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Editorial

On behalf of OMEP Ireland, I am delighted to be able to introduce this issue of An 
Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies. In this issue, you will 
find a selection of papers from the 2009 and 2010 OMEP Ireland conferences, as well as a 
range of other papers on early childhood topics. As always, we welcome submissions for 
our next issue; please see the guidelines for authors at the end of this volume for details 
of how to submit a paper.

This volume opens with the keynote address from the 2009 OMEP Ireland conference. 
The topic was ‘Loris Malaguzzi and the Reggio Emilia Experience’, based on the book 
with the same title recently published by Continuum as part of their Great Educational 
Thinkers series, and written by Professor Kathy Hall and a team of colleagues from 
the School of Education in University College Cork. The municipal preschools of 
Reggio Emilia have been praised world-wide as an example of excellence in early years 
provision and have become a place almost of pilgrimage by early years educators. The 
Reggio Emilia educators dislike the terms ‘approach’ or ‘curriculum’ being used to 
describe their practice; rather they prefer to speak of an ‘experience’. Prof. Hall and 
her colleagues analyse this experience, putting it into a social and historical context 
and tracing the development of the distinctive approach of Reggio educators. Rita 
Melia of the NCNA also made a presentation on Reggio Emilia at the opening of the 
2009 conference, marking the fact that the National Children’s Nurseries Association 
(NCNA) have recently become the Irish partners in the Reggio Children network, 
which aims enter into dialogue with international partners while keeping  the values 
and culture and integrity of the Reggio Emilia preschools to the forefront. 

The past year, 2009/2010, has been a momentous one for early childhood in Ireland.  
In April 2009, the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) scheme, funded by 
the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, was announced. This meant 
that for the first time in Ireland, all children are entitled a year of free pre-school in the 
year before they start primary school. The ECCE scheme is a recognition at government 
level that a quality pre-school experience has enormous benefits for children, not only 
in easing their transition to primary school but in improving their long-term ability to 
benefit from education, and in the process, reaping social and economic benefits for 
the country in the longer term. Because funding for providers is linked to measures to 
ensure quality, in terms of the qualifications of providers as well as compliance with 
Síolta, the national framework for quality in early childhood education (www.siolta.ie), 
the scheme promises have a major impact on the sector. 
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The second major development in the past year was the publication in autumn 2009 
of Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework by the National Council for 
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). The NCCA has been working on the development 
of Aistear since 2004, and this process has been traced through a series of papers in 
An Leanbh Óg, and its predecessor, the Proceedings of the OMEP conferences. In 
this volume, we bring you an article by Mary Daly and Arlene Forster on the role of 
assessment in Aistear. Observing children and using the information to plan for their 
learning needs is an integral part of good practice in early childhood settings, yet 
practitioners are often uncertain about how best to go about this, and the guidelines 
in Aistear are a welcome support in this regard. Aistear will complement Síolta, the 
national quality framework for early childhood education. Taken together, they provide 
a comprehensive overview of what we mean by quality early years experiences, while 
leaving room for local and creative individual interpretation rather than adopting a 
narrowly prescriptive approach. It will be important for the implementation of Aistear 
to be adequately supported if its potential is to be fully realised. 

The effects that policy decisions on funding can have is explored in the paper by Bernie 
O’Donoghue Hynes and Professor Noirín Hayes, which analyses the impact of the 
Community Childcare Subvention Scheme. The authors point out some of the hidden 
assumptions that underlie this type of focused intervention in disadvantaged settings 
and some of the un-intended consequences that can result and which may remain 
concealed by narrow evaluations of initiatives.   They state that a broader vision for 
children is needed to guide the evaluation of ECCE programmes if the State wishes to 
move beyond words to effective action in order to realise the objective of the Children’s 
Strategy (Ireland, 2000) to develop quality supports and services that focus on children’s 
needs. This is a timely warning, and should be kept in mind when the new initiatives 
mentioned earlier are being evaluated.

