unable to sustain a professional workforce and therefore
it is imperative that Governments subsidise ECCE in order to achieve a
professional sector.

Introduction
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) has received significant policy
focus in recent years (OECD, 2006; Moss, 2006; Duignan, 2011). This focus
has been the result of an increased need for childcare to facilitate parents,
and mothers in particular, to engage in paid employment and an increased
awareness of the individual and the societal benefits of high quality ECCE, as
noted by research such as Bachmuller Gortz and Rasmussen (2011), The High
Scope Perry Pre-school Study (2005), and Campbell et al (2002). The positive
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correlation between staff qualifications and high quality ECCE has been the
motivation behind policy initiatives that seek to increase qualifications within
this sector. Moss (2006, p.30) notes that ‘there is an increasing recognition
that they [ECCE practitioners] require improved education and higher
level qualifications.’
While there is consensus regarding the need for a professionally
qualified ECCE workforce (DJELR, 1999; DES, 1999; DES, 2009; Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2006) a difficulty
lies in providing the financial resources necessary to achieve this goal. The
OECD highlights the issue of low pay levels of ECCE staff throughout OECD
countries (OECD, 2006). The question is; why do levels of pay continue to be
so low even though the sector is becoming professionalised?
This review will begin by examining the sociology of professions literature
in order to determine the factors and issues relevant to both the professional
status and the professionalisation process of an occupation. It will then
discuss the factors contributing to professional status and poor pay within
the ECCE sector, as highlighted within academic literature. In addressing
this question, literature (Osgood, 2005; Share, 2005; Moss, 2006; Findlay
et al. 2009; Kiersey, 2009; Thrope et al. 2011; Start Strong 2014) highlights
the gendered/undervalued nature of care work professions, a dichotomy
between care and education within ECCE, the lack of professional identity
within the ECCE sector and the relicense of the sector on the private market
as contributing factors to continued low pay within the ECCE sector.

Sociology of Professions
The professional status of an occupation must be examined when addressing
the issue of pay and conditions, as the former has direct implications for the
latter. An examination of the professional status of ECCE practitioners must,
therefore, be undertaken. In exploring why one profession may be regarded
as a professional occupation and another not, sociology of professions
literature provides a valuable resource by identifying the themes and factors
which contribute to the professional status of an occupation, as well as the
process of professionalisation itself. While there is dispute regarding what
constitutes a profession and the processes that lead to professionalism
(West, 1998; Lyons, 2011), literature concerning the sociology of professions
(Wilensky, 1964; Abbott, 1988; Freidson, 2001; Lyons, 2011; Ressler, 2011)
highlights several factors that contribute to the professional status of an
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occupation, including specific expert knowledge, also known as a technical
basis, exclusive competence, exclusive jurisdiction, standardised training,
professional bodies, professional ideology and code of ethics.
Wilensky (1964) examines the history of eighteen different professions
to uncover the process through which occupations come to be considered
professional roles and, in doing so, highlights the barriers that present in
the course of the process. ‘[A]ny occupation wishing to exercise professional
authority must find a technical basis for it, assert an exclusive jurisdiction,
link both skill and jurisdiction to standards of training, and convince the
public that its services are uniquely trustworthy’ (Wilensky, 1964:138). The
technical basis of a professional occupation refers to ‘systematic knowledge
or doctrine acquired only through long prescribed training’ (Wilensky, 1964:
138). A street sweeper therefore does not enjoy professional status as his/her
occupation is not based on specific expert knowledge. ECCE practitioners,
however, can argue a technical basis for their work as it is based on expert
knowledge. In the Irish context the Model Framework for Education, Training
and Professional Development in the Early Childhood Care and Education
Sector (DJELR, 2002) identifies six key areas of knowledge such as education
and child development in which experienced practitioners must have a broad
in-depth knowledge in order to be proficient in ECCE.
Lyons (2011) argues that it is not enough to simply possess expert
knowledge specific to an occupation, but that this expert knowledge must
be socially sanctioned. Public sanctioning of the technical basis within
the ECCE sector is problematic. While early childhood experts may have
accurate insights into the level of expertise and specific knowledge needed
to work within ECCE, society as a whole does not necessarily share this
understanding. Wilensky (1964:145) argues that the issue of a claim to
exclusive competence is problematic for all occupations in the human
relations field and notes that the lay public cannot recognise the need for
special competence in an area where everyone is ‘expert’. Lyons (2011) points
to the example of the Australian Senate Committee (Senate Committee
Report, 2009) which argued that qualities such as experience, maturity
and motherliness were essential for childcare work and not necessarily
qualifications. The conceptualisation of ECCE expertise as being based
on innate feminine capacities, together with an undervaluing of care work
in general by society, has a negative impact on the professional status of
ECCE practitioners and will be examined in more detail at another point
within this review.
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In addition to the necessity of expert knowledge being socially
sanctioned in order for ECCE practitioners to be viewed as professionals, an
understanding of the role of the ECCE practitioner in supporting children’s
development also plays a part in how society views the professional status
of the practitioner. Are childcare workers considered to simply be ‘minding
children’ or are they viewed as proactively and expertly supporting and
facilitating the optimum development of children’s capacities? The view
of the practitioner as one who minds children implies that it is a task that
anyone can do. While childcare practitioners seek to establish themselves
as professionals with a technical basis, one must ask if we need to learn as
a society to value care work undertaken within any occupation rather than
to only value occupations that generate wealth. Lyons (2011) notes that the
close association in long day-care children’s services to the everyday tasks of
child-rearing is a major obstacle to improving the status of children’s services.
Ressler (2011:158) also notes the importance of public image in determining
professional status and argues that a ‘comprehensive public information
campaign’ is needed in conjunction with efforts made within the legislative
and professional arenas to raise the professional status of an occupation.
Terminology which is too familiar to the general public can also have
a negative impact on the public’s perception of the professional status
of an occupation. Wilensky (1964:148) argues that when the language
used within the technical basis of a profession sounds too familiar the
occupation will have ‘difficulty claiming a monopoly of skills’, and notes
that occupations which require human-relations skills are particularly
affected by this problem. Lyons (2011) argues that childcare workers suffer
more ambiguity on account of their job title than any other professionalised
feminised occupation. He also argues that a job title communicates the
type of work undertaken within a profession and that the term childcare
does not communicate the extent of the work undertaken by a childcare
worker but rather suggests that childcare workers merely ‘provide care’ for
a child. Once more, this shows a lack of value on care. Lyons (2011) goes
on to suggest that the term ‘childcare services’ should be replaced by the
term children’s services, as ‘a change in the language used to describe
both the job title and the workplace can alter social consciousness and
even occupational status’ (Lyons 2011:125). Wilensky (1964) notes that
many occupations opt to change their title once they develop training and
form a professional association in an effort to disassociate with the former
unqualified, less professional occupation.
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The employment of unqualified staff within ECCE settings has also been
highlighted as a barrier to the achievement of professional status, as doing
so contributes to the concept of the role of the practitioner as someone
who simply minds children (Lyons, 2011). Wilensky (1964), however, notes the
difficulties that can occur within a sector in the process of professionalisation
by the exclusion of unqualified staff. He notes that tensions can occur
between the new entrants into the sector who undergo the newly defined
and prescribed training, and workers already in the field who do not hold
qualifications, yet often have vast experience and expertise gained on the
job. Professional closure is a term used to describe the exclusion of nonqualified persons from entry into a profession. Government regulations
and qualification requirements such as the exclusion of unqualified workers
contribute to professional closure which, in turn, creates exclusive jurisdiction.
Exclusive jurisdiction refers to a professional claim to an area of work on
the basis of a profession’s ‘associated body of expert knowledge’ (Ressler
2011:152) and plays a significant role in the achievement of professional
status (Wilensky, 1964; Lyons, 2011; Ressler, 2011). Morgan (2005) notes that
barriers to entry into the ECCE sector such as qualifications and government
regulations also serve to raise the level of wages for practitioners.

The Government’s Role
In addition to the exclusion of unqualified workers, a further legal barrier, in
the form of the legal protection of an occupational title, is often sought in
order to strengthen exclusive jurisdiction. Statutory registration can provide
legal protection of an occupational title. Wilensky (1964) notes that in cases
such as care-work occupations where the issue of exclusive competence is
contentious (as it is difficult to prove), legal protection of the occupational
title is pursued in order to create exclusive jurisdiction.
Hallstedt and Hogstrom (2005) suggest that there are three main
contributors to the professionalisation process: (1) The State, (2) Professional
bodies and (3) Universities. Arguably, in care-work occupations the State
plays an even more significant role, as an undervaluing of care work often
leads to poor professional status, the attainment of which is significantly
inhibited without State support. In the Irish context, Share (2005) argues
that of the three actors (State, Professional bodies and Universities) within
the social care-work sector, the strongest influence on the attainment of
professional status has come from the State through its introduction of The
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Health and Social Care Professionals Act 2005 (Government of Ireland, 2005).
This act calls for the statutory registration of twelve health and social care
professions including social care workers, thereby providing professional
closure which in turn leads to the establishment of social care work as a
professional occupation.
In relation to the ECCE sector, further to government’s role in providing
legislation in order to support the professionalisation of the ECCE, State
funding also needs to be made available to subsidise the cost of childcare.
Morgan (2005) argues that the high costs associated with a well-paid, highly
skilled ECCE workforce cannot be met by the open market as parents simply
could not afford it, and that private childcare only flourishes when a low paid
workforce subsidises it. A recent report (Start Strong, 2014) highlights that
reliance on the market model results in both variable quality and access
inequality within ECCE and recommends a new funding model, which,
through increased government funding, removes the sector’s reliance on
the private market. A 2006 OECD report stated that most OECD countries
need to double annual State investment in order to ensure the employment
of highly qualified staff. Roseman (1999:5) states that ‘child care practitioners
subsidise the true cost of quality child care by working for sub-standard
wages, few benefits, and little recognition of their true worth’. Lyons (2011)
argues, however, that the professionalisation of the ECCE sector is not a
priority for governments, as the inability of the open market to support a
highly professional ECCE sector would force the government to significantly
increase public spending in this area.
Lyons (2011) further argues that the professionalisation of the ECCE
workforce is also not a priority of employers or families, once more due to the
associated costs, while Morgan (2005) argues that parents pay little attention
to the wages of ECCE staff. Watson (2006) argues that ECCE is an industry
in crisis due to society’s acceptance of staff with low levels of qualifications
caring for young children, yet at the same time, expecting high levels of care.
Culkin et al (1990 in Roseman 1999:8) goes beyond the argument that parents
want high quality but are unwilling to pay for it, by arguing that it is a lack of
understanding of the worth of ECCE that causes parents to be unwilling to
pay more for ECCE services for their children. Culkin notes that childcare is
a merit good, that is to say that ‘parents buy less of it than they would if they
understood the true value of the service’.
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Gender and the Value Placed on Care Work
Hall (1983) highlights the prevalence of the theme of sex role and income
attainment within the sociology of occupations discourse while Findlay et
al. (2009) examine the connection between gender and the undervaluing
of care work using the example of Nursery Nurses in the UK to explore
the issue. Within the Irish context, Pobal (2011) report that 98% of ECCE
practitioners are women, a trend that is also seen worldwide and that is
highlighted by the OECD (2006) as a continuing issue of concern. Findlay et
al. (2009) argue that value is socially constructed, and note that many skills
associated with caring are not valued as they are considered not as skills
but rather as innate attributes of women. They further argue that ‘this lack
of recognition denies their [skills] learned (or earned) nature and defines
them as unworthy of significant reward’ (Findlay et al. 2009:423). Moss
(2006) argues that the construction of the childcare worker as a ‘substitute
mother’ is based on the paradigm that motherly caring is essential to young
children’s development, therefore, if a mother is unable to fulfil this role due
to work commitments, then childcare arrangements should aim to replicate
this relationship. Such an essentialist construct of childcare workers does not
consider the qualifications or expert knowledge necessary to fulfil the role.
According to Ashforth and Humphrey (1993:88), emotional labour
is ‘the display of expected emotions by service agents during service
encounters’. Care work contains a high level of emotional labour as human
relations are central to such work. Lyons (2011:119) highlights the tension
between emotional labour and traditional concepts of professionalism
noting that ‘caring and nurturing are skills that are rewarded inside the
[ECCE] industry, yet tend to be devalued by people outside the industry’.
Lyons argues that the emotional labour of child care is over-influenced by
the female dominated nature of the sector and that an increase of men
in the sector would allow ‘for a more appropriate degree of emotional
distance and detachment from young children with a greater emphasis
on development and learning’ (Lyons 2011:120). Such a statement clearly
highlights an undervaluing of care and a lack of understanding of the
inextricable nature of care and education within the early years, as well as
an essentialist assumption regarding women. Baker et al. (2004 :225) argue
that ‘emotional work… is central to human existence’ and that while caring
work has always been essential, its worth only began to be acknowledged
when it was politically problematised by feminists in the twentieth century.
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Failure to recognise the emotional aspect within education results in the
denial of the educational needs of both teachers and students (ibid).
In exploring the structures that contribute to the continuation of pay
inequality, Findlay et al. (2009) examine organisational valuation processes
and the social construction of value, and highlight an undervaluing of the care
aspects of occupations within such valuation processes. In examining these
issues they point to the use of analytical job evaluation (JE) as a common
solution of choice in the United Kingdom for addressing pay inequalities,
arguing that JE reflects choices about value that are often gendered. JE
was defined in 1968 by the National Board for Prices and Income (Gilbert,
2005) and is often described as ‘a rational technique capable of accurately
differentiating between skills, competencies and contribution and facilitating
equitable remuneration’ (International Labour Organisation 1986, in Findlay
et al. 2009:425). Despite the recognition that JE schemes can conceal
discrimination, its methods were incorporated into the British Equal Pay Act
1970 (Gilbert, 2005). Findlay et al. (2009) note that skills traditionally associated
with female dominated occupations such as relational skills, and emotional
and caring labour, score low within the JE framework while skills associated
with male dominated professions such as technical and managerial skills score
high. In fact, caring skills and emotional labour are not explicitly assessed
within the JE framework; however ‘dealing with relationships’ is assessed
but is one of the lowest ranking factors for assessment. Furthermore, given
that JE schemes consider responsibility for financial resources to be more
important than responsibility for people (ibid), feminised professions such
as care work occupations score lower in JE than male-dominated business
managerial occupations. JE has been criticised for being a management tool
used to legitimise rather than challenge organisational hierarchies (Gilbert,
2005; Findlay et al. 2009). Findlay et al. (2009) conclude that the gendered
construction of nursery nurses’ caring roles have contributed to a continued
undervaluation of their work.
Further to organisational valuation processes such as JE contributing
to a low value (in the form of low wages) being placed on care work,
governments can also be accused of contributing to the continuation of
care work being undervalued and poorly paid. Baker et al (2004) argue that
negative anti-discrimination legislation such as equality legislation creates
a barrier to challenging low-paid feminised occupations such as care work
because the legislation focuses on comparisons within a profession rather
than addressing the value placed on one profession over another. They
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suggest that: ‘[h]ierarchical and occupational segregation are frequently
immune to challenge and consequently the [equality] legislation is irrelevant
for a large proportion of workers, arguably those in most need of improved
working conditions’ (Baker et al 2004, p.129). To challenge pay inequality,
a comparison must be made to the higher pay awarded to men within that
profession. However, within predominantly female workforces such as in
ECCE there is an absence of men with which to make such comparisons.
Baker et al (2004) conclude that pay equity is too narrowly constructed as it
does not challenge the value (or lack thereof) placed on certain types of work.
In Australia, campaigning has led to the establishment of a Pay Equity Unit
within their Fair Work Commission in order to address the poor remuneration
within feminised occupations (United Voices, Big Steps, 2013).

Education/Care Dichotomy
As the term suggests, ECCE provides both care and education to young
children. While today the interwoven and inextricable nature of care and
education within the early years is recognised, in the past a divide between
care and education in the early years was common. This dichotomy can be
attributed to the dual factors that led to the growth of ECCE; firstly, the need
for childcare for families in which both parents worked and secondly, a desire
for education for young children. This division can be clearly seen within the
Irish historical context. In the past, early years education was provided by the
junior cycle in primary school and came under the remit of the Department
of Education and Science (DES). Under the principle of subsidiarity, childcare
was considered a private family issue and came under the remit of the
Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (DJELR). Infants’ teachers
in primary schools were governed by the 1998 Education Act (DES) and,
thus, were required to hold a suitable qualification (Bachelor of Education).
Early Years Practitioners, however, came under the directive of the Childcare
Regulations (from 1996 onwards), which did not require practitioners to hold
any relevant qualification. This arrangement led to a structural dichotomy
between care and education, with early years teachers being better qualified
and better paid than workers providing childcare in the early years. This
situation is not unique to Ireland. The OECD (2006, :15) notes that ‘figures
from various countries reveal a wide pay-gap between childcare staff and
teachers with childcare staff in most countries being poorly trained and paid
around minimum wage levels.’
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Moss (2006) problematises the constructed dichotomy between care
and education and argues for a re-envisioning of the early childhood
worker in order to address this issue. In examining constructions of Early
Years Workers, he identifies three concepts: worker as mother, worker
as technician and worker as researcher. ‘Worker as mother’ is a view of
the worker as a substitute mother. Moss attributes this perception to
discourses of maternalistic assumptions – whereby a mother’s primary
duty is considered to be the care of her children and as such, childcare is
seen as a women’s issue (Randall, 2000). ‘Worker as technician’ is, argues
Moss, a widely held and growing perception of early years workers in the
English-speaking world today. Moss highlights the high levels of regulation
and highly prescriptive curricula, and subsequent loss of autonomy, that
contribute to the construction of worker as technician. Finally, ‘worker as
researcher’ co-creates knowledge, identities and values with children using
pedagogical documentation as a tool, embracing research, reflection and
dialogue within their practice while enjoying a high level of professional
autonomy (Moss, 2006). With such contrasting constructions of the ECCE
workforce it is not surprising that Duignan (2011) notes that the issue of
professional identity is problematic within this sector in Ireland.
Moss (2006) presents the concept of ‘worker as pedagogue’ as a holistic
solution to the care/education dichotomy. Pedagogue is an uncommon term in
Ireland, yet not so in continental Europe. A pedagogue sets out ‘to address the
whole child, the child with body, mind, emotions, creativity, history and social
identity’ (Moss and Petrie, 2002, :143) and thus removes any such dichotomy.
Moss (2006) argues, however, that it is early childhood workers themselves who
must re-envision their roles as workers and cites Foucault (1980, 1984) who
argued that the best way to instigate change is at a grassroots level. Duignan
(2011: xi) highlights the lack of a clear unified professional identity within
the Irish ECCE sector and argues that ‘the ECCE workforce has arrived at a
crossroads in terms of the next phase of their professional development as a
distinct profession’ and that ‘the resolution of issues pertaining to professional
identity will be central to the next chapter of this unfolding story’.
The elimination of the care/education dichotomy within ECCE is an
integral step in the professional recognition of ECCE practitioners, given that
this dichotomy places care at a lower value to education and thus attributes a
lower level of worth to ECCE practitioners in relation to Early Years Teachers.
Lyons (2011) argues that governments, however, may have a vested interest in
maintaining the education/care dichotomy within ECCE in order to minimise
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costs, given that the care aspect of ECCE is undervalued and contributes to
practitioners being poorly paid.