The national voluntary organisations have led the way for many years in supporting 
access to quality pre-school provision, and in providing training for their members. 
In 2009, IPPA, the Irish Preschool Play Association, celebrated the 40th anniversary 
of its foundation. Over that time, significant advances have been made towards the 
recognition of the early childhood profession, and the development of a formal Code 
of Ethics is a mark of that progression. Dr Carmel Brennan of the IPPA, in her paper 
presents us with ‘An IPPA Code of Ethics for the 21st Century’ and explains how shifts 
in our understanding of how children learn and develop, combined with changes in the 
early childhood sector in terms of size, importance, professionalism and diversity, led to 
the development of this code of ethics and practice. 
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Issues of diversity and of disadvantage continue to preoccupy our contributors. In her 
paper, ‘Some are More Equal than Others’, Brigid Anne Buckley asks us to reflect on how 
a child-centred curriculum can, paradoxically, place children at a relative advantage 
or disadvantage because if the differing cultural experiences and cultural capital they 
bring to the setting. She uses the pedagogic theories of Basil Bernstein (1996), which 
relate to issues of power and control in education, to examine how the very openness 
of a child-centred setting can lead to the existence of unwritten rules and unchallenged 
notions of norm. 

One of the current norms that deserves to be challenged is the under-representation 
of men in childcare and in early education generally. Damien Walshe, in his paper, 
documents the severe gender imbalance that exists, and looks at possible ways of 
changing this, drawing in particular on the Danish experience, since Denmark has had 
more success in attracting more men into the profession. He concludes that the female-
dominated nature of most childcare settings is in itself a disincentive, but that pay and 
working conditions also have a large part to play. 

The increasingly diverse nature of Irish society is one of the factors that Catherine 
Humphreys discusses in her paper on the topic of childhood bilingualism.  Writing from 
the perspective of a Speech and Language therapist (SLT), she describes how historical 
factors (including the place of Gaeilge in Irish society) as well as current conditions 
affect attitudes to bilingualism and multilingualism. These can in turn affect children’s 
development of language. The SLT needs to be aware of the children’s linguistic 
environment in order to be able to assess their language development accurately.  

Tracey Connolly, in her paper, interrogates the idea of curriculum, particularly in 
relation to educational disadvantage, and discusses the Bridging the Gap project, a 
University College Cork based curriculum development project aimed at enhancing the 
educational experiences of young people in disadvantaged schools and so to ‘bridge the 
gap’ between their educational experiences, opportunities and achievements, and those 
of their peers in more advantaged areas. Bridging the Gap involved action research, as 
participating schools set their own goals and identified their target area, often set in 
consultation with parents and pupils, and gathered the data which enabled the impact 
of the project to be measured. The paper argues that the success of the project lay in the 
opportunities it gave to principals and staff to design their own response to the special 
problems in their schools and to take a whole-school approach to setting educational 
inclusion goals and monitoring outcomes.  
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Another current issue of on-going concern is that of the effects of digital and other 
media on young children. Patricia Radley in her paper “Children as Consumers” 
documents how young children are deliberately targeted as consumers through a variety 
of media. This follows her paper in issue three of An Leanbh Óg which explored other 
issues relating to children in the digital age. Here she addresses the undue influence of 
unscrupulous marketing. The primary aim of all marketing is to generate revenue and 
there are serious ethical questions that need to be addressed in relation to the nature, 
type and volume of media messages targeted at young children.

Perhaps the young children described by Mary Roche in her paper on ‘Dialogic 
Pedagogies that Support Children’s Capacity to Think Critically’ will be better able 
to withstand such pressures from the media and the market. They are certainly being 
helped to develop a questioning frame of mind and to be able to engage in constructive 
argument through the strategies she describes. She argues that encouraging children to 
think critically through discussion is a methodology that enhances their understanding 
and that it can be used to support nearly every curricular area. The examples she gives of 
complex thinking from young children once again show that children have the capacity 
to surprise us by what they can do, given the opportunity and the encouragement.

The second part of the journal, the section entitled From the Field: Perspectives on 
Practice, brings us some papers from practitioners. Agnes McEvilly, in a paper entitled 
‘Principles into Practice’ takes us through the year in her preschool, located in rural 
Co. Galway. She illustrates how children learn through the whole of their being, not 
through their intellect alone, and that all the facets of their developing selves need to be 
cherished and supported.

Geraldine Bond and Sarah O’Brien from Scoil Triest, a special school catering for 
seventy two students who have a diagnosis of autism and learning disability, describe a 
project linking their school with a mainstream one, to the benefit of children from both 
settings. Through collaboration with two local schools, the children are able to interact 
with their peers who are attending mainstream education, thus helping to develop their 
social skills and benefiting all the children who participate by giving them the chance to 
enjoy new activities and make new friends. 
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Finally in this section, Childminding Ireland brings us a report on their annual survey 
of members, identifying some current issues and concerns. Patricia Murray (out-going 
president of IFDCO) also brings us a brief report from the triennial meeting of the 
International Family Day Care Organisation, which was held in Cork in July 2009. 

In Volume 3 of this journal, we introduced a new section, in which we invited students 
on early childhood courses to submit short papers on the research projects they carry 
out as part of their studies or any other topics of interest. I think you will agree that Julie 
Doherty’s paper, entitled ‘The Voice of the Special Child’ deserves its place here. It is 
based on her experiences on work placement in a special needs setting.  She found this 
experience a life-changing one, and here she presents an account of how she became 
aware of the role of the early years practitioner in facilitating communication for 
children with intellectual disability. We would encourage other students to consider 
submitting short papers as a way of sharing their experiences with others.

Finally, the number and variety of papers included in this issue of An Leanbh Óg once 
again reflect the vibrant and many-faceted nature of early childhood care and education 
in Ireland. The enthusiasm and creativity of those who work with young children is 
obvious, as is their concern that all children should have the best possible start in life. 

Once again, we thank all our contributors and supporters, and in particular our authors, 
external reviewers and the hardworking editorial team who make publication of this 
journal possible. 

Dr Rosaleen Murphy
Editor, 
An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies
June, 2010. 
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Loris Malaguzzi and the Reggio Emilia Experience: Keynote Address, 
OMEP Ireland Conference, April 2009  

Dr Maura Cunneen, Dr Anna Ridgway, Dr Rosaleen Murphy, Prof. Kathy Hall, Dr Denice 
Cunningham, Dr Mary Horgan, School of Education, UCC.

Introduction 

The keynote address at the 2009 OMEP Ireland research conference was given by a 
team from the School of Education, University College Cork, who had just completed 
work on a co-authored book entitled Loris Malaguzzi and the Reggio Emilia Experience 
for the Continuum Library of Educational Thought. This paper presents some of the 
highlights from that presentation; the book explores these issues in much greater detail 
and also discusses the thorny issue of curriculum in Reggio Emilia. The Reggio Emilia 
early years educators strongly resist the idea of describing what they do as a curriculum, 
preferring instead the word ‘experience’. If we define ‘curriculum’ in the narrow sense 
of a set of prescribed learning goals and experiences, (rather than all the people, things, 
experiences and emotions that the child encounters in the pre-school) then this is 
undoubtedly the wrong word to describe what they do. Nevertheless, their practice is 
not by any means atheoretical, and the Reggio Emilia educators continually reflect on 
and refine their practice. The historical background  of “Reggio” as well as the various 
strands of curriculum theory  that underpin thinking on how best to foster children’s 
early learning and development are both necessary if we are to see it in context and to 
make an informed judgement on why Newsweek in 1991 described them as “the best 
pre-schools in the world”. 

The Municipal Pre-schools of Reggio Emilia: Background and History

Reggio Emilia is a town in the northern Italian region of Emilia Romagna and it was 
here on 7 January 1779, the Italian tricolour was first unveiled.   Reggio Emilia has 
also become noted for its development of an early years system of education known as 
the ‘Reggio Experience’ which has gained worldwide renown. The Reggio Experience 
contains the elements now seen as crucial to the development of child centred 
educational facilities suited to young children.   These include parental involvement, 
close collaboration between home and school, viewing education as part of the wider 
social context, seeing young children as competent learners, providing an environment 
that interests and challenges them and allowing children to experience and explore their 
surroundings.   Children are considered as having rights, not as adults in the making, 
but as people with their own needs and interests.  
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In relation to understanding how the Reggio Experience came into being, it is necessary 
to understand the political philosophies which underpinned Italian society prior 
to the Second World War, for, if any system of education can be said to have grown 
out of the political landscape of a country, it is that of Reggio Emilia.   In the case 
of Reggio Romagna and its population, the two opposing ideologies of Socialism/
Communism (which was generally approved) Fascism (which was generally abhorred) 
were fundamentally important to what was eventually to become known as the Reggio 
Experience.  In the case of Reggio Emilia, this history resulted in parents, in particular, 
searching for a radically different way to educate their young children.  