Conclusion
Having explored literature pertaining to the sociology of professions and the
professional status and pay of ECCE practitioners, this review has identified
several factors that contribute to the continued undervaluing and underpaying
of ECCE practitioners in both a national and international context. With
regard to the professional status of ECCE practitioners, this review highlights
that the public’s perception of an occupation plays a significant role in
determining professional status. This poses a challenge to the attainment of
professional status by ECCE practitioners, thus supporting Wilensky’s (1964)
assertion that the professional recognition of care professions, including
ECCE professions, is problematic due to both an undervaluing of care and an
inability by society to recognise a technical basis for care-related occupations.
A further challenge to the attainment of a salary that reflects a professional
status lies in the inability of the private market to support a professional
workforce (Roseman, 1999; Morgan, 2005; Moss, 2006; Start Strong, 2014),
thus putting the onus on governments to provide the necessary funding.
This review has found that countries whose governments fund ECCE, and
therefore do not rely on the private market to provide ECCE, have better
qualified and better paid ECCE staff (Morgan, 2005; OECD, 2006).
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Accessing Children’s Cultural World’s
through Participant Observation
and Documentation in a Pre-school
Community of Practice
Frances Clerkin
Abstract

T

his paper stems from a wider Doctoral study (Clerkin, 2014) which
tracks children’s transitions from novice to experienced membership of
their pre-school community. It also considers adult roles in mediating
this process, in the context of the recent introduction of a universal free preschool year for children growing up in Ireland. Participation and the space to
negotiate a participatory identity is understood in this study as a key element
of positive experiences of early years transitions, within pre-school and
beyond. A socio-cultural framework located within a Pre-school Community
of Practice, adopts multiple perspectives (children, parents and teachers) in
order to gain insights into children’s cultural worlds.

Introduction
This paper theorises the possibility of accessing insights into children’s
cultural worlds through a process of ‘mutuality’ (Wenger, 2008) where children
are recognised as experts in their own play and learning worlds. Within the
Community of Practice model (COP) the concept of mutuality relates to the
types of participatory identities available for all participants. Through this
lens, the transition from novice participation to roles of expertise/mastery will
be influenced by how the participant is viewed, how the participant views him
or herself and also the availability of opportunities to participate on different
levels. In play, children interpret and creatively reproduce the adult world
(Corsaro, 1998).
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It is argued that accessing children’s cultural worlds may require adults
to listen, hear, see and imagine how these worlds may feel from a child’s
perspective. Rogoff (1990) suggests that we follow children in order to be
better able to lead. However, to do so may require certain transitions in thinking
requiring adults to momentarily step out of more familiar expert/novice roles.
The COP model which frames this study is now further elaborated.
This is followed by a brief outline of methodology, some sample participant
observations and their analysis, and interpretive analysis of parent and teacher
perspectives drawn from semi-structured interviews a literature reviewed. The
conclusion considers some implications for policy and practice.

Conceptualising Pre-school as a
Community of Practice
Lave and Wenger (1991), in their studies of various communities of practice,
identified certain concepts to explain the types of learning and identity
formation that goes on there. The term reification refers to social and cultural
ways of participating in the community that have been mediated over time.
Even as children arrive on their first day in pre-school, they carry the props of
their intended new identity, they sport new haircuts and shoes and carry their
backpacks and lunchboxes, but they are not yet sure of what this identity will
entail. They are looking for some sense of recognition of who they already
are in this new setting; some mutuality that allows them to feel a sense
of well-being and belonging that allows them to negotiate a new identity
or identities of participation. Pre-school has long associations with play
and learning and most pre-school communities reflect this in the routines,
relationships and resources available to motivate children’s interests and
build on their previous experiences. During the transition to pre-school each
child arrives having already formed an identity in the unique circumstances of
the home environment. Research tells us that children are highly motivated
to participate in playful social interactions from their earliest days. Trevarthan
(1998) speaks about the ‘communicative musicality’ in the coos, gurgles and
motherese interactions between infants and their parents and carers. By
age three (when many children start pre-school) he describes children as
‘able young collaborators’ (1998, p. 95). This paper explores how we might
continue these joyful meaning making experiences in Pre-school, as well as
what is meant when we speak of children’s cultural worlds and how they may
possibly be accessed.
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The research context was an urban pre-school offering sessional preschool services (8.30 a.m. to 12.15 Mondays to Fridays) as well as after school
care (the latter aspect is not featured in this study). At the point of field entry,
the pre-school had been in operation for almost eight years, having received
funding as part of a community project. The location was an urban area a
few minutes from the centre of an industrial town in a quiet laneway close to
a number of local primary schools. The School employed three adults with
degree level qualifications. The Manager had over twenty years’ experience in
the field of early years education and she acted as both an administrator and
a teacher in the setting. The term ‘teacher’ is often associated with primary
school and the associated degree level primary school teaching qualification.
However, the term is applied throughout this paper as this was how adults
in the setting referred to their roles or the roles of volunteers such as myself
participating in the setting. A second teacher was employed on a full-time
basis and had worked in the setting for approximately four years since
graduating from her Bachelor of Arts in early years education. A third teacher,
with third level qualifications (not specific to early years education) had worked
in the setting on a part-time basis (usually for two mornings per week) since
the pre-school first opened. In total there were 22 children attending the
pre-school consisting of ten girls and twelve boys between the ages of three
and five. Parental consent was received for all of the twenty two children.
Assent of children in the setting was continuously negotiated throughout the
research observations and data production. The research setting was chosen
primarily as a convenience sample because of ease of access geographically.
Other criteria for selection were the pre-school’s registration with the Health
Services Executive and its implementation the universal free pre-school
scheme (Department of Children and Youth Affairs 2014). Added to this was
the school’s reputation for accommodating research students.

Methodology
Participant Observation: during this one and a half year study my field entry
role was one of participant observer. This encompassed various roles of
voluntary helper, “extra pair of hands”, and included two five week periods
when I was employed as a teacher in the setting, and became better
acquainted with parents and carers. The teaching role is acknowledged in
this context as encompassing both an educative and care role. However, the
term ‘carer’ applied in this paper also acknowledges the educative and care
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role of parents, but in this context specifically refers to relatives and other
adults (including Grandparents, neighbours or paid carers supporting the
daily transitions to and from the pre-school).
My participant observer role also included the many occasions where
I adopted a ‘least adult’ role (Corsaro, 2003; Warming, 2005) in order to
gain invitations into children’s play. This afforded opportunities for me to be
guided by the children’s expertise in their individual and group constructions
of self-initiated play themes. The participant observational data was regularly
and reflexively reflected upon (in light of ongoing data production) and
interpreted through application of three analytical planes of the community/
cultural, the interpersonal and the personal (Rogoff et al, 1995). At the writeup stage a series of vignettes focusing on the key informant children (10
in all including novice and more experienced members) was used to link
stories (Carr, 2001) of the unfolding play of events for ongoing interpretation
and analysis. From these multiple insider perspectives I applied a “human
as instrument” approach in order to reflect what these worlds appeared to
look and feel like from various perspectives. Such a role has the advantage
of allowing the researcher to compare experiences, emotions and personal
responses as a comparative tool in analysis of those researched (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985).

Collaborating with children to create
a pre-school book
Documentation is proposed in the literature as a way of reflecting children’s
verbal and nonverbal meaning making processes (Clark and Moss, 2001;
Brooker, 2002; Rinaldi, 2004). Documentation can act as a means to access
children’s cultural worlds and produce a type of a learning story (Carr, 2001) or
portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Hoffman Davis, 1997). Such approaches
acknowledge the many languages of childhood including the playful shared
meaning potential of humour (Pollard, 1985). Aspects of the aforementioned
documentation processes were drawn on in this study. During the morning
Free play times, children’s collaboration was sought in the creation of
a book of some of their everyday activities. Photographs (indoors and
outdoors) taken by myself and the teachers (many at children’s request, and
always with their permission) were gathered documenting various activities
throughout typical pre-school days. These included structured activities
such as painting, cooking, baking and gardening; children’s free play choices
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(including socio-dramatic role play, games and puzzles indoor and outdoor
play). Speech bubbles as a medium of communication were explained to the
children and added where they wished to choose particular photographs and
dictate their thoughts about their favourite activities.
In the final weeks in pre-school, the book became a useful tool for
engaging children’s interest in discussing what was meaningful to them
individually, and also in terms of their collectively negotiated identities
of participation in pre-school. The book also acted as means to further
communication between myself and the teachers and parents regarding
children’s evolving participatory identities within, and outside of, their preschool experiences. It is recognised that children may indicate reluctance to
be involved in the research process in verbal as well as nonverbal ways which
need to be respected (MacNaughton et al, 2001). Consent was therefore
sought from the parents/guardians of all of the children in the study. Consent
or assent, of the children involved in the research process was also sought and
continuously negotiated throughout the study process. Children’s interest in
participation varied (sometimes from day to day or even within the day).
Any verbal or non-verbal indicators in relation to participation were always
respected as were children’s wishes to become more involved.

Parent and teacher Interviews
In the final month of the study semi-structured interviews were held with the
teachers in the study and also with parents of 10 key informant children. My
questions were based on literature reviewed and centred on transitions in
children’s thinking, meaning making and identity formation over the pre-school
year. Further questions rose from daily practices and informal discussions with
children, parents and staff of the pre-school over the pre-school year.

Accessing children’s cultural worlds
Research tells us that children do not arrive in pre-school as blank slates,
rather, each child has already formed an identity within the unique
circumstances of the home environment.
Even in their peer play interactions children’s cultural worlds are not
separate from the adult world but are interdependent on them. Corsaro
(1998) suggests that children creatively interpret and reproduce the adult
world in their play. In such a perspective children are not passive reproducers
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of culture, they look at the world with fresh eyes and are trying to make
meaning of the multiple, often conflicting messages they receive. It is
important to realise that adults occupy a very powerful role in this regard. In
attempting to access the complex cultural worlds that children experience it
may be useful to ask the following questions from a child’s perspective:
• Do you see what I see?
• Do you hear what I hear?
• Do you feel what I feel?
These question become useful tools to reflect in and on the experience of
participant observations. The following findings extract and interpretively
analyse brief samples from the various methodologies applied. The
participant observer role sometimes meant following children’s lead as they
guided my participation in their various play choices.

Vignette: A tale of negotiated meaning-making
negotiated by Marie
Marie (age 4) picks up a pencil ‘I doing my name’ she says
‘spell it with me’. I am a little puzzled as to what Marie means
by this as I am not convinced that she knows letter names or
letter sounds yet. I hesitate and Marie grips the pencil in one
hand and grabs my hand (with her other hand) and places it
over the hand she uses to hold the pencil. Now, I understand
and move her hand to form the letters of her name.

Asking the three questions from the child’s perspective helps interpret this
collaborative meaning making process.
What might Marie be seeing, hearing and feeling in this scenario? Marie
appeared to view me as having adult expertise that could help her experience
a new sense of identity. Marie creatively used words and gestures to help me
hear this and guide me to help her. Under her guidance, I supported the
process of helping Marie to ‘do her name’ as she explored her dispositional
interest to be a reader and writer. This newly forming identity had links to
Marie’s home experiences where she aspired to be like her three older
siblings who were attending primary school. Afterwards Marie started to cut
out the letters of her name. The sense of mutuality we both experienced was
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heightened when Marie smiled proudly at me and said ‘here you keep this’
as she handed me the first letter of her name.
As part of my ongoing attempts to access children’s cultural world I
developed a collaborative project where children could discuss and display
their cultural artefacts in an end of year pre-school book.

Extracts from the pre-school Book:
Robbie age 4/1/2 an experienced member of the pre-school
offered to display and discuss his “armadillo and rhino”. He
was able to tell me that “an armadillo has ‘a long curly back’
so that he can curl up in to a ball if the rhino attacks him”. As
Robbie chose a photograph for display in the pre-school book
he remarked “this is great, because now my mam will be able
to see my rhino and my armadillo.” I asked Robbie “Could
you show me how to make one?” He looked up from clicking
together little pieces of plastic and insisted “just watch”.

At this point it became apparent to me, as I looked around, that this
was exactly what other young apprentices had been doing for weeks as
they reproduced these creatures (designed by Robbie) to the last detail.
What Rogoff (1990) describes as “apprenticeship in thinking” was naturally
occurring as other children followed Robbie’s lead. Children in the setting
really valued these artefacts and would ask to have them kept on the window
ledge (in the office) for the next day.
However some children (some of the time) including Robbie tended to
resist participation in the more structured play based activities that went on in
the setting such as arts and crafts and cookery. This concerned the teachers
whose aim was to provide children with skills and persistence to task which
they viewed as a sign of learning and development and readiness for formal
school. Documenting children’s self-chosen play and learning activities made
visible their individual and collectively negotiated participatory identities. In
this, Robbie emerged as a leader with creative engineering and design skills
that he shared and developed in informal ways with his peers over time.
Documenting these participant observations highlighted that learning
in one area may not necessarily translate as currency in another. There is a
further inference that such documentation can usefully provide indicators of
children’s motives and interests and potentially bridge new types of mutuality.
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The findings from the interview data were juxtaposed against the findings
from the collaborative pre-school book. As the pre-school year drew to a
close, parent and teacher concerns about children’s readiness for the next
big transition to primary school began to surface.

Parent and Teacher perspectives and the
school readiness debate
Despite understandings of pre-school as a preparation for or natural
progression into formal school, both parents and teachers in the setting
acknowledged some concerns about children’s readiness to adapt and
cope with the approaching new demands of school child in primary
school. Children’s interest and involvement levels during adult-led group
structured activities varied from day to day and in accordance with individual
dispositional interests. Over time many children showed signs of increasing
mastery and persistence at completing teacher-led ‘apprenticeship’ type
activities (Laevers, 2004; Rogoff, 1990). However, for some children the
anticipated increased participation and mastery during adult-led activities
failed to occur or occurred sporadically yet interestingly could manifest in
children’s self-directed emergent play themes (as described in the preschool book). Teachers expressed concern about readiness for school if or
when children (particularly experienced pre-schoolers) lacked “concentration
or an ability to turn take” or resisted or displayed a lack of persistence in
task completion during daily adult directed structured activities (such as arts,
crafts and cookery).
Perspectives on what constitutes readiness are embedded in everyday
intuitive cultural ideas about how children learn and how adults believe they
can support that learning (Carr 2001). Sarah, a parent who viewed her child as
an independent thinker and confident and competent learner in pre-school
remarked “I just wonder how she will find sitting down in the seat, at the
desk; I have a funny feeling that she might be one of the ones getting up a
lot”. Sarah’s response reflected an intuition that understandings of children’s
competence and independence in one location might be interpreted
differently in another context, a view that transitions literature, in Ireland and
elsewhere, seems to confirm (Dunlop, 2003; Hendy and Whitebread, 2000;
O’Kane 2007). Such concerns for teachers in the study and most parents
interviewed related to the expectations about children being one of many in
a classroom with a pupil teacher ratio of as much as 1:30.
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The emergent images of primary school as a context with a more didactic
approach to teaching and learning runs counter to the view of the active
playful child promoted in Aistear (meaning a journey), the Irish framework
for early learning (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009)
and Síolta (meaning seeds), a national quality framework (Centre for Early
Childhood Development and Education, 2006). Aistear and Síolta cover birth
to age six, which in practice includes the junior and senior infant classes of
primary school. Similarly to subject based curricular frameworks (such as the
Primary School Curriculum 1999) and play based early years programmes
such as HighScope (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1997), detailed aims and goals for
learning are identified. However, greater emphasis is placed on development
of dispositions for learning or what Carr (2001:47) describes as supporting
children to be ready, willing and able to learn. Aistear and Síolta differ from
more structured or subject based frameworks and might best be described
as ‘emergent’. Guidelines on good practice are provided which focus on
building relationships with parents and families, supporting learning and
development through a thematic approach to learning and assessment.
These themes include Well-being, Identity and Belonging, Communication
and Exploring and Thinking (NCCA, 2009).
However, parental and teacher concerns in this study (community/
cultural) indicated differing ideas about school readiness co-existed and
vied with each other. Teacher and parent concerns about the transition to
formal school suggested dominance in everyday practice of the influence of
traditional ideas of readiness (demands for a school ready child) reified within
the structural demands of formal school. In Ireland and elsewhere, the top
down demands for a school-ready child over a more expansive understanding
of readiness (incorporating the child-ready school) still appears to dominate
(O’Kane, 2007). Both parents and teachers reflected views of children as beings
with initiative and dispositions for learning in the here and now. However in
practice such agentic images appeared to compete with reified (social and
cultural demands) for school readiness. Consequently, the empirical findings
suggest that the potential within children’s own apprenticeship in thinking,
and guided participatory repertoires, were overall less visible, valued or
developed in the setting than more adult directed guided participation.
Brooker (2008: 8) answers the question of readiness with new questions that
ask not what children know or do not know but rather ‘are they able to apply
their knowledge in this setting?’ This asks a very different question, reflecting
a Vygotskian view of the child’s potential for learning through participatory
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opportunities with more experienced peers and/or adults. This potential
learning will not be the same for every child and adults play an important role
in mediating such opportunities.