In order to realize this ambition, within a few days of the end of the Second World 
War, a group of women, members of the G.D.D. (Groups in Defence of Women and in 
Assistance to the Freedom Fighters), began what has since become known as the Reggio 
Emilia Experience.   On 19 June 1945, women members of U.D.I. (Union of Italian 
Women) sought subscriptions from the public towards the establishment of a nursery 
school.    Fund raisers included dances, lotteries and theatrical events.   The members 
of the U.D.I. were motivated by a deep sense of social solidarity and were focused on 
the future which they hoped would be a better one for their children.   The fact that 
it was women, in the main, who spearheaded this initiative, is notable due to the fact 
that, at that time and in Italy, women would not have been in positions of power to any 
great extent.   In fact, they only received the right to vote in that same year, yet they felt 
impelled to improve the lives of the population, particularly the young.

In the village of Villa Cella, women salvaged bricks and sold an abandoned German  
tank, trucks and horses which raised 800,000 Lira for the local Committee of National 
Liberation (C.L.N.).   This money was invested in the school building project.   Families 
worked on the weekends and holidays loading up sand and gravel, collecting bricks, 
beams, doors and window frames from buildings bombed during the War.   Other 
families brought food to the workers or raised money by gathering hay or selling bundles 
of sticks.   Eventually, after eight months of hard work, the school was opened and was 
named April 25th School, in honour of the day on which the Allies liberated the region.   

If any one person above all others is instantly associated with Reggio Emilia and the 
Reggio Approach to early years education, it is Loris Malaguzzi (1920 – 1994). He was 
born in Correggio, near Reggio Emilia in 1920.   He enrolled in a teacher training institute 
in 1939 and qualified as a primary teacher.   In 1945, having heard of the attempts of 
parents to build their own school in Villa Cella and being intrigued by the idea of parents 
taking control of their children’s education in such a direct manner, Malaguzzi cycled 
out to the village to investigate the situation.   Thus began a relationship with preschools, 
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parents and children, not only in Villa Cella but in the other preschools which followed, 
which was to last a lifetime.   In 1958, he was to become director of   preschools in Reggio 
Emilia where he would spend the remainder of his working life until his death in 1994.         

Throughout the fifties and early sixties, funding of the preschools continued to be a 
problem.   However, in 1963, the authorities decided to set up ‘two prefabricated schools’ 
one of which was to be known as the Robinson Preschool and was to be the first ever 
city-run school for young children.   This was a truly significant event, both in an 
historical and educational context.   As a consequence of this event, throughout the 
1960s much pressure was brought to bear on the Municipal authorities to secure the 
future of the parent–run schools. Eventually, in 1967, these schools were brought under 
the administration of the Municipality of Reggio Emilia.   This was a momentous event, 
as it was part of the larger, country-wide political struggle for publicly supported secular 
schools.   The number of pre-primary classed run by the Municipality grew very quickly: 
in 1968 there were 12 classes, in 1973 there were 43, in 1980 there were 58 catering for 
three to six year olds.   In 2003, 21 preschools (catering for 1,508 children) and 13 infant-
toddler centres (catering for 835 children) were supported by the Municipality.   

What does a Reggio Emilia pre-school look like?

Each class has two teachers, University graduates in child development and pedagogy, 
each of whom has equal responsibility for the class.  It is the teacher’s job to make the 
children’s learning visible in the school and in the wider community. All work is done in 
partnership with children, parents and teachers. This involves being constantly open to 
listening to children, to inviting children to question, to sharing thoughts, ideas, plans 
with children, parents and colleagues. Reggio teachers believe that one must always 
build on prior learning and that the child learns best when he gets close to reality. 
Therefore, all work must be reflected upon, and the interrogation of this work leads 
to the formulation of theories and to further research. The child sees the teacher as a 
fellow researcher, a thinker and from this children learn what good thinking routines 
look like. 

Reggio educators envisage their role as one in which they produce learning situations 
in which children learn by themselves with as little adult intervention as possible.   The 
child must know the adult is there, attentive and waiting to guide if necessary, but 
always cognisant of the child’s need to be the author of his own learning. The method 
of assessment employed in Reggio schools, through project work and collaboration is 
reflective of this concept of teacher and child, and it transfers ownership of the learning 



17

An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

process from the teacher to the student, while emphasising the enormous importance of 
the teacher in the classroom. 