Conclusion and recommendations
The findings of this study suggest that we must not underestimate
children’s abilities to shape as well as be shaped within our communities
of practice. Attempts to access children’s cultural worlds were facilitated by
an acknowledgement of children’s expertise in their own play and learning
worlds. Rogoff et al. (1995:3) recommend pedagogical practice whereby:
learning activities are planned by children as well as adults, and
where parents and teachers not only foster childcare’s learning
but also learn from their own involvement with children.

The participatory affordances of such approaches require that adults
relinquish the desire to always be the experts and acknowledge children’s
individual and group expertise and dispositional interests as they emerge
in play and learning contexts. Challenging the taken for granted is not
always comfortable, but it does open potential to play with possibilities and
collaboratively negotiate creative solutions to problems. It is furthermore
posited that Government investment in early years education in Ireland
requires increased and ongoing investment, including the full roll out of
Aistear and Síolta which cover the ages birth to age six and so potentially
can bridge gaps between the different curricula, resourcing and pedagogical
approaches of pre-school and formal school . This would also be supportive
of the creation of greater home and school links at key times of transition.
Overall the findings indicated that affording children, parents and teachers
greater participatory opportunities in pre-school opens the possibility of
developing identities (for all participants) that bridge new social and cultural
settings. In this way transition experiences can act as a tool or catalyst for
change along diverse developmental paths extending across the life cycle.
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Abstract

M

ultiple Intelligences Theory (Gardner 1983,1999) acknowledges
the plurality of intelligences and diversity of each person. It offers
practitioners a unique way of honouring how each child thinks and
learns, to ensure that we help each child reaches his/her potential. Aistear:
The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework ‘describes the types of learning
(dispositions, values and attitudes, skills, knowledge, and understanding)
that are important for children in their early years, and offers ideas and
suggestions as to how this learning might be nurtured’ (NCCA, 2009:6). In
Ireland, Early Years Education and Care is provided by full day care services
and private and community based crèches and pre-schools, and in the infant
classes of primary schools for many four, five and six year olds. Aistear is
not yet mandatory in the Primary Schools but some teachers have begun to
engage with it. Gardner’s (1983, 1999) theory of Multiple Intelligences has
been incorporated into the principles underpinning Aistear, and also into
the approach to assessment used in Aistear. Multiple Intelligences theory is
a cognitive theory of intelligences, and the Entry Points to learning are ways
of opening up learning in the classroom. This paper will explore Gardner’s
theory as an influence on early learning through the ideas included in Aistear.
In particular, it will look at suitable Entry Points to learning, assessment in
the Early Years and cultural readiness to innovation or the Cultural Zone of
Proximal Development (Chen et al., 2009).
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Introduction
This paper will explore Gardner’s (1983, 1999) Multiple Intelligences (MI) theory
as an influence on early learning through the ideas included in Aistear: The
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009). An overview of Aistear,
MI Theory, Entry Points and Assessment will firstly be provided. The Aistear
national curriculum framework establishes principles and themes or goals
for all early childhood services in Ireland. The MI footprint in Aistear will be
considered and explored, particularly the way in which the Aistear framework
has given us the opportunity to put children’s multiple ways of learning at the
centre and heart of our early years practice. Early years education in Ireland is
in a transformational stage with many exciting challenges ahead for educators,
as the Aistear principles will have a significant impact on the education of
young children. In Ireland, early years education and care is provided by full
day care services and private and community based crèches and pre-schools,
and the Irish Government pays for one free pre-school year for all children,
who must be aged between 3 years and 3 months to 4 years and 7 months on
September 1st of that year. However, ‘nearly 40% of 4-year-olds and virtually
all 5-year-olds attend primary school, where early education is provided in
infant classes’ (Department of Education and Skills, 2015). Aistear is not yet
mandatory in the Primary Schools but some teachers have begun to engage
with it. The on-going review of the curriculum for infant classes, which was
inspired by concerns that children’s learning in the early years needed to be
re-envisioned (NCCA, 2010), is also influenced by Aistear, and the interim
report on the new draft Primary Language Curriculum states that it espouses
the principles and methodologies of Aistear (NCCA, 2014).

What is Aistear?
Aistear (meaning journey) is Ireland’s first Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework for children from birth to six years. It was published by the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) in 2009 (NCCA,
2009a). The framework was devised following consultation and collaboration
with relevant stakeholders in the early years’ sector which included children,
parents, childminders, practitioners, researchers, educators in training
institutions and government agencies and departments (NCCA, 2009b).
Aistear is a curriculum framework rather than a curriculum and can thus be
used as a ‘scaffold or support which helps adults to develop a curriculum for
the children in their setting’ (NCCA, 2009a:54). Aistear can be adapted for
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use in a variety of early years settings and can also be used in tandem with
existing guidelines and curricula as it includes broad educational principles
rather than specific curricular details, as envisaged in the White Paper on Early
Childhood Education (DES, 1999; Daly and Forster, 2009). The adaptability
therein is grounded in the content of the framework which ‘describes the
types of learning (dispositions, values and attitudes, skills, knowledge and
understanding) that are important for children in their early years, and offers
ideas and suggestions as to how this learning might be nurtured’ (NCCA,
2009a:6). The foundation of Aistear is the 12 Principles of Early Learning
and Development which are presented in three groups: (1) children and
their lives in early childhood, (2) children’s connections with others and (3)
how children learn and develop. Each Principle is presented from the child’s
perspective, subsequent to a short statement on each. The child’s language
used emphasises the necessity of a Multiple Intelligences approach to early
learning, as is evident in the following example:
Remember that I am a unique individual with my own strengths, interest,
abilities, needs and experiences. Recognise and build on these when you are
helping me to learn and develop (NCCA, 2009: 7)
The framework then uses four themes: Well-Being, Identity and
Belonging, Communicating, Exploring and Thinking to describe what
children learn (dispositions, values and attitudes, skills, knowledge and
understanding). As outlined in Figure 1 below, each theme is presented using
four aims, with each aim then further divided into six learning goals. The
framework also includes sample learning opportunities within each theme.
The framework also includes four sets of pedagogical guidelines: ‘Building
partnerships between parents and practitioners’, ‘learning and developing
through interactions’, ‘learning and developing through play’, ‘supporting
learning and development through assessment’. The guidelines outline
how the adult can support children’s learning within the themes. While
there is a focus on laying good foundations for later learning, there is also
a strong emphasis on providing experiences for children which are relevant
and exciting for them in the here and now (NCCA, 2009b:5). Prioritising the
affective over the academic aspects of education is not only evident in Aistear
but also in the Reggio Emilia approach and in the Te Whariki early childhood
curriculum in New Zealand (Hayes, 2013).
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Figure 1. Aistear’s Themes: Describing children’s learning and
development through themes (NCCA, 2009, p. 13)

What is Multiple Intelligences Theory?
Multiple Intelligences Theory (MI) is a descriptive theory of intelligence which
was developed by Gardner (1983, 1999). He uses the term MI Meme to refer
to it as a unit of meaning that has spread throughout the world Gardner
(2010:8). Chen (2010:386) clarifies this somewhat by describing a ‘meme’ as
a theory or a set or practices’. Gardner (1999: 33/34) conceptualises MI as a
‘biopsychological potential to process information that can be activated in
a cultural setting to solve problems or create products that are of value in
a culture’. This is a pluralist view of intelligence that is not fixed or unitary,
and which cannot be measured through IQ tests, in the same way fixed
intelligence was considered measurable traditionally. Gardner (1983, 1999)
focuses on the potential each of us has to develop in at least eight different
ways. His eight Intelligences include:
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1. Linguistic: the capacity to use words effectively, both orally
and in written form
2. Logical mathematical: a capacity with numbers, logical
patterns and relationships.
3. Spatial: The ability to perceive the visual spatial world accurately
with a sensitivity to colour, line, shape, form and space
4. Musical: To use music to express thoughts, feelings or
emotions and one’s life enriched by music experiences.
5. & 6. Interpersonal and Intrapersonal: The former speaks
to the one’s ability to perceive and make distinctions in the
moods, intentions motivations and feelings of other people,
while the latter focuses on the self, and the ability to have
an accurate picture of one’s strengths and limitations, with a
high degree of self-knowledge.
7. Bodily Kinaesthetic: This refers to how we develop coordination, dexterity and flexibility as we show expertise in
using our bodies to express ideas and feelings.
8. Naturalist: This was the last intelligence Gardner named,
and it focuses on functioning well in the natural environment
and the ability to recognise and categorise natural objects.
These are universal intelligences, but each of us has an individual intelligence
profile that can develop and change. The traditional fixed view did not allow
for the potential for development; however, Gardner challenged this by
saying all intelligences are educable and our intelligences work together
rather than in isolation. MI is a theory of intelligence that is reflected in the
classroom in the pedagogical framework of Teaching for Understanding (TfU)
(Wiske, 1998) and using Entry Points to Learning. We may conceptualise MI
theory as a roadmap to the workings of the brain, while Entry Points open up
each subjects to diverse learners.

Entry Points to Learning
Entry Points allow the teacher/practitioner to reach different learners in
different ways. They may be conceptualised as opening doors to a learner’s
mind. They help the teacher to connect with and engage the children in
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a topic, and we should use a variety of Entry Points to make the subject
matter interesting and accessible for them. The Entry Points do not ‘map
on’ directly to the intelligences, although some Entry Points will be more
attractive and engaging to children with different intelligence strengths.
Good practitioners will always use a variety of thought provoking Entry
Points for different topics. Kornhaber et al., (2004) advise using fewer Entry
Points to start with while one becomes familiar with the approach, and
to build up a tool-chest over time. The Narrational Entry Point addresses
students who enjoy learning about stories. This is a very widely used
and popular choice for young children, and it activates the linguistic and
personal intelligences. The Aesthetic Entry Point emphasises the sensory
features of a topic, and is particularly successful with younger children. To
use this we may use works of art, or materials arranged in ways that feature
balance, harmony and composition, and it is a strong feature of the Reggio
Emilia approach. Of particular interest in the Early Years is the Experiential
or Hands-On Entry point. This deals directly with the materials that embody
or convey the concept of what is being studied. It is very effective for young
learners who are stimulated by the opportunity to work with concrete
materials. Older children are enthused by the Interpersonal/Social entry
point, which encourages them to work together, where their strengths
complement each other. Perhaps the Entry Point most often relied upon
for older children is the Logical/Mathematical, which relies on deductive
and logical reasoning. This Entry Point galvanizes the human capacity to
think deductively. It may, of course, be used with the younger child, through
hypothesizing. Aistear encourages the early years educator to ‘Listen to
and discuss things in depth with children…encourage thinking together
in small groups…asking open ended questions, What would happen if?
Or I wonder why?’ (NCCA 2009:22).
It is clear from the Aistear curriculum framework that it is heavily
underpinned by MI principles and uses a multiplicity of Entry Points. The
conception of the learning environment in Aistear, as spoken through the
voice of the child, reflects this understanding thus:
Set up and arrange the place where I play and learn so
that it allows me to express myself, to interact with other,
to make choices, to test ideas and materials, to create,
to develop and practise skills, to stimulate curiosity, to
foster empathy and independence, to explore and make
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discoveries, to solve problems and to persevere in the face
of difficulties and uncertainties.
NCCA (2009:12)

The MI footprint in Aistear
Gardner’s (1983) theory of Multiple Intelligences has been incorporated
into the principles underpinning the Aistear framework. Although there
are many examples of this in relation to Entry Points, the emphasis on
dispositions of learning links to the Multiple Intelligences view on teaching
for transfer. Hayes, (2013: 44) reiterates the importance of developing good
thinking routines: ‘Informed and intelligent early years’ practice enhances
the development of dispositions or ‘habits of mind’ as an explicit aspect of
education alongside knowledge and skill’. This is the ultimate goal of all
teaching, but its success cannot be taken for granted. It is based on applying
prior learning to new situations, problems and context.
Throughout Aistear we see this focus. For example, Aim 3, Learning
Goal 4 of the theme of Well-being shows that in partnership with the adult
the children ‘will become reflective and think flexibly’ (NCCA 2009: 17), and
Aim 3, Learning Goal 2 of the Communicating theme states that children
‘will use language with confidence and competence for giving and receiving
information, asking questions, requesting, refusing, negotiating, problem
solving, imagining and recreating roles and situations and clarifying thinking,
ideas and feelings’ (NCCA, 2009:35). This is a very powerful way of empowering
children to be agents of their own learning. It enhances their motivation to
learn, utilises their intrapersonal intelligence and focuses learning on much
more than the acquisition of knowledge. Perkins and Salomon (1988) argue that
the assumption that transfer occurs naturally is implicit in education. They use
the terms ‘hugging’ and ‘bridging’ to show the importance of the adult’s role
in interacting with the child. It is important that we teach children how to make
connections between concepts by linking new concepts to children’s prior
experiences and learning (hugging), and helping them to abstract from this to
solve future problems by drawing parallels with other contexts (bridging). Both
these techniques support teaching for transfer. They link to Aistear’s theme of
Exploring and Thinking in many ways, for example Aim 2, Learning Goal 1 with
respect to making connections, and Aim 4, Learning Goal 5 which focuses on
developing higher order critical thinking and reflective skills.
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MI theory, using Entry Points and a Teaching for Understanding (TfU)
approach, highlights the role of children as agents in their own learning.
They are active learners who engage in Performances of Understanding
as they show what they know through multiple forms of representation.
The Teaching for Understanding (TfU) pedagogical framework (Wiske,
1998; Blythe, 1998) focuses on teaching for transfer in a very active way. It
is a performance view of understanding, which endorses active learning as
students engage in authentic experiences where they apply prior learning
to new contexts. A core tenet of TfU is that for understanding, transfer and
application of knowledge to happen, children must be agentic and actively
engaged in the learning process. Children make their own of knowledge
through engagement, participation and dialogue with practitioners.
The Aistear in Action1 initiative exemplifies this through its promotion
of play activities which are based on children’s interests or child initiated and
child-led. The initiative was a collaborative curriculum development initiative
between the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) and
Early Childhood Ireland (ECI). It aimed to gather practitioners’ accounts
and experiences of using Aistear with the intention that these accounts
would be beneficial for other services implementing Aistear. The initiative
was confined to seven early years settings. The Final Report documents
practitioners’ accounts of using Aistear and outlines the changes in practice
therein (NCCA and ECI, 2013). The initiative showed that by incorporating
children’s interests into the planning process, suitable Entry Points can be
chosen to engage children in a topic, thus facilitating children’s construction
of their own knowledge.

Assessment
Gardner’s theories are also incorporated into the approach to assessment
used in Aistear (Dunphy, 2008). By being aware of Multiple Intelligences
Theory we acknowledge that all learners are individual and that we all use
different intelligences in combination to do any task (Gardner 1983, 1999).
The term Assessment has its roots in the Latin work Assidere meaning ‘to sit
beside’ which clearly shows it is about supporting learning rather than just
evaluating it. Aistear conceptualises assessment as ‘building a picture of
children’s individual strengths, interest, abilities and needs and using this to
1

See Daly et al. (2014) for a detailed account of the Aistear in Action Initiative.
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support and plan for their future learning and development’ (NCCA 2009:11).
The teacher/practitioner has a key role here in providing constant rich
feedback to the children to help them to make sense of their experiences.
Formative Assessment/Feedback gives the teacher a better understanding
of the children’s interests, dispositions, strengths and potentials are so
that they can be supported. It helps identify areas of difficulty and helps
to differentiate teaching, thereby acknowledging children’s differences
and diverse needs. Formative Assessment (feedback) names and affirms
children’s efforts, celebrates their progress and achievements, allows them
to learn from their mistakes and challenges, in fact, to see error as a friend
from whom one can learn.
This concept underpins a very powerful way of empowering children and
ensuring intellectual honesty. If assessment is seen to be a fundamental part
of the learning process, children must receive authentic and rich feedback
if they are to learn from the process of their work, and must become more
reflective as they seek to evaluate their own work. The process of reflection is
vital if they are to develop the ability to problematise and to be adaptable. As
part of the Aistear in Action initiative, children’s activities were documented
through the use of portfolios to make learning more visible. Drawings,
photos and comments from the children and practitioners were included.
Personal portfolios were used to demonstrate children’s learner identities:
‘The children played an active part in these assessments, identifying their
own achievements and strengths and selecting photos and comments to
be included’ (NCCA and ECI, 2013:13). Young children like and need to be
asked about their thoughts and their learning to encourage them to think and
reflect and make meaning of them. This is echoed in the child’s voice used so
effectively in Aistear (NCCA 2009: 10):
Take time to observe me and to talk to me regularly. Use
this time to identify moments when you can help me to
connect my new learning and development with past
experiences and plan for my future learning….Let me
explore, try out, make mistakes, discover and create my
own theories about how things work and why.
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Aistear in the Primary School
The Aistear curriculum framework is intended to cater for all children from
birth to age 6. As such, it overlaps with the Primary School Curriculum for
infant classes, which teachers in primary schools are obliged to implement.
While Aistear is not compulsory in primary schools, it is being strongly
promoted for use in infant classes (see the special report on ‘Implementing
Aistear’ in An Leanbh Óg, Vol. 8, 2014). One of the suggested ways of
adopting a play-based approach to learning in the early years of primary
school was, as a starting point, the introduction of an hour each day when
play is the key learning and teaching methodology. In schools where this has
been put into practice, the results have been very positive (ibid). However, a
whole-hearted adoption of Aistear requires teachers to integrate this playbased, active learning approach into their practice throughout the day. Given
that Aistear is not at present compulsory, we can only hope that the revisions
of the infant curriculum currently in progress (NCCA, 2010, 2014) will take its
principles and recommendations into account.
Haskell (2000) notes that although schools, teachers and teaching
methods can prevent us from achieving transfer of learning, our social
values about the important aspects of education and learning also play
a part. If results are what is valued most, then this will be reflected in the
pedagogical approach: ‘…forms of assessment, whether we like it or not,
are the most powerful drivers of forms of teaching and learning’ (Broadfoot,
1996, cited in Carr and Claxton, 2002:10). An education system which focuses
on literacy, numeracy and test results rather than the development of learning
dispositions does not support the aspirations set out in Aistear. Perhaps, a
changed emphasis on assessment is the one of the key changes needed in
Primary Schools to ensure that the ideas of Aistear are fully embraced.
…it is a truism that what is assessed is what is valued, by
teachers, families and learners themselves. If the goal of
developing positive learning dispositions is to be translated
into practice, then there have to be assessment instruments
which serve to keep teachers’ and learners’ eyes on this
particular ball and prevent attention sliding back onto the
mastery of content, with its long tradition of assessment
(Carr and Claxton, 2002:16).
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The difficulty with focusing on Aistear for an hour of play daily, and
then returning to typical curricular activities, is that the important learning
therein for teachers and children may not be seen as part of the assessment
process. However, the approaches to assessment outlined in Aistear have
the potential to complement traditional assessment techniques and could
be very effectively integrated into the usual practices in schools. Aistear
(NCCA 2009:80) recommends five assessment methods; self-assessment,
conversations, ‘in which the children take the lead in making judgement
about their own progress as learners’ and observations, setting tasks
and testing in which the teacher takes the lead. These methods are used
singly or in tandem with each other. In setting tasks, the teacher is always
conscious of the children’s need to engage in authentic performances of
understanding. The tasks emerge from the children’s interests and should
be exciting for them. These should be planned to allow the children to
apply their knowledge from earlier experiences and effectively transfer
that knowledge.

Cultural considerations
Chen (2009) refers to the concept of the Cultural Zone of Proximal
Development (CZPD) as an extension of Vygotsky’s (1978) ZPD. In this she
considers the readiness of a culture to accept and work with MI theory.
Cultures in this respect refer to the shared behaviours and beliefs systems
of a school, community or education system. She draws this analogy with
Vygotsky stating ‘he thought of development not as a linear scale but
as a terrain with many pathways to a destination’ (Chen, 2009:388). The
Aistear principles, underpinned by MI theory shows us that teaching for
understanding has many pathways to the goal of learning for each child.
With the Aistear framework, the Early Years culture, including those children
in formal primary school education, is ready to be innovative in teaching for
transfer with the young child. This metaphor is very powerful, as the greatest
receptivity and most effective germination of ideas and practices occur within
the CZPD (Chen, 2009:388)
What is of note in research carried out in the Multiple Intelligences
Curriculum and Assessment Project at UCC between 1995 and 2000, by Prof.
Áine Hyland and researchers at the Education Department, UCC (Hyland,
2000) is that, culturally, the Irish education system was open to Gardner’s
theory, by very definition of its changing society in the 1990s:
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In Ireland, Howard Gardner’s theory of Multiple Intelligences
was the right theory in the right place at the right time….
Multiple Intelligences theory provided an ideal framework
for curriculum reform and delivery from early childhood to
third level.
(Hyland and McCarthy, 2009: 206).

This bodes well for the future of embedding Aistear principles and goals
so that they have real impact on early childhood and primary education. An
example of the potential for making the links between MI and Aistear was
shown during the OMEP World Conference hosted by University College Cork
(UCC) in July 2014, in the resource displays presented by first year Early Years
Childhood Studies’ (EYCS) students from UCC. Some of these focused on the
use of Story Sacks as a means of engaging children with stories. These story
resources, which provided highly visual, aural and tactile resources designed
to accompany and animate the narrative in question, drew naturally on a
number of Entry Points to draw children into the classical canon of storytelling
and story-making. Aligning such work more explicitly with the MI trajectory will
provide educators with a language of practice and a way of communicating
with each other, and ultimately, with a means of integrating curricula in actual
practice. Aistear has provided us with the curriculum framework to make
this integration happen –which, in itself, demands a cultural shift of moving
beyond the traditional approach of the linear curriculum and its ‘one size fits
all’ definition of assessment and intelligence. The Story Sacks are an excellent
metaphor for what a catalyst of learning should be- a way of providing an
integrated learning experience for the children who can at once see and feel
and hear the story, thus allowing for the different ways in which they may want
to, or be able to, engage with it. This speaks also to the power of the arts
in education as ways of engaging and empowering children and celebrating
their strengths and creativity. Indeed, the Story Sacks speak also to these
qualities in our student early years educators.

Implications for future practice
Aistear offers insights into children’s interests and motivation, and the
importance of quality interactions. Rather than a timetable ‘slot’, Aistear
should be seen as a way of engaging with children throughout all curricular
areas. The Primary School curriculum (1999) is designed to be taught in
172

PEER-REVIEWED PAPERS | The Multiple Intelligences (MI) Footprint in the Aistear
Early Years’ Curriculum Framework in Ireland

an integrated manner, although it has seven separate areas (with further
subdivisions). Teachers must ensure that sufficient time is given to each area,
and may find it difficult to conceptualise how to work with Aistear, which is
not yet mandatory in the Primary School system in Ireland. Leogue-Moran
(2014:249) discusses and gives many examples of how she has integrated
both: ‘Aistear…provides an opportunity to integrate these subjects in a childcentred way. Aistear highlights the integrated nature of children’s learning’.
The integration of curricular areas gives children a more authentic, real-world
experience and makes learning more meaningful. The acknowledgement of
children’s multiple ways of thinking and learning, through the use of Entry
Points to learning, ensures this is done successfully. Time constraints often
lead to teachers feeling they will have difficulty in covering the curriculum.
It would be more appropriate to consider how to ‘uncover’ the curriculum,
to teach what is meaningful in an integrated and coherent, rather than
discrete, manner. This will help children to become competent in building
connections, which is a real life skill.

Conclusion
We began by defining MI in terms of a meme which has taken root and spread
throughout the world. We now have the opportunity to maximise this impact
by making more explicit the connections between MI and Aistear, so that
these are echoed in classrooms and curricula on a daily basis and in a global
context, where our children live in the real world of multiple connections and
multiple identities as learners and as children who have much to offer the real
and virtual worlds. If, as Shakespeare says ‘the readiness is all’, then, in theory,
we are ready, since Aistear provides us with a curriculum framework based on
sound MI principles that now resonate in classrooms across the globe, giving
them the status of a meme, that are concomitant with contemporary research
in neurobiology and psychology (Gardner, 1999, 2006) and that speak to the
multiplicity of each child’s strengths and dispositions. What is needed now
is to put Aistear into practice as a way of learning. We need to honour its
meaning as ‘journey’, which implies that there is an iterative process, where
children uncover and discover, rather than merely ‘cover’ the curriculum.
There are very clear MI underpinnings in Aistear, and as it is a framework
it is flexible and empowering for the children. It focuses on their natural
curiosity and intrinsic motivation to explore, discover and learn. It is
designed for children under six years, which encompasses the first two
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years of primary school experience for the majority of children. However,
there is a mismatch between the aspirations of Aistear and the constraints
experienced when incorporating Aistear in the primary school. The Primary
School Curriculum (1999) is very process focused and flexible in its ideology.
However, the practicalities of implementing a broad curriculum often lead
to compartmentalisation. There is downward pressure on the Early Years
services to ensure children are ‘school ready’. The focus should, in fact, be
on whether or not the school or service is ‘child ready’.
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Abstract

I

n this paper, the authors reflect on ways to develop creativity in children
in the pre-school years. Based on their experiences in the Spanish
education system, they call for more freedom for young children to
explore and be creative. They argue that early education should be based
on creativity, and that early years classrooms should reflect this. Because
creativity boosts problem solving experiences and helps in anticipating
future situations, they believe it is essential to develop this capacity at
an early age. They also consider that everyone is, to a lesser or broader
extent, a creative being and that creativity is likely to be stimulated and
developed in many ways. Definitions of creativity are discussed, and three
pathways identified to fostering creativity: collaboration between teachers,
the environment and the use of resources. It is suggested that collaboration
between children to identify and solve problems is a valuable method
of fostering creative thinking. Finally, the role of children’s literature in
fostering creativity is discussed.
KEY WORDS: creativity, early childhood education, nursery
schools, children, teachers.

Introduction
In our experience, nursery and pre-school classrooms are tending increasingly
to look like those used at any other levels of schooling. Nowadays, we have
found it quite difficult to find nursery classrooms with different thematic
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or learning areas to foster the interest of children. Children are naturally
creative beings and this baseline in education is being undermined by the
predominant use of “worksheets”. In our modern societies, people are
increasingly being “standardised” and this often shows too in more and more
widespread homogeneity of thought.
However, this is a wrong path for educational practices which, we
argue, should be based on creativity. Gardner (2005) introduced the creative
mind as one of his Five Minds for the Future, and, the strategic framework
for education and training (“ET 2020”) in EU Member States, identifies
the development of creativity and innovation as one of its four pillars for
cooperation at all levels within the educational and training systems. Because
creativity boosts problem solving experiences and helps in anticipating future
situations, we believe it is essential to develop this capacity at an early age.
We also venture that everyone is, to a lesser or greater extent, a creative
being and that such creativity should be stimulated and developed.

Stimulating Creativity during Early Childhood:
a Theoretical and Practical Approach in Nurseries
Countless definitions of the concept of creativity, some more complex
than others, have been produced over the years, some of which have
helped to define our theoretical and practical approach. Esquivas (1997)
comprehends creativity as a complex mental process involving attitudes,
experiences, combinatory capacities, originality and game playing, to
produce or contribute something different from those already known. The
definition makes clear references to game playing and the acquisition
of experience, some of the basic aspects related to our research field:
creativity in early childhood.
Gervilla (1992) stresses that teachers need to be trained in and use
specific techniques to develop creative education with their students.
Creativity is often thought of as the capacity to generate something novel,
a product, a technique or a new approach to face reality. The latest
publications on definitions of creativity, and on some of its aspects, go
beyond this and conceive it as some kind of “learning process”, some new
vision on education and on the world itself. Children’s creativity is probably
one of their most easily stimulated existing capacities. To become fulfilled
adults, children will need to have many experiences, using a variety of
means to stimulate their creativity.
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During school activities, teachers guide young children towards
fulfilment and self-esteem, and often witness their first achievement or
discovery of some new cause-effect relationship. By using new materials
and new situations, we can encourage them to make small discoveries or
try out new ways of exploring and thinking. These positive new experiences
and emotions will later on be transformed into sensitivity, self-esteem and
experience, which will sustain their future knowledge and creative capacity.
So, how could we define creativity? The idea of creativity as an intrinsic
characteristic of genius has to be discarded; according to Barcia (2007:351)
‘creativity is a capacity all humans possess naturally’. This ability is useful
to solve problems, to stimulate our mental strength, our personal wellness
and self-esteem. Creativity is one of our many personality traits that can
be developed and stimulated from an early age, which is why specific preschooling and nursery programmes are needed.
Parents will often discover some kind of musical aptitude in a child
and will then decide to register him or her for music lessons. Looking for
some potential talent in a child and then boosting this specific capacity is
not the same as stimulating his or her creativity. Stimulating creativity has
much more to it. It implies helping children be more flexible, versatile,
adaptable, capable of making imaginative decisions in an ever changing
world and developing their capacities as divergent thinkers. To do so, no
special talent is needed, and no child needs to be compelled to learn a
specific Art. Helping children discover what their interests are and how
they can develop these interests successfully is a teacher’s main objective.
Creativity can enrich all aspects of children’s daily lives: learning and
problem solving processes, social relationships, networking, personality
building, and thought and self-esteem development. All of these help to
foster the holistic development of children - their social, emotional and
cognitive development as well as their creativity.
School has obviously an important part to play in the stimulation
of creativity. Yes, school can be creative! Schools can boost individual
potentialities, encourage mental flexibility, and help the emergence of
originality, of new ideas and finally of autonomy.
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Creative activities: classrooms can be turned into spaces where everyone can
be inspired and where teachers can be stimulating ‘mentors’. They can foster
children’s emotional development and help them to form relationships with
their peers.
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Classrooms Used as a Source of Inspiration
Teachers interested in developing this area of social interest can use the
following pathways:
a. Creativity and teachers: a new partnership
b. The environment
c. Resources
When a teacher first faces the reality of a classroom with 25 students, the
gap between theory and practice becomes evident, and he or she often
questions his or her professional abilities with these children. Moving from
theory learnt during the basic training to reality is not easy, though a teacher’s
principal motivation should be to improve his or her teaching skills day
after day. Young teachers can ask their colleagues and look for any kind of
educational-training resources outside of the school system. Sharing one’s
knowledge is challenging and sharing one’s experiences with other teachers
helps to strengthen the existing links within the school system. An optimistic
and positive attitude will help teachers be more creative and will stimulate
creativity among our partners.
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The importance of the environment
The very space within the classroom itself has to provoke sensations in all
students. Some schoolrooms convey a feeling of organisation and discipline,
while others convey feelings of chaos. Some are sensation-free while others
invite children, at a glance, to step in and investigate the different thematic
or learning areas. In these classrooms, children might enjoy opening small
boxes where silkworms dwell. They stand still and gaze at fish swimming
around in a tank. They try on fancy dress, adventure through books, use
glue, coloured papers, felt-tip markers and many white sheets of paper...
when these materials are easily accessible. These are the classrooms children
crave to step into: welcoming places with nice curtains on the windows, with
relaxing learning areas full of cushions, books and different materials…and
maybe even a friendly skeleton in a corner!
This is our second key factor: a stimulating environment that can be
used to motivate students and help them enjoy going to school. Children
like to investigate what they see around them in their classrooms, they
like to manipulate interesting and entertaining objects. When children
are motivated and interested in the environment provided, creativity will
flourish. We often consider schoolrooms as workplaces where children gather
altogether. Teachers try to create a specific atmosphere in their classrooms
because they are aware of its importance in either easing or complicating
all communicative and learning aspects involved in the evolution of their
students. There are so many ways to arrange nursery rooms, but some are
particularly useful in this context.
When children are allowed and encouraged to cooperate with one
another in the nursery, this has many benefits, since:
• It is an inclusive environment and is instrumental in aiding in
the emergence of solidarity and secure social cohesion within
the group.
• It is one of the goals of our educational systems. It encourages
skilled students.
• It allows the development of strategies to adapt activities and
thus respond to diverse needs.
Team work by children is often seen as potentially leading to chaos in the
classroom. The truth is that children play their role in the structure, and
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in classrooms where students are allowed to conduct their own learning
processes, more action and noise is usually observed. However, this is
productive rather than chaotic. Children feel they have sufficient confidence
and autonomy to move at ease within their environment and to use any
resources at hand. In cooperative work structures, they can express their
opinions and share their experiences. They are asked to take group based
decisions that will affect the development of daily routine or activities within
the class. Students are no longer individuals; they are part of a bigger group
and they often have to shift from ‘I want’ to ‘I would suggest’. Freedom
of choice and the subsequent shared work will not only strengthen group
cohesion, but will also encourage the emergence of creative answers from
students that are confronted with new situations.
When students are allowed to choose, they can make mistakes and they
will come to learn more from their own inner resources. Every experience
will trigger new learning situations, as they explore, practice, try out new
ideas and verify them. To enable this process, it is fundamental that there
are a wide range of resources at their disposal in the room. This is our third
key factor: resources.

Resources
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Resources cannot be confined to the classroom itself. Indoor and outdoor
physical spaces have to be considered. Working within classroom walls only,
cuts off any links with other children, classes, schools and from the rest of any
available public spaces.
Resources can be used harmoniously. We prefer to use the word
harmony and not the word order since, for a creative kind of mind, order can
be discerned within all things while disorder is a personal characterisation of
a state. Children’s minds are quite creative: they enjoy questioning, searching
to find something they need and getting it, but they also enjoy being amazed
when they find something unexpected. This process often leads them to a
new idea or to a new learning situation.
Consequently, it is essential for us to know exactly what we want our
students to achieve, what work is to be done, how we are going to set it
up in order to implement the practice and techniques that we want the
children to experience and use, and which aspects and objectives of the
early childhood educational curriculum are to be prioritized. Then we shall
be able, together with the families and teachers, to draw up a work plan
and a list of resources to be used. Because in this approach work plans are,
after all, developed by groups of children acting under the mediation and/
or planning of a teacher, the resulting processes and pathways used can
sometimes be quite surprising.