In addition to the teachers, each school has an ‘atelierista’ (artist) who has a completely 
different educational background from that of the teacher, having attending an Academy 
or Institute of Art. The Atelierista shares in the entire process of the children’s learning, 
therefore, the work of the school is enriched by constant dialogue between the teacher, 
atelierista, pedagogista, parents and children. The Atelier (studio where the Atelierista 
works) is always very well resourced with a multiplicity of inviting materials. These are 
carefully chosen materials that have multiple or unlimited possibilities and await the 
child’s imagination.  The materials are usually light, bright, clear and often transparent. 
Children often work on projects which allow them to explore the properties of light on 
the different materials.  In fact, Reggio Emilia now has a re-cycling centre which receives 
material from businesses and factories for the children to use.  Children do lots of their 
work with clay which is very plentiful in the region. In Reggio schools, art is not viewed 
as a separate part of the curriculum but is fully integrated into every aspect of the child’s 
experiences.  ‘Teachers consider the learning process to involve both creative exploration 
and problem-solving’ (Edwards et al 1998:15) and the freedom and encouragement to be 
expressive helps children become capable of rational and imaginative thought. 

The schools all benefit hugely from the contribution of the pedagogista, (curriculum 
specialist) who is shared between a number of schools in a district and who works, in 
collaboration with the teachers and atelieristas, on the development of the curriculum. 
Each pedagogista works with several schools in a district; therefore, he/she is uniquely 
placed to gain an overall perspective on the work of groups of schools. The pedagogistas 
may have different areas of expertise, but many have degrees in psychology. The inter-
relationship between these three key roles of teacher is a fundamental part of the 
organisation and functioning of the schools; it is in essence what makes a Reggio school 
so unique.  

The school and classroom environment

There is no ‘typical’ Reggio pre-school building in terms of its construction, however, 
there is much more uniformity in the interiors of the buildings. Each school makes 
its own statement by ensuring that there is personal information about the school 
displayed at the entrance foyer or piazza.   Reggio schools are very proud of their 
history, the history of their city and that of their country.     In the entrance area of each 
school, one finds lots of documentation pertaining to the identity of the school.  The 
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schools are full of light and have very attractive open places and spaces and it is quite 
common to see children ‘migrate’ from one class to another.  There is a distinct lack of 
clutter everywhere.  Work tables are often adorned with greenery to help integrate the 
indoor/outdoor environment and Reggio staff state that the way in which a workspace is 
presented to the children is a statement of how we think of education. 

Documentation of Learning

Documentation  of learning in Reggio is part of the process of giving the child a sense 
of place in his/her own community; a visible acknowledgement of the child’s voice. 
Teachers make notes every day on the experiences of the day and these notes are often 
accompanied by video or audio recordings, which are made available to parents as they 
collect their children from school. The three strands of good documentation of the 
child’s learning are observation, interpretation and documentation. This observation 
cannot be separated out from the work of the child, there is a reciprocal demographic 
involved; the observation is not just done by the teacher and the work done by the child. 
Observation in Reggio schools is a creative act which requires interpretation. On the basis 
of the work and observations teachers compile extensive and detailed documentation. 
The children also document their own work. This documentation is described by Reggio 
teachers as the gathering of materials to allow for the collegial experience of sharing with 
colleagues. This is a very new concept for us. Documentation is not just about making 
short notes about a child’s progress but is an integral part of the learning experience. It 
is open and visible to all. It makes it possible to plan further work and to re-experience 
past work; it provides ‘archives of experience’.  Each school seeks to cultivate its own 
identity through documentation; it serves to make its own cultural identity readable. 
As the teachers’ notes/documentation help to generate collegial discussion, the plans 
for long or short-term project work (Progettazione) take place.  Reggio Emilia project 
work is unusual and distinguished in several ways, not the least of which is the role 
played by the teacher as he/she follows the child’s lead.  The topics grow out of the 
children’s interests, and multiple experiences with media are used to aid the children’s 
understandings of concepts. Together with the regular pre-school work, each child is 
expected to take part in long term project work during the year. 

Parents, family and community in Reggio Emilia

The preschools and infant-toddler centres of Reggio Emilia are deeply centred in their 
own community, its culture, environment and history. According to Jerome Bruner ‘You 
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cannot understand the Reggio schools if you don’t understand the city that made them’ 
(Reggio Children 2005, p.2).  The Reggio approach to early-years education and care 
emphasises the social and cultural values of solidarity, democracy and participation 
(Rinaldi and Moss, 2004). It prioritises the development of high quality and enduring 
social relationships among both children and adults; Malaguzzi himself described it as 
‘a pedagogy of relationships’ (Malaguzzi, 1994) and stated his belief that 

No other school distorts and abuses its nature like schools for early childhood  
– when they fail to connect to families, to customs, to culture, to local problems  
and are preventing from conversing freely and democratically with the place  
that generates them (Malaguzzi, quoted in Catarsi, 2004:8). 