Learning Pathways
Learning pathways are other factors that need be taken into consideration to
encourage creativity. Awareness of the endless possibilities and necessities
that underlie all areas, spheres of interest and subjects is a key factor in
encouraging creativity. Problems awaiting a creative solution can arise from
daily routines. Being creative means being always open to spotting new
possibilities and understanding the potential of what we can do with them.
Authors like Wallas (1926) support the idea that creativity entails some
preparation, incubation, illumination and verification processes. It is part of
our task to let students experience such processes. Not only do they have
to take their own decisions, but they have to experiment with new ideas
too. Issues have to be raised, considered and discussed. Illumination might
strike at one point and a new idea might change a given situation; the
group will then be able to take a group decision because it is now working
as one. Investigation inside and outside the classroom itself is fundamental.
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All students have their own interests. Sometimes, we will be led to use new
learning pathways initialised by children’s own motivations, and this will help
boost their interest during the preparation process.
Teachers, nursery staff, families and students all participate during the
reflection process and everyone can bring their own contribution to the
subject. This collaboration means that all nursery teachers can contribute
with space, resources and supporting ideas, and this will also help to
improve coordination between groups or classes. Different experiences can
be provided by other teachers to help palliate any possible deficit in the
process; and this will, in short, be part of a teacher’s continuing professional
development. Teachers act as mediators between rules, early childhood
educational curricula and the real interests of their students. When families
participate in helping to support learning situations, students, as the main
characters of this particular story, reach enlightenment thanks to the reflection
and interaction of all their fellow partners. Sometimes, enlightenment will
arise after difficulties are bypassed, or when the problem has been solved by
others. We provide pathways, possibilities and even help them choose, but
the final answer will have to arise from their own inner selves.
We should avoid thinking that creativity is only being developed when
we work with paint, plasticine, clay or when we are doing craft projects. If
we think that 25 perfectly equally and wonderfully painted and decorated
drawings foster creativity because they are handicraft works, maybe we
should get back to the first paragraph of this paper to re-read what creativity
is and what it means to be a creative person.
Many activities, apart from encouraging creativity, help students
approach either writing or reading, or help their social development. These
include the use of oral expression in group discussions, of dialogues, group
agreements or written expressions such as helping to write notes for a
relative or a greeting card for a colleague’s birthday. Other ideas include
sending an e-mail to children attending another setting, writing a poem or
rhyme for a new-born baby or a song using some familiar music, showing
the whole school how to care for their environment… All of these can
reinforce children’s personal identity and self-esteem. Our positive attitude,
assessment and acknowledgement of their efforts will strengthen this identity
and encourage them to generate new ideas.
We can also use other highly practical features for themes like nature,
science and mathematics. When experimentation can be used there is no
need to limit them to individual or planned activities. These areas will help
185

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

foster group cohesion when problems are raised and solved at community
or small group levels, because collaboration has been used to find a solution
to the situation. Little conflicts will sometimes prove very helpful to work with
mathematics: ‘Victor and Javier are quarrelling over the same toy. Shall we
divide the toy in two equal parts and give half the toy to each of them?’
Experiencing the capacity of objects and their qualities, gathering
collections of objects, establishing and verifying probable characteristics
of objects, all of this helps us get a closer knowledge of these areas from
a practical perspective. This encourages the expression of opinions, the
perpetration of errors and the drawing of conclusions, which in many cases,
are quite close to solving the issue raised or the problem posed.
Imagination is a capacity we can develop during our classes too.
Imagination is released from its ties with simple questions like: ‘what if…?’
To imagine, we only need time, environment and space. When we use this
particular question and when we relate it to works of art, short stories,
songs, pictures, photos, images, or an idea proposed by a student, we are
letting our imagination wander free of ties. We are originating a chain of
creative thoughts that summons up many ideas, which are usually positive
and valid.
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Encouraging team work among students is one thing, and among
teachers another. Creative globality helps to build bridges between teachers
and all the members of the educative community. By stepping out of our cosy
sphere, we start to experience, to read, to discover new learning pathways
and new ways to get organised. All students need to feel they are part of
some kind of creative and innovative expanding entity that will make them
feel happier. During our experience on creativity with pre-school children,
we have focused most especially on Children’s Literature.

Creativity and Children’s Literature:
an Unbreakable Bond
Children’s literature is often used as a formative mechanism for the adaptation
of children within their social environment. Children’s literature could be
defined as a literature written for children and also includes that created by
children; children have been shown to use a kind of natural mechanism to
‘create’ and discover their environment (Piaget, 1926).
Children’s literature has become a means used to help children enjoy
reading, to satisfy personal needs, to learn how they can play with words and
get to know reality itself, or how other famous scientists and historians used
their imaginations to develop their investigations and ‘creations’. Pennac
(1993; 2008) explores the reason why many adolescents begin to lose interest
in reading. How do children, who eagerly look forward in early childhood, to a
bedtime story, begin later to see reading as a chore or a struggle? He argues
that the teaching of reading in schools (at least from his own experiences in
the French school system) focuses on techniques, drills and testing rather
than on reading for enjoyment. Reading becomes another academic task
to be mastered and assessed, and its pleasant, imaginative and dreaming
features are lost. In order to counter this, we must avoid transforming
such pleasurable moments into unpleasant ones. Entertainment is the key.
People need to enjoy reading, to be interested in reading and become
literature lovers. Young learners need to be surrounded by enthusiastic adult
readers. Well-meaning parents who forbid children to watch television until
schoolwork is completed may be defeating their own ends, making reading
a task that must be completed rather than a pleasure to be enjoyed.
The education system presumes that reading is a necessary capacity that
has to be learnt in order to access information, and focuses on the acquisition
of the skill rather than the meaning of the sentences read. We need to
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awaken children’s curiosity and wish to read, rather than imposing it as a task
that must be done. Reading aloud to children is one excellent way of doing
this. Once children can read and understand for themselves, it becomes
a significant process whereby children, as well as learning to decipher the
linguistic signs on the page, learn to build up realities: imaginary worlds,
socio-cultural relationships and even personal thinking that leads to higher
cognitive levels.
Finding ways to encourage children’s curiosity and wish to investigate
is essential. When they consider themselves as ‘detectives’, uncovering the
meaning of the words on the page, they develop creativity pathways. This
is the idea that Mendoza (1998:177) has underlined, using Smith’s (1971)
psycholinguistic theories, when he says: ‘the possibility to learn reading is
derived from the significance of what is read or more precisely, its significance
for the reader’. When children read successfully and understand what they are
reading, it improves children’s self-confidence, which is why it is a milestone
in the development of personal identity. To create is to achieve our greatest
potential as human beings, to get to a new dimension to build and rebuild
us. If this is accepted as a premise, schools clearly have to concentrate on
inculcating attitudes and capacities that will be used not only in possible
future work places as adults, but also be considered as lifelong personal
abilities and attributes. Developing the creativity of boys and girls is our only
possibility to link the development of literacy with the enjoyment of literature.
According to Guilford (1974), creativity is a key element during the
education process. Montessori (1983) considers that children possess new
powers to build pathways towards a better future. Educational processes
are meant to actualise the potentiality of all human beings and educating is
basically to anticipate the future. To reach this objective, creativity has to play
its part. Students have a right to reinvent their reality and teachers have to
provide opportunities for them do so. Literature, together with languages
and forms are among the most ancient ways of human expression in History;
this latent necessity for expression that children naturally hold has to be
helped. Unfortunately, this is often overlooked in our modern societies.
While introducing children to literature, our techniques, to be
satisfactorily developed, must be based on a new reflexive context and
on sound guidelines. School has to be a link, a mediator, and to avoid any
indoctrination, schools have to reflect critical thinking in their methodology
and integrated curriculum design. Both the imagination concepts
(investigatory audacity) and the mediation concept (investigatory help) have
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to be linked together with the processes of apprenticeship (Vygotsky, 1986).
Caro (2007) discusses the need to avoid setting clear limits for children‘s
reading. Following the same lines, Cerrillo (2004:24) reminds us judiciously
that children’s literature remains what it is, i.e. literature: ‘children’s literature
is not, and cannot solely be, that which is written purposely for kids; it is also
literature that has been adopted by children over the years, without being
destined for them as sole or principal recipient’.
Margaret Meek (1991/2004:114), the British pedagogue and expert on
literacy and children’s literature, underlines that: ‘The only danger I know in
early reading is that the surrounding adults may insist too much that the child
must achieve their kinds of literacy, in the way that they, for all that they cannot
remember how it happened, believe they learned’. Meek goes on to say that
too much emphasis on letter and word recognition ‘dries up the sources of
desire which stem form the most characteristic activity of childhood, play’
(ibid.). Rodari (1996; 2000), following Vygotsky (1950/2004), examines the
ways in which people can collaborate in imaginative play, and used popular
short stories as primary materials to inspire children’s imaginations, most
especially Andersen’s fairy tales: ‘The child’s imagination, when stimulated
to invent words, will apply the instruments of the imagination in all domains
of experience that call for their creative intervention. Fairy tales are useful to
mathematics just as mathematics is useful to fairy tales. They are useful for
poetry, music, and political commitment: in sum, they are useful for everyone,
and not just for the dreamer’ (Rodari, 1996: 113).
In fact, Ferrando et al (2005) found that the results of their investigation
indicated few links between intelligence and creativity, so that being
confronted with bright intelligences did not necessarily mean being
confronted with creative minds. This shows the important role played by
both schools and teachers during a child’s learning to read; they need to
support and sustain the expression of their personal understanding, instead
of inculcating texts. We are facing one of the major institutional challenges
of a new education, based on quality, encouraged by the use of new reading
skills methodologies, to improve the development of children’s creative
minds from an early age. We stressed at the beginning of this paper that
children are naturally creative and this is why short stories are so crucial to
channel this creative potential. Through short stories, children develop their
capacities of fluency, flexibility and originality. They can imagine a different
end for a story, they introduce or suppress characters, they modify the plot
or the dialogues or they stage it differently. This is an opportunity for them to
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play and create, with and from the short story itself. There are many learning
possibilities provided by short stories in this particular educative stage. We
have decided to group them under five different categories:
1. Listening: different persons are called to read, a narrator, a
schoolmate, a friend… what we pretend with the activity is to
encourage active listening.

2. Illustrating: children are called on to produce a highly rewarding and
easily achieved activity: the embodiment of a favourite character, of the
most attractive scene, of the global vision of the short story itself…
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3. Oral comments: both adults and children talk about the short story
to assimilate its possible links with family life scenes. This oral debate
helps to strengthen their value systems, sharpening their sense of
humour, developing their language knowledge and expanding their
creative imagination.
4. Short stories stimulate the development of dramatic play by recreating
either a particular scene or a more or less continuous action; children
can then interiorise and assimilate the dramatised parts.

5. Improvised drama or play using short stories already known to the
children is not a spontaneous process. It is usually fostered by an adult
more interested in the process itself than in the results.
A distinction between improvised drama and created or invented stories can
easily be drawn. In the invented stories, boys and girls create a story where
they embody emotions, ideas, sensations and frustrations, giving it a true
projective nature. Many different resources can be used to inspire such stories,
such as a photo, some slides or classroom objects or even, for instance, by
suggesting a story title like ‘the singing bee’ or ‘the hopping frog’. With
created stories, multiple combinations can be introduced: characters can be
rebuilt or changed, objects from other existing stories or fairy tales can be
introduced. Rodari (1996; 2000), among others, made particularly relevant
contributions on the creation of stories. His techniques such as ‘the stone
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thrown in a pond’, the ‘fantastic hypothesis’, the ‘creative error’ and the
games using short stories are quite illustrative. Other possible activities to
encourage the development of creativity with words are: inventing rhymes,
continuing the beginning of a story, changing the end of a story, using a
pool of ideas, finding the most foolish idea, inventing lies, changing letters,
solving mysteries or using Chinese whispers.
In order to reap the benefits of children’s literature on young readers,
the challenge is to find a broader-ranging approach to promoting creative
abilities and to enhancing imagination. This is achieved with guiding and
stimulating teachers, who offering a suitable environment to read and
to produce texts. Promoting positive reading and discussions of literary
texts further encourages the emergence of a critical attitude in children.
When they apply their past knowledge and their previous experiences to
recognise, predict, classify, analyse, evaluate, compare, express opinions and
understand, students become critical readers. With game play and creation,
children come to grasp a more and more precise use of the language, which
helps to build up their self-esteem.

Final reflections
Creativity is not confined to artistic activities like painting or writing. Using
creativity to educate children means that they become more enterprising,
more flexible and mentally alert, and they carry these characteristics with
them into adult life. Creative people have a vision for the future, a capacity
to assume risks, and are ready to face obstacles and problems arising in their
daily life. Creativity is a concept that should be addressed in every element
of the curriculum: objectives, formative contents, methodology used in
learning activities and in evaluation. Yet the development of creativity in
nursery classrooms does not solely depend on its inclusion in the curriculum;
it is also linked to the awareness, disposition and training of teachers
(Madrid y Mayorga, 2008). Sternberg and Lubart (1995), Csikszentmihalyi
(1996) and Amabile (1983) all stress the importance of teachers’ training on
creativity issues. Ruiz (2005) conducted one of the most interesting pieces of
research in the field, when he integrated the ideas of all the aforementioned
authors in a creativity model based on three pillars: psychological, cultural
development, and psycho-pedagogical vision.
The birth to 6 years stage can provide great possibilities in creativity. Let
us use our pre-schools to enhance a new development of a creative world.
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Enhancing relationships through play
Edel Daly
(Social worker)

Abstract

T

his paper focusses on play, asserting that through play, the care-giver/
child relationship can be enhanced with subsequent benefits to the
child and the adult’s well-being. The author speaks from personal
and professional experience, the latter within over twenty years’ social work
with children and families in family support and statutory settings. Emerging
from a strong children’s rights perspective, and a belief in the significance
of the early years’ experience, the author hopes to broaden awareness of
the significance of play in the development of attuned, warm relationships.
‘Children’s day to day functioning and their development over time are
shaped by the balance between harmful and protective factors in their lives’
(Gilligan: 2002a:181). This paper contends that we can positively impact
on the protective factors and help to mitigate the harmful factors when we
promote and enhance interaction, joy and play between babies/children and
their parents/carers.

Introduction
‘Play gives joy, freedom, contentment, inner and outer rest,
peace with the world’
(Froebel, 1887, cited by Liebschner, 1992:4)

This paper focusses on play, asserting that through play, the care-giver/
child relationship can be enhanced with subsequent benefits to the child
and the adult’s well-being. Asserting that play begins at birth, even perhaps
195

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 9

we will soon discover pre-birth, the paper is underpinned by the conviction
that being played with imbues the receiver (the child) with feelings of worth,
of value, that they matter, that they are loved and hopefully cherished. The
author contends that play enhances relationships with self, care-givers, peers
and the world at large. The paper continues the author’s drive to promote
an awareness of the significance of early childhood relationships (Daly, 2008;
2012; 2014) and specifically in this paper, the importance of carer/child
spending time in playful interaction with and enjoyment of one another.
The significance of play goes beyond its contribution to the child’s
mental, emotional and physical health. Being played with, the felt experience
of ‘being enjoyed’ by the carer/older siblings/significant others can enable
the child to develop capacity for play and also for relating. In this way, play
can assist children in the development of rewarding, satisfying experiences
of relationships. I have found from my social work experience with children
and their families, that where a child has a more developed capacity to relate,
they are better placed to elicit support and positive regard from teachers,
youth workers and other significant individuals, experiences that Werner &
Smith (1992: 186) believe assists the development of resilience. This has value
not just for the child in the present, but for their development as a person and
specifically for their life-long capacity to relate, negotiate and withstand the
complexities of relationships (Lieberman & Van Horn, 2008, Panskepp, 2010).

Why is Play significant?
‘Playing is what children (and other humans) do to find out about themselves
and the world around them’ (Else, 2009:30).
Many theorists agree that a child’s play is key to supporting ‘emotional,
social and cognitive development and for learning’ (Miller & Pound, 2012:57)
and that ‘play benefits children’ (Howard & Mc Innes, 2013: 39). However,
play continues to be viewed by many people as ‘relatively frivolous and
unimportant’ (Panskepp, 2010a: 252). Much literature on play in childhood
focuses on its role in learning (Piaget, 1951; Vgotsky, 1967). I have written in
more depth previously on the nature of play and the significance of the early
years’ relationships (Daly, 2008, 2012, 2014). This paper contends that play
has a fundamental role, a part of survival and emotional and physical wellbeing, a vehicle to develop many critical capacities and as such play deserves
attending to and vigorous promotion and support. Panskepp (2010 c) names
PLAY as one of ‘seven primary-process (basic) emotional systems- SEEKING,
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RAGE, FEAR, LUST, CARE, GRIEF’ being the remaining six (capitalised by
Panskepp to indicate their primacy). Panskepp advocates that ‘we have to
develop a society that understands play and the many good things it does
for children’s brains and minds’ (2010: b) and that we do not realise yet all that
play can do for children. The value of play goes beyond the ‘in-the-moment’
pleasure and joy, beyond the developing and learning that it brings. The
experience of playing helps with the understanding of and development of
self, of personality, and allows the child explore their concerns and express
their feelings.
In respect of babies, young children and young adults, Iwaniec, (2006:301)
suggests:
...play is an important part of child development. Through
play children learn skills which help them to negotiate
their environment and develop language, motor, cognitive,
and social skills, as well as acquire an understanding of
themselves, others, and the world around them.

Play helps a child to develop in many ways, gain physical skills, helps them
with the formation of their internal working model, with understanding
their emotions, what is ‘me’ and ‘not me’, helping to relax, have fun
(West,1996: 12), gain a sense of their capacity ‘to have an impact’ (Booth
& Jernberg, 2010: 28). When adults recognise the importance of play, they
are more likely to let children be at play and to interact playfully with their
children, which enhances parenting and relationships (Murphy, 1996; Booth
& Jernberg, 2010).
Over the last fifteen years, there has been a rise in electronically-driven
leisure activities. Within this context, it is even more important that children’s
imaginations are safeguarded, that they have opportunities for free play,
for rough and tumble and games involving interaction and turn-taking.
Otherwise, children run the risk of gaining weight and losing out on social
interactions (Epstein et al, 2007). Panskepp (2010 b) suggests that children
need ‘play sanctuaries’ to ‘grow up well’. These provide for free play and
also for guidance from suitable trained clinicians who can give children
natural instruction in how to get along and also watch out for children who
have difficulty playing. He suggests these kinds of safe havens with play as
the main agenda are especially valuable in the early childhood years when
children find it so difficult to sit down for long periods and that they may
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‘even reduce the number of kids diagnosed with ADHD’. In my experience of
social work practice within family support and statutory child and family social
work, I have found the provision of safe, consistent, affirming and guiding
play places to be very valuable for all children and especially for children who
have received poor nurturing or who have been abused.

Promoting the value of play within the context of
‘good enough parenting’
Parenting is complex and requires the adult’s capacity to put their needs
secondary to the child’s time and time again. This can be extremely difficult
for some adults, often due to their own childhood experiences of nurture, and
also because of current, every day stresses. Parenting infants and very young
children is especially demanding, coupled with the related sleep deprivation.
‘To be a successful parent means a lot of hard work’ (Bowlby,1988: 2). Within
the infant’s early experiences of having their basic needs met (or sadly not
adequately met), the child develops a sense of self, an ‘internal working
model’ of the world (Bowlby, 1973: 203). The infant’s first attachments and
relationships with his/her adult carers form the foundation stone for all
relationships. Any guidance therefore that can enhance the early nurturing
has major potential to influence the child’s developmental pathway.
Within countries where the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child
is ratified, each child has the right ‘to rest and leisure, to engage in play
and recreational activities’ (Article 31). While all children have the drive to
play, some children have their opportunities to play fostered and facilitated.
Others do not. One of the great gifts we can give a child is to help their
care giver(s) to value play. Many parents need guidance to appreciate the
value and significance of play (Kitzinger, 1973, cited by Kellmer Pringle, 1986:
44). As early years practitioners, we have a responsibility to do all we can
to promote and facilitate play for the children with whom we work. When
we encourage parents to take play seriously, we foster vital opportunities
for their children to play. The experience of being allowed to play and the
experience of being played with supports the development of the child’s
‘disposition to be playful’ (Edminston, 2008:123). This capacity has significant
benefits for the child, especially helping them to socialise with peers and with
the relating required in the school setting. Enhancing children’s capacity to
relate to their carers, their siblings and peers builds their ability to create and
sustain relationships which will assist them into adulthood.
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It is essential that we remind and reassure parents / care givers that
the most important toy for them to use to play with babies and toddlers is
themselves - their eyes, their voice, their touch, their time, their love. Bowlby
(1988) contends that babies have the instinct, the programming, the need
to interact and that parents also have a strong biological predisposition to
interact with their babies. In the very early days of an infant’s life, parents
can be seen to talk, sing and generally make soothing sounds. Responding
to their baby’s cues and signals, cooing and talking softly whilst caring
for the baby soothes the infant who is distressed and contributes to the
baby feeling held, safe, loved. In a very tangible way, these ‘dialogues
and mutual enjoyment’ (Bowlby, 1988: 6) convey a sense of belonging to
the baby. The baby’s seeking something via a cry, a ‘fussing’ and where
present the consequent ‘soothings’ are the beginnings of play and talking
to each other. If, as practitioners, we can foster these kinds of ‘sharing
experiences’ (Bowlby, 1988: 7) we support the development of attuned,
attentive parenting, the development of positive relationships as well as the
emerging capacity to play.
‘[In] playing, and perhaps only in playing, the child or adult is free to
be creative (Winnicott, 1971, 53). Within this creative space, within playful
moments, there is a higher chance that the adult carer can really ‘see’ their
child (Daly, 2008, 2014). I have observed that there are huge benefits if the
parent/s can be encouraged to spend time, not just taking care of the physical
needs of an infant but also simply ‘being with’, ‘gazing in awe at’, just simply
enjoying, the marvelousness of the baby. This kind of ‘being with’ the baby
can strengthen the relationships between adult and baby and can enable the
parents to keep the baby in mind. Strong, secure attachment and the adult’s
capacity to keep the baby in mind are, I believe, protective factors which
significantly improve the chances that the baby/child will consistently have
his/her physical and psychological needs met. The free-flowing relating that
can happen between the child and the carer within play increases the chances
that the child/children will receive ‘good enough parenting’ (Winnicott, 1958)
and that faced with adversity, neglect or abuse, that the adult carer will be
more disposed to protect the child. If play holds such potential, it is therefore
crucial that we can promote play.
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So as practitioners, how can we help children
and their caregivers to have enjoyable, positive
experiences of play?
As practitioners, we need to establish: What is our own relationship with
play? What is our own history with play? Do we have a respect for play
and know its value? Do we have the capacity to be playful? We need to
remember our own self-care, our own play, to have fun. We need to remind
caregivers to do the same. As practitioners, we may find play difficult
ourselves. If so, we may need to consciously foster play in ourselves and find
outlets and hobbies that can help us to do that. If our work brings us into
contact with families, we can attempt to incorporate a consideration of play
into our interviews with children and their carers. When we see the caregiver
and child play together or when they talk about play we can positively
enhance more play opportunities.
We can keep play in our focus each time we meet the child and the
family as a whole. Remembering to bring age-appropriate toys to any home
visits, we can make sure to spend some time playing with the child/children,
giving them positive experiences of play whilst at the same time modelling
play for the child’s parents. When we are attentive and emotionally available
to the children and incorporate play into our interactions with children and
their families, we model play for the carers, and reluctant parents can witness
their child’s playful nature. It is imperative that we watch out for situations
where one child appears to be outside the family’s ‘play’ life or where there
is a total absence of play, lack of play materials, perhaps a disregard for play.
If we can foster play within these situations, we can positively impact on the
children’s present experiences and their future, including their parenting.
Where we have on-going contact with families, it is important to
demonstrate genuine interest by keeping up with the child’s leisure interests:
sports, reading, films etc. in order to encourage and support. I have seen
within my social work practice that positive relationships with significant adults
outside the family can be life-changing for children. Someone showing an
interest in the child, smiling, encouraging, ‘all of these things may foster in a
child the vital senses of belonging, of mattering, of counting……[which] may
prove decisive turning points in a young person’s developmental pathway’
(Gilligan, 1998b, cited by Gilligan, 2002b:18).
Caring for babies and young children is extremely challenging. ‘Babies
are demanding and disturb sleep… [and] without intending to stir up our
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emotional histories , facing us with our own experiences of being looked
after when little’ (Jones, 2014:3). ‘Parents who never got the attentive care
they needed’ (Booth & Jernberg, 2010:32) may find it very difficult to read and
respond empathically to their child’s needs (Fraiberg et al, 1980; Weatherston,
2000; Iwaniec, 2004;). Family support, and support for parenting through early
years services, social work and other professionals may help to ameliorate
the effects of ‘poor nurturing experiences’ (Daly, 2009:16). Parents who
have experienced neglect and abuse may themselves need more long-term
‘therapeutic accompaniment’ (Daly, 2012:201) so they can adequately nurture
their child, including playful, joy-filled interactions. The adult who received
poor parental care as a child may also have a poor capacity to play and for
some adults play carries with it traumatic memories of neglect and/or abusive
experiences (Iwaniec, 2006). Whilst acknowledging that teenage parents
can very often provide loving, attuned parenting, nonetheless parenting in
adolescence can be especially difficult. “Many young parents, still children
themselves, find it very difficult to respond empathically to their child’s needs’
and may for a time need support with this (Booth & Jernberg, 2010: 32).
It is important to be mindful of those children and adults who seem
to find play challenging. Many children are very well cared for but are not
played with. Many adults who were well loved and nurtured may not have
had playful environments with freedom to play and though well able to
nurture, they may find being playful difficult (Murphy, 2005). As early years’
practitioners, depending on our settings, we can provide guidance through,
for example, toy libraries. We can also use seasons to act as a way into play
for the family, for example encouraging outdoor games like playing ball and
sand and paddling at the beach in the Summer, nature games and playing
together in the park in the Spring and Autumn, board games in the Winter.
Also when crèche and pre-school staff share details of the child’s endeavours
with their parents, this facilitates play and learning for the child (Murphy,
2005). Specific programmes such as theraplay, based on Bowlby’s attachment
theory, provide ‘a playful, interactive, reparative experience that will change
struggling relationships and negative working models into healthier and
more positive ones’ (Booth & Jernberg, 2010: 39). Where children are being
parented by two adults, one of the adults may have a more natural or a more
established capacity to play. It is possible to skilfully foster the teaching of
play skills from one adult to the other, a development which can greatly
enhance the child’s life experience.
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Summary
‘Sensitive, responsive caregiving and playful interaction nourish a child’s
brain, form positive internal representations of self and others and have a
lifelong impact on behaviour and feelings’ (Booth & Jernberg, 2010: 4).
This brief paper is offered as a contribution to the on-going
international discussion of the significance of infant mental health and
the growing awareness of the importance of attuned nurture in infancy
and early childhood. Based on the belief that play is hugely significant for
children, I hope to promote an awareness of play as an essential element of
childhood and to encourage those of us who work with children and their
families to take an active role in cultivating and supporting play for children
from their birth. Play helps the child to make meaning of everyday life, to
express and work out feelings and within play, the growing child can reach
out and be reached out to. Within the playful moments, the young child
and their carer can truly see and appreciate each other. I suggest that within
these play moments, baby and carer/s can be with each other in special
ways and get to develop relationships that do not necessarily become
developed through the more practical, more functional, nurture and care.
‘Episodes of play ...lead to heightened awareness and exhilaration that
enhance self-esteem and create strong connections, …. [creating] affective
synchrony, in which both players are in affective resonance with each other’
(Booth & Jernberg, 2010:80).
Not every child or adult finds it easy to play. Believing in the significance
of play, its capacity to enhance relationships between child and self, child
and caregiver, child and peers, child and world at large, I ask that we take
seriously our capacity to promote children’s freedom to play. When, as
practitioners we help a child’s significant adults to understand and provide for
play opportunities, we are helping to enhance the developing relationships
with subsequent benefits to the child and the adult’s well-being, in the
present and the future.
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Gaining young children’s
perspectives on transforming the
outdoor area of an ECCE setting
Charlotte O’ Kelly
Early Years Educator

Abstract

T

here is a tendency in society not to consult with young children on
matters that affect them, as they are often regarded as incompetent
and unreliable witnesses. However, a recent study in a Dublin preschool explored with young children the ways in which they understood
and used the outdoor learning environment in order to determine how
the environment could be transformed, and suggests that children are
indeed competent research participants. An adaptation of the Mosaic
approach was used in the study which allowed for multiple traditional and
participatory research tools to be used, such as child observations, children
taking photographs, children’s reflections, and a focus group interview
with children. The findings of the study demonstrate children’s ability to
competently identify equipment they liked and things they liked to do,
thereby contributing to the decision-making process of what equipment and
opportunities should be kept, expanded, changed or added to the outdoor
area of the setting.

Introduction
Historically children’s perspectives were not sought on issues affecting them,
however policies such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNICEF, 1989) and The National Children’s Strategy (Government of
Ireland, 2000) have highlighted the importance of listening to children’s voices.
Recently, it has been recognised that children are capable of contributing to
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the decision-making process (Danner & Jonynienė,2012; Clark, 2010; Gjems,
2010; Clark & Moss, 2005 , 2011; Waller, 2006 ; Christensen & James, 2000;
Langsted, 1994;), and there has been a growing emphasis on doing research
with, rather than on, young children, especially in relation to services that
are provided for them (Brooker, 2001). By using multiple research methods,
the present study in an Early Years setting in Dublin demonstrates young
children’s abilities to be competent research partners, as well as being
capable of providing insight into their learning environments.

Children as capable individuals
Friedrich Froebel’s (1782 - 1852) educational philosophy has greatly
influenced early childhood care and education (ECCE) (Nolan, 2012; Towler,
2009; Manning, 2005. Froebel regarded each child as a unique individual
and emphasised the integrity of childhood as an important time, with the
child as an integral part of the community (Towler, 2009). Although dated,
Froebel’s ideas are still evident in the discourses that shape and govern
early years practice today. Examples of this include Bronfenbrenner’s (1977)
Socio-ecological Theory which also puts the child at the centre and shows
how the child both understands and acts upon its surrounding micro and
macro systems, while simultaneously being influenced by those surrounding
systems (DeHart et al., 2004). The new sociology of childhood supports
the view that children are ‘human beings, and not only human becomings’
(Qvortrup, 1994: 18). In this view, children are seen as ‘active social agents’
possessing their own activities, time, space, and an inherent value in their
own right (Corsaro, 2005:4; Qvortrup, 1994, 2004; ). Qvortrup (1994) maintains
that young children are rarely given the opportunity to speak for themselves
because they are viewed as incompetent and unreliable witnesses. However,
Langsted (1994: 35) argues that children are capable ‘experts in their own
lives’ and thatmore interest should be taken in how they view and experience
daily life. Instead, in an ‘age of welfarism and protectionism’ adults have
tended to act in children’s ‘best interests’, thereby excluding them from the
research process (Barker & Weller, 2003: 208).
Researchers who have consulted with young children on issues that
are meaningful to their lives have found them to be skilful communicators
with the ability to understand, reflect, and give accurate and appropriate
responses (Danner & Jonynienė , 2012; Clark, 2010; Gjems, 2010; Clark &
Moss, 2005; Waller, 2006; Christensen & James, 2000). The post-modern
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perspective views children as meaning-makers who are strong, active,
capable and competent co-constructors of knowledge, thereby making
them appropriate research partners (Dahlberg et al., 2007).
Article 12
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)
identifies children’s participation rights to express their views freely in all
matters affecting them, and to have their views taken into account (UNICEF,
1989). The idea of children as rights holders is also supported in Irish ECCE
policy such as Síolta, the national quality framework for early childhood
education, and Aistear, the early childhood curriculum framework (Centre
for Early Childhood Development & Education [CECDE], 2006; National
Council for Curriculum & Assessment [NCCA], 2009). Síolta’s Standards 1
and 4 both focus on and promote children’s participation rights within an
inclusive decision-making process that is based on consultation (CECDE,
2006). In the development of Aistear, a portraiture study was conducted
which involved ‘listening for children’s voices’ (NCCA, 2007). This ensured
that one of Aistear’s twelve principles is to view children as citizens whose
opinions are worth being listened to (NCCA, 2009). Furthermore, the recent
November 2012 Children’s Referendum set out how the Irish people view
and value children, when the people of Ireland voted ‘yes’ to support the 31 st
Amendment of the Constitution (Children) Bill 2012. This meant that for the
first time, the Constitution was able to take a child-centred approach in the
protection of children, and the involvement of children in the consultative
process moved from being notional to mandatory.

Outdoor space – an important learning environment
The outdoor learning environment is an important element of preschool
design and has been a ‘fundamental feature of nursery provision since
Friedrich Froebel developed kindergartens in Germany in the 1830s’ (Clark,
2010, p. 14).
Current research emphasises the benefits of outdoor play
as having many physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, behavioural and
sensorial benefits for young children (Pettersen, 2012; Bilton, 2010; Knight,
2009; Warden, 2012). Bilton (2010:4) argues that the planning, assessment,
evaluation, resourcing and staffing of the outdoor area should be equal to
that of the indoors, and it should be considered as ‘one half of the combined
teaching and learning environment.’ In Ireland, the outdoor area of an
early years setting has traditionally been used to facilitate free play, and
is not commonly regarded as a learning environment (Pettersen, 2012).
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However, the need to change this practice can be seen in Síolta’s Standard 2,
which discusses environments and highlights the equal importance of both
indoor and outdoor environments as having a ‘direct impact’ on children’s
well-being, learning and development (CECDE, 2006: 8). This standard
also promotes both indoor and outdoor environments that are ‘enriching,
well maintained, safe, available, accessible, adaptable, developmentally
appropriate, and offer a variety of challenging and stimulating experiences’
(CECDE, 2006:19). In relation to the outdoor environment, Aistear (NCCA,
2009: 14) states that it can ‘often give children more space and freedom to
move, to explore, and to express themselves, which in turn can bring even
greater enjoyment, satisfaction and learning.’ In this regard, the NCCA and
Early Childhood Ireland have developed an audit tool to help educators to
assess the indoor and outdoor learning environments that they provide for
young children (NCCA, 2013).

Consulting with young children
Consulting with children may be described as ‘ways of seeking the views
of children as a guide to action’ (Borland, 2001 cited in Clark & Moss, 2005:
9). According to Clark & Moss (2005:9), ‘consultation involves listening, but
is listening with a particular purpose.’ Really listening to young children
also requires the use of all the senses and emotions and is not limited
to the spoken word (Rinaldi, 2006). From the moment of birth, children
need to communicate, and young children often struggle to express their
ideas in spoken language (Gurewitz Clemens, Gleim, & Handler, 2012).
Malaguzzi’s ‘hundred languages of children’ refers to the many inventive and
expressive ways children can express their feelings and ideas (Malaguzzi,
1998). These include facial expressions, body language and the use of
‘graphic languages’ such as drawing, painting, collage, music, movement,
drama, song and dance (Gurewitz Clemens et al., 2012; Katz, 1998). Rinaldi
(2006, p. 12) refers to a ‘pedagogy of listening’ which means listening to
children’s thoughts, treating those thoughts seriously and trying to make
meaning out of them ‘without preconceived ideas about what is correct or
appropriate.’ In an Early Years environment, listening may take place during
everyday routines and activities, or during consultations with children on
particular issues such as transforming the outdoor play area (Clark & Moss,
2005). In a research context, Christensen & James (2000) maintain that it is
not always necessary to adopt different methods when carrying out research
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with children, because they are often capable of participating in traditional
methods such as interviews and questionnaires. However, in the case of very
young children, or children who are not able to verbally articulate their views
and experiences, researchers have found creative ways, such as the Mosaic
approach, to respectfully and effectively listen to young children’s voices
(Dunphy & Farrell, 2011; Start Strong, 2011; Clark, 2010; NCCA, 2007; Kernan,
2006; Clark & Moss, 2001, 2005).