Malaguzzi saw early childhood schools as ‘agents in a great civil strategy which aims to 
win back society for children’ (Catarsi, 2004). Rather than seeing the schools as places 
where children are socialised into an existing society, they can become a driving force 
for social change through the democratic participation of children and their families in 
these early-years services. 

Partecipazione (participation by parents and families) is now a recognised element of 
early years education all over Italy, and along with gestione sociale (social management), 
it is enshrined in the laws governing preschools. The Italian concept of partecipazione 
carries a weight of meaning that is not adequately expressed by the English word 
‘participation’. It is much closer to the concept of partnership with parents, which has 
been widely acknowledged as an essential element of quality early years services and 
of successful schooling later on (Murphy, 2001, 2002). Carlina Rinaldi explains it as 
‘the sharing and co-responsibility of families in the “construction” and “management” 
of the nido’ (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 40). ‘Construction’ here refers to the co-construction 
through dialogue and communication by parents and educators of the way that the nido 
is structured, in terms of the physical space and the organisation of the nido but also the 
ways of being and doing things with the children. 

Similarly, in the early-years centres, there is an on-going dialogue with parents on 
educational matters. At the heart of this is the shared documentation of the children’s 
experiences and thoughts. Rather than being presented with a finished product, parents 
are made aware of and are involved in the on-going processes. Malaguzzi tells us that 
the Reggio educators wanted to find ways of communicating with parents, keeping them 
informed about the work of the school, in a way that would enable them to appreciate 
the work being done by the children:
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We wanted to show parents how the children thought and expressed  themselves, 
what they produced and invented with their hands and their intelligence, how they 
played and joked with one another, how they discussed hypotheses, how their logic 
functioned … We wanted the parents to understand how much value we placed in 
their children. (Malaguzzi, 1998, p. 74)

Parents are formally involved in management at two levels in Reggio Emilia.  Firstly, 
each of the 32 schools and centres has a Community Advisory Council, including 
representatives of parents, teachers, educational coordinators, cooks, auxiliary staff 
and community members. Secondly, there is an Advisory Council Coordinating 
Board, which has representatives from all the Community Advisory Councils along 
with representatives from the pedagogical team and the municipal administration 
(Spaggiari, 1998, p. 101). 
Another striking aspect of the Reggio Emilia experience is the attention paid to the 
process of  l’inserimento- the child’s first transition to out-of-home care, or as Malaguzzi 
himself describes it, ‘the child’s transition from a focused attachment on parents and 
home to shared attachment that includes the adults and environment of the infant-
toddler centre’ (Malaguzzi, 1998, p. 62). This process is not confined to the initial days 
or weeks that the child attends; it begins much earlier and continues for as long as is 
necessary.  There are numerous activities and opportunities for parents and children 
to meet before the first ‘official’ starting day and all through the period that the child 
spends in the nido or pre-school.  Particular attention is given to ensuring that parents 
and teachers develop shared ideas about how best to enable the child to use his/her 
capabilities, to form relationships with peers and teachers, and to participate as fully as 
possible in the life of the group. This applies especially to ‘children with special rights’, 
where the emphasis is on inclusion, while acknowledging and giving the extra help and 
support that the child needs.   

The centrality of relationships is acknowledged by the time that is devoted to ensuring 
that parents, children and teachers establish relationships of mutual trust and 
understanding. These relationships are reinforced over time- the children have the 
same teachers throughout the three years they spend in the preschool and there are 
many opportunities for the parents of the children in the group to meet and get to know 
one another. Malaguzzi saw this practice of keeping the group together as allowing the 
construction of a history of relationship and a shared culture, which in turn creates 
a sense of community, recognises children as part of families and ensures their well-
being (Edwards, 1995).  Many visitors to the Reggio preschools and infant-toddler 
centres have been struck by the fact that the people who escort them on their visits 
and who speak so knowledgeably and with such commitment about the schools and 
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the pedagogical approach are parents rather than professional educators. This does not 
happen by chance; rather it is a reflection of the partnership that exists in the  municipal 
nidi and preschools of Reggio Emilia between those who work in them and the parents 
and families of the children. 

It is evident that there is a sense in Reggio that the city belongs to all its citizens, including 
its youngest ones. The children frequently go out into the city as a group. They explore it, 
and depict it through their hundred languages. They see the city as a place for encounters, 
for meeting people, for forming relationships, for sheltering and nurturing families. 
Their contribution to the life of the city is valued. This close relationship between the 
children and the city is at once a reflection and a consequence of the emotional and 
structural ties that the Reggio preschools have with the municipality, which has grown 
out of their history and is integral to their culture. This makes it impossible to transplant 
a ‘Reggio model’ intact to settings elsewhere which may have a very different history, 
purpose and ethos. However, there are many aspects of the way that the early-years 
centres of Reggio Emilia relate to parents, families and community that can inspire us 
to look at our own practice.

A Discourse Analysis of Reggio Representations

An analysis of the discourse in Reggio texts illuminates the assumptions made, and 
the principles and practices endorsed. We were especially interested in how Reggio 
practices and ideas are represented in the many sources now available.  We set out to 
answer two questions:

•	 What are the dominant discourses of the Reggio movement?
•	 What rhetorical devices are used to establish the legitimacy of those discourses?

The point of our analysis is not to say Reggio ideas are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ but to interrogate, 
disrupt, and challenge the preferred/intended meanings of Reggio texts. 

We concluded that three key themes were especially relevant in the literature:
•	 the exceptionality, yet transferability of Reggio;
•	 the sensory, awe-struck, spontaneous child and the enculturated child; and
•	 the romanticized, idealized community.

We briefly explain the first one here (see Hall et al, 2010, for  a full account)

One is struck by the references in the Reggio literature to how unique and exceptional 
and different the Reggio approach is represented to be, such that one would expect it to be 
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geographically and contextually bound and unable ‘to travel’ beyond its original setting. 
However, this is not the case. Exceptionality and transferability are accommodated 
and can co-exist harmoniously as evidenced by the descriptions of the many journeys, 
some in pilgrimage-style, that UK and US practitioners and scholars make to Reggio 
annually. Following their visit, educators return to their respective workplaces enthused 
and inspired and ready to change their home practices in Reggio directions. 

Exceptionality and transferability go hand in hand for the former is precisely what 
captivates the imagination and makes it seductive to outsiders searching for a holy 
grail of early childhood care and education. Our analysis of Reggio discourse led us to 
conclude that Reggio is at once a discourse of impossibility and a discourse of hope and 
potential. A key mechanism used to produce both the exceptionality and transferability 
of Reggio is binary oppositioning and negative comparing with non-Reggio settings.

This one paragraph by Howard Gardner shows how Reggio practices and settings are 
produced as ideal. Note how textually such an argument is made:

In America we pride ourselves on being focused on children, and yet we 
do not pay sufficient attention to what they are actually expressing. We call 
for cooperative learning among children, and yet we rarely have sustained 
cooperation at the level of teacher and administrator. We call for artistic works, 
but we rarely fashion environments that can truly support and inspire them. We 
call for parental involvement, but are loathe to share ownership, responsibility, 
and credit with parents. We recognize the need for community, but we so often 
crystallize immediately into interest groups. We hail the discovery method, but 
we do not have the confidence to allow children to follow their own noses and 
hunches. We call for debate, but often spurn it; we call for listening, but we 
prefer to talk; we are affluent, but we do not safeguard those resources that 
can allow us to remain so and to foster the affluence of others.  Reggio is so 
instructive in these respects. Where we are often intent to invoke slogans, the 
educators in Reggio work tirelessly to solve many of these fundamental – and 
fundamentally difficulty – issues. (Gardner, 1998, xvii and repeated in Dahlberg 
and Moss, 2007, 3-4)

This paragraph is a polemical attack on the state of early years education in America, 
indeed it is arguable that they are an attack on education outside Reggio Emelia. The 
legitimacy of the claims is produced primarily by the use of the binary dynamic: all that 
is good happens to be found in Reggio and none of what is negative is found there; the 
exact opposite is the case in America (and England) and by implication outside Reggio 
Emilia. This is a golden age story where the assumed inferiority of the American and 
English systems is invoked to establish the superiority of the Reggio system. 
The table below highlights the binaries evident in Reggio representations.
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Blatant Binaries

Reggio Settings: Positive Non-Reggio Settings: Negative

Listening to children Ignoring what children say, talking 
to/at children

Collegiality, cooperation and
cooperative learning Lack of staff collaboration

True support for the arts Rhetoric of arts support but lacking 
in practice

Close, warm parental involvement Reluctance to work in partnership 
with parents 

Embrace ideal of community Reject community values in favour of 
interest groups

Discovery learning giving curiosity free rein

Lacking in confidence and compe-
tence to support self and interest-ini-
tiated learning so denying freedom 
to learn