The Mosaic approach
In their studies, Clark & Moss (2001, 2005) used the Mosaic approach to
explore children’s use of space in early childhood settings. The Mosaic
approach is useful and influential in informing, planning and implementing
ethical research with young children (Brooker, 2011). This approach is based
on a framework for listening to young children’s voices, and views young
children as experts in their own lives, as skilful communicators, rights holders,
and as meaning-makers (Clark & Moss, 2011: 6-7). There are two stages to
the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2005). The first involves gathering small
pieces of information from a variety of tools such as observations, children
using cameras, maps made by children using their own photographs and
drawings, and interviews with adults and children. The second involves
bringing together all of the small pieces of information to make sense of the
whole picture through dialogue and reflection (Clark & Moss, 2005). Clark
& Moss (2001, 2005) found this to be an effective way of listening to young
children and gathering their perspectives prior to reordering the outdoor
space of an early years setting. In their 2005 study, Clark & Moss used child
observations, children’s photographs, children’s book-making activities, and
interviews with children as a way of gathering many ‘layers of detail’ (Clark
& Moss, 2005: 49). By uncovering the imaginative and creative nature of
children’s outdoor play, the researchers were able to identify places and
objects in the outdoor area that could be kept, expanded, changed or added.
According to Clark & Moss (2011: 55), using a wide variety of research tools
is open in the sense that they can be adapted ‘according to the adults’ and
children’s skills and interests’. However, they maintain that it is essential that
the combination of tools used enables children to confidently express their
ideas and experiences, and that the tools represent children as experts in their
own lives. Each piece of the mosaic should also contain value, which should
be increased by combining all the pieces together (Clark & Moss, 2011).
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Furthermore, some children may need more support than others to ensure
their participation, and appropriate tools and sufficient time should be
provided to children when using this approach (Clark & Moss, 2005).
Many recent Irish studies, including Kernan (2006), NCCA (2007), Dunphy
& Farrell (2011), and Start Strong (2011), were also informed by Clark & Moss
(2001, 2005). In Kernan’s (2006) study of children attending ECCE settings in
Ireland, she looked at children’s priorities in their outdoor play experiences.
Her fieldwork included observational note-taking, digital photography, and
interviews with children, parents, early years educators and policy officers.
Kernan (2006) found the children, aged between one and five years, were
competently able to identify their daily outdoor experiences in terms of
their likes, dislikes and preferred places to play. In the development of
Aistear, the NCCA used a portraiture study to ensure children’s voices were
appropriately represented in the Framework (NCCA, 2007). Twelve children,
aged between nine months and six years, from across Ireland took part.
Information was collected using various methods such as photography of
and by the children, audio and video recordings of and by the children, child
conferencing, walking tours and mapmaking, and interviewing parents and
practitioners. Collectively, the portraiture study (2007) highlighted many key
messages in relation to children’s early learning and development, including
the importance of observing and listening to young children (NCCA, 2007).
In Dunphy & Farrell’s (2011) study on eliciting young children’s perspectives
on indoor play provision in their classroom, video recordings of children’s
play and discussions with children were used. Apart from the discussions,
listening also included noting ‘other aspects of expression including facial
expressions, tone of voice, body language and silences’ (Dunphy & Farrell,
2011: 132). Start Strong (2011) consulted with more than six hundred three
to five year old Irish children, to determine what they thought the best
playschool would look like. The children were also asked what they would
change about their own pre-school if they had a magic wand. Some children
responded verbally while others did drawings, and the findings provided a
wonderful insight into young children’s visions and ideas for ECCE settings.

Listening to Children
Despite being the primary users of pre-school outdoor spaces, young
children’s perspectives are often not given currency during the design or
transformation process of those environments (Clark, 2010; Clark & Moss,
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2005). However, the practice of gaining young children’s perspectives is
slowly changing, and has been influenced by theoretical and contemporary
perspectives that inform our view of the child, by the children’s rights
movement, and by our emergent understandings of listening and consulting
with young children (Clark & Moss, 2005). The literature reviewed for this
study supports the view of the child as a unique, strong, active, and capable
rights holder who is an expert in their own life (Dahlberg et al., 2007;
Corsaro, 2005; Langsted, 1994; Qvortrup 1994, 2004). It has highlighted the
importance of the outdoor learning environment in an early years setting,
as well as the many physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, behavioural and
sensorial benefits it can offer young children (Pettersen, 2012; Warden,
2012; Bilton, 2010; Knight, 2009; NCCA, 2009; CECDE, 2006). The literature
has also discussed the process of consulting with young children, whereby
the use of creative multi-method approaches have enabled children to be
competent research partners who are actively able to express their ideas,
views and experiences in matters that affect them (Dunphy & Farrell, 2011;
Start Strong, 2011; NCCA, 2007; Kernan, 2006; Clark & Moss 2005, Clark
& Moss 2001). Western contemporary views, together with Froebel and
Bronfenbrenner’s ideas, have greatly informed our view of children and
childhood. Seen collectively, along with legislation and current ECCE
policy, these views imply that it is both logical and ethical to gain children’s
perspectives on transforming the outdoor area of their early years service
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2012;
Brooker, 2001).

Context of the Present Study
The present study took place in an urban sessional early years service
attended by twenty children aged between three and five years. The service
is a community setting in a disadvantaged area. The staff at the service had
identified the outdoor area as being in need of development and had set up
a working group to begin this process. As a member of the outdoor area
improvement group, this researcher found this to be an ideal opportunity to
involve the children in the consultation process. At the time, this researcher
was a third year student on work placement at the service. This required her
to attend two days per week over a nine month period. She was completing
her BA (Hons) Degree in Early Childhood Education at the Dublin Institute
of Technology.
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Brief Description of Outdoor Area
To ensure the anonymity of the setting, a brief description, rather than
photographs, is used here to highlight what was available to the children.
The outdoor area could be considered quite spacious for twenty children.
It is triangular shaped and was dominated by a large climbing structure and
slide at the centre. A 2m² piece of fishing net was tied to one side of the
play structure and stretched across to the perimeter fence. This was used as
a makeshift hammock. Another 3.5m long, narrow piece of fishing net and a
rope were attached to the other side of the play structure and the opposite
perimeter fence. These were stretched across to resemble a rope bridge.
The ground was flat and covered with a rubberised surface beneath the
climbing structure. This constituted approximately fifty percent of the ground
surface, while cement slabs constituted the rest. There was a small square
wooden sandpit with toys in one corner, two unfurnished plastic playhouses
in another corner, and a variety of open-ended objects such as car tyres and
wooden planks scattered around the area. There was also a large plastic
container that held objects such as roller skates, balls and chalk. Three large
pot plants were the only natural items in the area.

Research Aims, Objectives and Questions
The aim of the study was to involve young children in the consultation
process regarding transforming the outdoor area of an early years service,
and to demonstrate their ability to contribute to the decision-making process,
especially in matters affecting them. The primary objective of the study was
to explore with the young children how they understand and use the outdoor
learning environment, and to determine what future changes could be made
to ensure their interests and needs are being met. The research questions
explored with the children were as follows:
• Did the children like to play outdoors?
• What equipment did the children like and dislike in the
outdoor area?
• What did the children like doing in the outdoor area?
• If they had a magic wand, how would the children change
the outdoor area?
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Methods
According to Denscombe (2010: 238), qualitative research tends to involve a
small selective sample due to the in-depth nature of the study, the analysis
of the data, and the ‘thick description’ provided. For this study, a purposive
sample of four children who attended the service was selected, and included
two boys and two girls, all aged four years. Two of the children had a delay
in their speech and language development. The rationale for selecting these
particular children was because they were already part of a natural key group
who met on a daily basis with their key worker.
To obtain parental support and permission, a group meeting was held
to inform the parents of the study and obtain their consent. A large font size
and shared language was used on the forms, which were also read out loud
by the researcher for the benefit of parents who may have visual or literacy
considerations. To ensure the children could make connections with and
understand their role in the research, at each stage of the data collection
process, a visual information sheet with clip art images to represent the
research tools and procedures was used with the children (Harcourt &
Conroy, 2011:41-46). The children’s verbal assent was also obtained at each
stage of the research process and was witnessed by an adult. To ensure
anonymity when writing the report, the children were asked to make up their
own pseudonyms. In this regard, Harcourt & Conroy (2011:44) state that ‘
giving children the option to determine how they wish to be referenced in
any written work is an important aspect of respecting children and invites
them to hold a degree of control as active participants.’ The names chosen
by the children were Princess (girl), Lalaloopsie (girl), Spiderman (boy) and
Tractor (boy). On completion of the study, a feedback of the findings was
given to the children to ensure the process was meaningful to them. This
was done by reading the feedback sheet to the children and by discussing
the findings with them. A copy of the feedback sheet and the children’s
photographs were sent home to the parents, and a copy of the final report
was given to the service.
Multiple research methods, in an adaptation of the Mosaic approach,
were used to obtain the perspectives of the children. Data was collected
by both the researcher and the children, using four different research tools.
These were; child observations, children taking photographs, children’s
reflections on their photographs, and a focus group interview with children.
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Child Observations
Observations recording the children’s play in the outdoor area formed the
starting point of the data collection process for this research. A narrative
account of the four children’s play during an allocated large group period
of outdoor play was recorded. The observation captured a snapshot of the
equipment, activities and language the children used during their outdoor
play. According to Denscombe (2010), observations in natural settings offer
direct evidence of what normally happens. Therefore, the ‘naturalness of the
setting’ was not disrupted by the presence of the researcher, who remained
discreet throughout the observation (Denscombe, 2010: 197).

Children’s Photographs
The children then used a digital camera to take photographs of ‘important
things’ in the outdoor area (Clark & Moss, 2005: p. 14). Firstly, the children
were shown how to take successful photographs, and then took turns taking
on average twenty-five photographs of the things they liked and disliked in
the outdoor area. Clark (2010, p. 31) explains that photography is a ‘visual
starting point for describing experience’ and children’s photography acts
as a participatory medium that offers them a way to explore and evaluate
their own ways of seeing, and also allows them to take an active role in the
research process. As advised by Clark (2010, p. 35), the researcher adopted
a ‘passive role’ and listened and observed as the children selected images to
photograph for this study.

Children’s Reflections
The children’s photographs were printed and used during a sorting and
gluing activity. The children were given time to look at their photographs
before sorting the pictures of things they liked and disliked into two separate
post boxes. The photographs were then glued onto two sheets of paper
depending on their likes or dislikes. This two-step process allowed the
children the opportunity to validate their choices or change their mind if they
wished. During this activity, the children were encouraged to discuss their
photographs, while field notes were taken. As advised by Clark (2010), only
a short length of time had elapsed between children taking photographs
and reflecting on them. In this case it was three days, making it easier for the
children to discuss the reasons behind taking each picture. Giving children the
214

STUDENT PAPERS | Gaining young children’s perspectives on transforming
the outdoor area of an ECCE setting

opportunity to reflect on their photographs was essential as their narratives
contributed to a shared understanding with the researcher (Clark, 2010).

Focus Group Interview with Children
Lastly, a focus group interview, loosely structured around a series of short
questions, was conducted with the children. The children’s photographs
were used to prompt discussion, thereby further assisting the researcher in
her understanding of the children’s meanings. A toy wand was used to help
the children answer the last question, ‘if you had a magic wand, how would
you change the outdoor play area of your pre-school?’ The interview took
place in a quiet room, not regularly used by the children, and as advised
by Dunphy & Farrell (2011), the children were given the opportunity to
familiarise themselves with the recording equipment prior to the interview
taking place so as to minimise distractions.

Findings, Discussion and Recommendations
By using a variety of research tools the children’s use and understanding
of the outdoor learning environment was explored, and the following
themes emerged:
• Equipment that children liked/disliked
• The different movements and actions children
enjoyed doing outdoors
• The places children liked to meet up with others in
the outdoors
• Children as research partners

Equipment
This study identified important pieces of equipment that the children either
liked or disliked in the outdoor area. Popular pieces of equipment that were
used or discussed by most of the children included the play structure, slide,
hammock, rope-bridge, and roller-skates.
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Figure 1: Excerpt from focus group interview confirming the importance
of the roller-skates
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS

Tell me about playing outside
I like the skates

SPIDERMAN

Um ... I like the box ... the box

FACILITATOR

The box? What’s the box?

SPIDERMAN

Of the things

FACILITATOR

Oh – the box that’s got all the toys inside?

SPIDERMAN

Yeah. The skates and things

Although the roller-skates were not photographed by any of the children,
the children were observed using the roller-skates, and their importance was
further confirmed during the focus group interview. Also, when asked by the
researcher how they would use the magic wand to change anything about
the outside area of their pre-school, Princess replied ‘I’ll have more skates.’
No single piece of equipment was disliked by all of the children. However,
the sandpit was identified as being liked by some and disliked by others. For
example, Princess had taken two photographs of the sandpit and glued them
both onto the ‘dislike’ sheet of paper during her reflection activity, despite an
adult and child that she liked being in the same photographs as the sandpit.
Figure 2 shows how the focus group interview provided a deeper layer of
understanding into why Princess disliked the sandpit.

Figure 2: Excerpt from focus group interview confirming Princess’s
dislike of the sandpit
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
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What things do you not like about the outside area of the
pre-school? What things do you think are horrible?
I don’t like the, the, the ... uh ... sand castle.
Do you mean the sandpit?
Yeah. I don’t like the colour of it.
Ok. You don’t like the colour of it. Is there something else
you don’t like about it?
No.
Do you like playing with sand?
(nods head)
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Recommendations (1): Equipment
This study identified important pieces of equipment that all the participants
liked, such as the play structure, slide, hammock and rope-bridge, which
could be kept in mind when re-developing the area. The findings also
suggest that additional equipment, such as more roller-skates, could be
added, and that the sandpit could be changed to make it more attractive.

Movements and Actions
All four participants were observed laughing while playing outdoors, which
could be taken as a sign of enjoyment. During the focus group interview, the
children also confirmed that they liked to play outside. In the present study,
jumping and climbing were the most frequent movements that occurred
outdoors. As the highest objects in the outside area, the play structure and
hammock were observed being used by all four participants for jumping and
climbing. However, the hammock was also used for relaxing. Although not
observed, the children also expressed their enjoyment of running (Figure
3). Kernan (2006) identified practising new skills as an important part of
children’s movement in the outdoors, supporting this study’s findings of
children engaging in balancing on, and rolling car tyres. Clark & Moss (2005)
highlighted the imaginative and creative nature of children’s outdoor play,
supporting this study’s findings of children engaging and expressing an
interest in pretend play in the outdoors (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Excerpt from focus group interview confirming children’s
enjoyment of running and engaging in pretend play
SPIDERMAN
PRINCESS

I do. I like running fast
I like to run extra fast

TRACTOR
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS
FACILITATOR
PRINCESS

Great. Now, tell me what your favourite place is. When you go
outside what is your favourite place that you want to go to?
Bring the prams outside
That’s nice. And what do you play with the prams?
I’m a mommy
And who do you play with?
[another child’s name]
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This study also revealed an unexpected finding in terms of the interesting
ways the children chose to move from place to place in the outdoor area.
For example, on many occasions they were observed climbing over the play
structure, instead of going around it, to get to the hammock. This shows
children’s creative, energetic and agentic nature, in the way they possess their
own activities, time and space (Corsaro, 2005). The literature also explains
the bi-directional interactions between children and their environment, and
that this relationship should be acknowledged and respected (NCCA, 2009a:
Hohmann et al., 2008; CECDE, 2006; Gandini, 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1977 ).

Recommendations (2): Movement
These findings imply that, although large physical movements such as
running and climbing, which are generally discouraged during indoor play,
should be encouraged and promoted outdoors. Also, a separate place for
relaxing could be added to the outdoor area to ensure all children’s needs
and interests are met. Furthermore, allowing children to bring ‘inside toys’
outdoors could further encourage imaginative pretend play in the outdoors.

Places to Meet
Kernan (2006) highlighted social experiences as being important to young
children in their outdoor play, while Dunphy & Farrell (2011) pointed to the
importance of friendships and socially constructed play during outside play
time. This study’s findings would suggest that, due to their familiarity, the
children from the same key group appeared more comfortable in each other’s
company as they were observed naturally gravitating towards each other
on the hammock. However, the research participants were also observed
interacting with adults and other children outside of their key group, and that
the sandpit, yellow house and car tyres were particular meeting places where
this was observed happening. These findings concur with Kernan (2006) and
Dunphy & Farrell (2011) in that social interaction is an important element of
children’s outdoor play, and that children are more likely to engage in social
interactions while playing outside.

Recommendations (3): Places to meet
These findings imply that large, comfortable and more open-ended
equipment, such as car tyres, building blocks and comfortable seating could
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be expanded and added in order to encourage further social interaction and
co-operation amongst children in the outdoors.

Children as Research Partners
According to Clark (2010), interviewing young children can be a complex and
challenging task: however it does provide an in-depth account of children’s
lived experiences and ideas. During the focus group interview, some children
labelled pieces of equipment differently to the researcher, or found it difficult
to articulate what they wanted to say. This led to some misunderstanding on
the researcher’s part. An example of this was when Spiderman referred to the
hammock as ‘the rope’ and the play structure steps as ‘the ladder.’ Using the
children’s photographs to clarify any misunderstandings proved very useful
on such occasions. During the focus group interview some children also
appeared easily distracted by the unfamiliar room and struggled to relate to
the interview questions. Figure 4 presents an example of this.

Figure 4: Excerpt from focus group interview showing a child’s
concentration and comprehension difficulties
FACILITATOR
TRACTOR
FACILITATOR
TRACTOR
FACILITATOR
TRACTOR

Tell me about playing outside
I like the cars over there (points at the mural on the
opposite wall of the interview room)
Those are nice cars, but tell me, what do you like about
playing in the outside area?
Yeah!
And is there something outside in the play area that you like?
I like playing on the slide

Using a variety of research tools revealed that, although some challenges
were encountered, the children were found to be competent and confident
research partners, capable of providing insight into their learning
environment. This could be seen in the way each piece of the mosaic
contained value and helped to build a bigger picture of what the children’s
likes, dislikes, interests and needs were. It could also be seen in the way
the children were able to follow instructions, and were competently able to
take successful and meaningful photographs. The four participants showed
confidence in the way they made their opinions very clear. An example of
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this was Princess’s consistent confirmation of her dislike for of the sandpit,
despite enjoying playing with sand. Regardless of the small size of the
sample group, the findings of this study appear robust enough on which to
base decisions around re-developing the outdoor area.

Recommendations (4): Children as Research Partners
In retrospect, the challenges encountered during the focus group interview
may have been avoided by ensuring the interview room had fewer visible
distractions, or that the focus group interview took place in the outside
area. Alternatively, individual child interviews could have been carried out.
In relation to asking children to imagine how they could magically change
the outdoor area, a suggestion for the future could involve showing children
pictures or photographs of other spaces. This could provide them with more
support to both imagine the possibilities and to articulate what they wanted.

Limitations of the Study
Several limitations to this study need to be acknowledged. With only four
research participants, caution must be applied as the findings may not be
generalised. The Mosaic approach involves research using multiple methods
over a period of time with the same participants. Although each method
used resulted in rich data, it was difficult getting all participants together due
to child absenteeism and restricted time limits placed on this study. This led
to data being collected on two occasions with only three of the four research
participants, which could have some effect on the findings. Time limits also
negatively influenced the amount of time provided to children who needed
additional support to participate effectively, such as those with speech and
language difficulties. Staff supervision was required at all times during the
research to ensure adherence to the service’s policies and procedures. On
days when staff levels were low, data collection was postponed, thereby
causing delays to the overall project. The level of subjectivity on behalf of
the researcher was also a limitation, in that being so familiar with the children
prior to the study, and also being a member of the outdoor area improvement
group, made it difficult to remain objective throughout.
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Conclusion
An adaptation of the Mosaic approach, using a variety of research tools, was
used to explore which equipment and places the children like and dislike in
the outdoor area of their school, whether they enjoyed playing outdoors,
what they liked to do when they are outdoors, and how they would change
the area if they had a magic wand. The findings concur with the literature
on the ability of children to competently identify equipment they liked
to play with and things they liked to do. This influenced the researcher’s
recommendations of what could be kept, expanded, changed or added to
the outdoor area. Although some challenges were encountered, the children
were found to be competent and confident research partners, capable of
providing insight into their outdoor learning environment. The findings
suggest that researchers and early years educators should ensure sufficient
time, flexibility and respect is given to young children when gaining their
perspectives. They also imply that young children should be consulted in
matters affecting them to ensure their interests, needs and rights are met.
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FROM THE FIELD

Haiku in the Curriculum of
Preschool Education
Motoko Chiaki
(Negishi, Japan)

I

think you all have heard of haiku, a very short form of Japanese poetry. It
is a seventeen syllable poem which consists of 3 phrases of 5, 7, and 5 on
(morae) with kigo, a close reference to the four seasons. This syllabic form
with kigo, in particular, has traditionally been considered as an essentially
important aspect of haiku.
In Japan children generally begin studying haiku at 4th grade of an
elementary school, but not below that grade. It has been taken for granted
that haiku is too difficult for kindergarten pupils to compose, because at
such an early age, they have not yet acquired sufficient vocabulary, to say
nothing of the rigid stylistic and topical conventions of the haiku. In short,
they lack life experiences. However, my teaching experiences in Negishi
kindergarten, where I worked as head for the past 3 years, show that such
a preconceived notion is utterly groundless. In our kindergarten, haiku
activities have recently been introduced into the school curriculum. In the
process of putting this into practice, we have become aware that even a
little child simply loves to express himself or herself in a form of a short
verse like haiku.
For example, in the sunny flower garden of the kindergarten, where
the breeze stirs the leaves, children have frequent chances to make haiku,
together with their playmates, or perhaps at times, with their mothers, when
they feel most at ease and wish to do something creative. Watching flowers,
vegetables or insects much more carefully and closely, they chat busily with
their mothers about the eggplants and bell peppers they raise and begin
to compose haiku, while the mothers listen to them and join the activities.
Sometimes during a free time a member of our staff will take the pupils there
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to the garden, or they can pop in by themselves on their way home: on such
occasion, too, a few fragmentary lines bubble up:
Mikiya, a 5-year-old boy, saw ants moving restlessly on the ground and sang:
Arisan-wa Oyatsu-no oshaberi Tanoshisou
An ant meets another in the morning
Let’s have a morning walk for sweets.
So they say.

Finding the bamboo shoots growing fast, Yuho, a 4-year-old-girl, exclaims:
Takenoko-san Gungun-nobite Uchumade.
Oh, bamboo shoots!
Mushrooming,
Reaching up the heaven.

Here’s another charming haiku by Yuki, a 4-year-old-boy:
Asagao-wa Bokuyori-zutto Hayaokida.
What an early bird, the morning glory!
Much earlier than me
She wakes.

During the past curriculum year in our kindergarten, there was another
chance of holding a haiku assembly. When we went on a day’s outing to Ueno
Zoo last autumn, children and mothers worked together in making lovely
haiku lines. With the help of their mothers, the children wrote of their surprise
and joy in the animals, in simple but fresh vocabularies.
Kanon, a 5-year-old-girl, has a glimpse of the blue sky through an elephant’s
eyes:
Zousan-no Hitomi-ni-utsuru Aki-no-sora.
Hi, Mr. elephant,
Reflect your eyes,
The autumn sky!
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Here’s another haiku of the elephant by Yamato who is 5 years old. His
interest does not lie in the eyes like Kanon but in his long, long nose:
Zou-no-hana Akino-sora-eto Nobiteyuku.
Oh, what a long, long nose
An elephant has!
Which could reach up the autumn sky.

Shouma, a boy, admires the high velocity of a lion when he runs:
Raion-to Kakekko-shitaina Undoukai
A play day,
Let’s run a race with a lion,
Let’s run faster than him.

Sakiko, another girl, is interested in the giraffe, but amusingly not in his long
neck but in his eyes:
Kirin-no-me Biidama-mitaini Manmaruda.
The giraffe’s eyes,
Perfectly round,
Round like the marbles.

Rina, another girl, however, loves the giraffe’s long neck, rather than his eyes,
and dreams of going up to the blue autumn sky mounting it:
Aki-no- sora Kirin-no-kubi-de Noboritai.
The autumn sky,
How I wish, wish to go up to
On the giraffe’s neck.

Through this cooperative, joint work the children and mothers feel much happier.
Another school activity I would like to introduce to you is making karuta,
the playing cards, of their haiku. In karuta games two kinds of cards are used:
one is yomihuda, or “reading cards” and the other is torihuda or “grabbing
cards.” The children make yomihuda with their words of haiku and torihuda
with the associated pictures. During the game when the words of haiku in the
yomihuda are read out, the players have to find the corresponding torihuda,
the picture card, and the player who gathers more picture cards than any
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other is the winner. The children play the game with their handmade cards
during the New Year. The cards are also displayed in the playroom during
the cultural festival in autumn.
Negishi kindergarten has a long history of 124 years and is one of the
earliest nursery schools in Tokyo that have adopted ‘Composition in Haiku
Program’ in the school curriculum. Considering the spiritual or mental
climate of the area, the kindergarten is very conveniently located, for within
easy reach is Shiki-An, a humble cottage where Shiki Masaoka (1867-1902),
a famous great leader of haikai of the Meiji period, lived. During his short
lifetime he composed a great number of excellent haiku poems, so that even
today this cottage and the surrounding area is a place haunted by many of
his followers, amateur as well as professional poets or simple haiku fans. Shiki
often took a stroll in Negishi around the kindergarten quarters. The sight of
mothers on the entrance ceremony day, waiting under full cherry blossoms
for their children rushing to them out of the school gate, moved him almost
to tears and thus wrote:
Enmon-ni Kora-matu-hahaya Yamazakura.

His creative activities did not last long, for he contracted tuberculosis, and
died at the young age of 34. He is well-remembered in the Negishi area,
where here and there in the streets and lanes, so many posters of his haiku
are put up on the outer walls of houses and shops.
Another important cultural feature of Negishi area where the
kindergarten is located is that here live a couple of haiku poets, or semiprofessional amateurs with a love of the poetical. They voluntarily support
the local children in their poetic activities. Mr. Okumura, for example, is one
of those. As an ardent admirer of Shiki, he himself has been composing haiku
these forty years. On the latest excursion to Ueno Zoo he joined us for a haiku
assembly and enjoying the children’s cheerful chat, and willingly corrected
their haiku poems. He also organizes various occasional haiku events, such
as a recent exploratory walk to trace the course of Shiki’s funeral procession
in 1902. At a stone’s throw from our kindergarten Mr. Okumura runs an
old restaurant, Sasanoyuki, of tofu dishes, established by his ancestors in
the Edo period (in the 17th century). In front stands a stone monument to
commemorate Shiki’s great achievement in modern haiku poetry.
All these literary environments, I think, are significant in cultivating the
aesthetic sentiments of a child. Even a single walk around the area would
be enough to arouse an interest in haiku. Very soon the child will be moved
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to compose it with a wealth of fertile imagination. Though at the early age,
the poem marvellously captures the mood, and sometimes with a glimpse of
deep insight into human nature.
Up to now I have been giving you some concrete examples of haiku
gatherings to show you the success the of haiku program in our preschool
education. Now to conclude, I would like to summarize the main four points:
1. Through the creative process of composing haiku, children
learn to see nature as it is, and accordingly try to express
their fresh vivid impressions in haiku form, free of rigid
stylistic and topical conventions.
2. They learn to cherish traditional art like haiku, and awake to the
responsibility of handing it down to the younger generation.
3. Through the experiences of haiku assemblies with grownups, such as parents, teachers, or the local people in general,
they build up stronger emotional ties and a better mutual
understanding and of older people.
4. Last but not least, the much closer relationship between
mother and child can be realised. By composing haiku
together, they know the joy of doing something together,
sharing difficulties together and will be unconsciously
strengthening the sense of solidity each other.
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the print version is published. See www.omepireland.ie/publications.html
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Plagiarism Policy
Plagiarism is ‘the practice of taking someone else’s work or ideas and passing
them off as one’s own’ (Shorter Oxford Dictionary). This includes not just text
but graphics, tables, ideas etc. and includes material found online as well as
in print. All research builds upon the work of others, but use of the work of
others must be fully and appropriately referenced in the text and credited to
the original authors.
Short quotes should be enclosed in quotation marks “quote”, while
quotations longer than three lines should start on a new line, be indented
and single-spaced, and give the page number of the original source.
A paper that overly relies on quoting the work of others, or which does
not reference cited works adequately, will not be considered for publication
and will be returned to the author. Plagiarism in academic work can have
very serious consequences (see for example the UCC policy on plagiarism;
similar policies operate in most universities). Plagiarism may also be a breach
of copyright.

Format
Papers should be submitted in Word format. They should be double or
1.5 spaced, in Times New Roman 12 point. The use of sub-headings is
recommended to enhance readability. Diagrams, tables etc. should be clear
and legible. They should be captioned (e.g. Table 1, Fig. 1) and it should be
clearly indicated in the text where they are to be inserted (e.g. Fig. 1 here)
Any photographs or other illustrations should not be incorporated into
the text, but should be sent separately, with the place where they are to be
inserted clearly indicated in the text, e.g. Photo 2 here.
Tables and other graphics should be clear and legible, and the formatting
should be kept as simple as possible. The journal is printed in monochrome
and not in colour, so please take this into account when providing graphics,
charts and other illustrations.

Referencing
The author, date system should be used for citations in the text, including
indirect quotes:
Rogoff (2003: 284) suggests that learning takes place by a
process of guided participation in community activities.
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It may be that the pressure for children to achieve academic
readiness impinges on the time available for play (Bergen, 2002).

Direct quotes should be in quotation marks, and the source and page
number give, e.g.
According to Rogoff (2003:150) “transitions across
childhoods can also be considered cultural, community
events” and our research clearly demonstrates this.

Direct quotes of more than three lines should be single-spaced and indented.
All works referred to in the text must be included in the bibliography/
list of references at the end of the paper. This list should be in alphabetical
order, and should follow the conventions in the examples below.

EXAMPLES OF THE PREFERRED STYLE OF REFERENCING
BOOKS- examples
Rogoff, B. (2003). The Cultural Nature of Human Development. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
Roskos, K.A. and Christie, J.F. (eds.) (2000). Play and Literacy in Early
Childhood Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum.

CHAPTER IN AN EDITED BOOK- example
Devine, D. (2009) ‘Dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in children’s social
world in school’. In S. Drudy (ed.), Education in Ireland: Challenge and
Change (pp. 57-72) Dublin: Gill and Macmillan

JOURNAL ARTICLES- examples
Certain, L.K. and Kahn, R.S. (2002). Prevalence, Correlates, and Trajectory of
Television Viewing among Infants and Toddlers. Journal of Paediatrics. 109,
634-642.
Malaguzzi, L. (1993). For an Education based on Relationships. Young
Children, 49 (1), 9-12.
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ON-LINE MATERIAL- examples
Bergen, D. (2002). The Role of Pretend Play in Children’s Cognitive
Development. Early Childhood Research and Practice, Vol. 4, No. 1. On-line
journal article, accessed 15 October 2011 at http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v4n1/
bergen.html
Elliot, J. (2002) Action Research as the Basis of a New Professionalism for
Teachers in an Age of Globalisation. Presented at a conference to
celebrate the centenary year of Beijing Normal University: Beijing,
August 2002. Accessed 14 November 2009 at http://www.research-edu.net/
download/JE03.pdf
NCCA (2009). Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework.
Accessed 14 January 2015 at http://www.ncca.biz/Aistear/

UNPUBLISHED THESIS- example
Murphy, Mary R. (2001) Parental involvement in early years education and care
in the Cork area. Unpublished PhD Thesis, University College Cork.
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O

MEP Ireland is a voluntary association with charitable status
(registered Charity Number CHY 14213), dedicated to working for
children’s needs in Early Education and Care. OMEP Ireland is the
Irish National Committee of OMEP: l’Organisation Mondiale pour l’Education
Préscolaire: the World Organisation for Early Childhood Education:
Organización Mundial para la Educación Preescolar.
Membership of OMEP Ireland is open to any person or organisation that
supports its aims, including professionals from any discipline with an interest
in the well-being of children and their families, administrators, parents or
politicians. The benefits of full membership include the annual journal, An
Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies and reduced
fees for the annual OMEP Ireland conference and other OMEP events. Group
membership is available to any organisation with an interest in early childhood.
OMEP – the World Organisation for Early Childhood Education- is an
international, non-governmental organisation, founded in 1948 to benefit
children under the age of 8 years throughout the world: see http://www.
worldomep.org/en/ OMEP is currently established in over 70 countries and
has a consultative status with UNESCO, UNICEF, the Council of Europe
and other international organisations. The aim of OMEP is to promote
for all children the optimum conditions that will ensure their well-being,
development and happiness in their families, institutions and communities.
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OMEP Ireland’s Aims and Objectives
OMEP Ireland’s aim is to promote the optimum conditions for all children,
in order to ensure their well-being, development and happiness, both within
their family unit and the wider communities in which they live.
OMEP assists in undertakings that have the objective of improving early
childhood education and care in its broadest interpretation. OMEP supports
scientific research that positively influences the conditions in which children
live, grow and develop.
The organisation is founded on, and will continue to have a commitment
to education for peace.
To this end, OMEP
• champions children’s rights under the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child
• supports research which may influence the conditions in which
children live, develop and play
• helps in any undertaking which will improve early childhood
education
• carries out projects which contribute to an understanding
between peoples and to peace in the world.
• includes all those who wish to make the world a better place
for children, whether as a parent, carer, researcher or policy
maker. This includes all those who are interested in health,
social policy, early education, psychology, sociology, the law as
it relates to children, special education, disadvantage etc
The Patrons of OMEP (Ireland) are Prof. Francis Douglas, Emeritus Professor of
Early Childhood Education, University College Cork, Dr. Mary Horgan, School
of Education, UCC, and Prof. Nóirín Hayes, Dublin Institute of Technology.

Mission Statement
OMEP Ireland’s objective is to use every possible means to promote the
optimum conditions for the well-being of all children, their development and
happiness within their families, institutions, and society. To this end, OMEP
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assists any undertaking to improve early childhood education, and supports
scientific research that can influence these conditions.

CONTACT OMEP
Patricia O’Connor, President, OMEP Ireland.
c/o School of Education,
Donovan’s Road,
University College Cork,
Cork, Ireland.
Email: info@omepireland.ie
Website: www.omepireland.ie

OMEP:
Organisation Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire
(http://www.worldomep.org/en/ )
World Organisation for Early Childhood Education and Care
Organización Mundial para la Educación Preescolar
An Eagraíocht Dhomhanda um Oideachas agus Chúram Luath-Óige
OMEP Ireland/OMEP Éireann: An Eagraíocht um Oideachas agus
Chúram Luath-Óige
Please see our website for OMEP news, information, downloads and
links to early years websites. Earlier issues of An Leanbh Óg may be
downloaded at http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html where you
will also find full details of our other publications along with order forms
and membership forms.
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