Facilitating debate and discussion Closing down debate so narrow, dull 
and rigid interactions with children

Openness, generosity, selflessness Affluence, greed, selfishness

Authenticity, fit between policies, principles and 
practices

Inauthentic, gulf between rhetoric 
and reality

Deep engagement with children’s products and atten-
tive to children’s meaning-making

Superficial treatment of children’s 
work; trivializing their efforts, deny-
ing them their meaning-making

In our work on Reggio we have sought to reveal the language manoeuvres that writers 
have used to convince their readers of the impartiality, naturalness and authority of 
their claims. Among such devices are:

•	 the use of binary opposites and negative comparing, 
•	 the recruitment of feelings, 
•	 ‘speaking from the scene’ manifested in the journalistic, visual and realist, 

concrete accounts, 
•	 the inter-textual connections with older discourses (the child as good) and newer 

scientific genres (e.g. neuroscience). 

An assumption we make is applying discourse analysis is that language is deeply 
implicated in the production of the social and cultural world.  Through an analysis 
of Reggio discourse we suggest that new understandings regarding its appeal may be 
offered.  
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Reggio Emilia: A Question of Quality

As we have mentioned, for many in the field of early childhood education, Reggio 
Emilia is synonymous with high quality provision. We now attempt to situate it 
within current discourses of quality in early years education and care, in relation to 
processes, structures and outcomes. We do this in the light of five main correlates of 
high quality provision. These indicators, which have been found to correlate positively 
with pedagogical practice, are: a) children’s participation; b) partnership with parents; 
c) the nature of the curriculum, d) early years teacher education and remuneration 
and, finally e) the level of financial investment in early years services (Cunningham, 
2008).  

Children’s participation

Until relatively recently, children’s perspectives on their own experiences were not 
sought, due to unfounded beliefs, such as that children did not have the linguistic skills 
to be reliable informants (O’Doherty, Dorit, & Shannon, 2002).  However, children’s 
participation is a fundamental guiding principle of Reggio schools.  Through the practice 
of cooperation and solidarity, democracy and emancipation are fostered.  Children 
are considered to be critical thinkers and powerful pedagogues within a pedagogy 
of relationships (Moss, 1999). The emphasis here is on children as co-constructors of 
knowledge, through critical thinking and meaning making, rather than children as 
recipients of pre-packaged answers to predetermined education programmes.

Partnership with parents

We have discussed the issue of partnership earlier in this paper. It only remains to 
reiterate that the first Reggio Emilia schools were founded by the parents, and that 
parental participation is at the heart of the pedagogical experience of Reggio schools 
(Spaggiari, 1998). Malaguzzi (1998) points out that it was from the aspiration of the 
parents that Reggio Emilia’s philosophies evolved, because it was they who wanted 
legitimate rights and citizenship for their children to be central to the ethos of the 
schools.  

The nature of the curriculum

In Reggio, it is believed that children learn best in a well- resourced, well- prepared 
environment, with highly qualified practitioners.  A core principle is the development 
of critical thinkers, through opportunities to engage, explore, discuss, represent, 
hypothesise and problem solve. What is obvious here is that Reggio schools do not 
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endorse the premature schooling of their children, in the sense of following a traditional 
curriculum with defined cognitive goals and content. Rather, they embrace a critical 
pedagogy committed to empowering their children to be reflective thinkers within an 
equal and democratic society. 

Early years teacher-education and remuneration

Studies in several countries have found that the education of the practitioner directly 
correlates with the quality of the service (Ruopp et al., 1979; European Commission 
Network on Childcare, 1996; Sylva et al., 2004).  Whitebook (2003) found that 
practitioners who held a bachelor’s degree in early education were ‘the teachers who 
are best equipped to lay the groundwork for an optimistic and rewarding experience in 
pre-kindergarten and beyond’ (p. 4).  Furthermore, the training within Reggio Emilia 
preschools offers teachers extensive in-service development opportunities, and reflective 
practice is at the heart of what they do on a daily basis.  It must also be noted that, since 
1998, unlike those in many other systems, preschool teachers in Italy receive pay parity 
with their primary school counterparts.  

The level of financial investment

It must be acknowledged that there are huge financial benefits accruing to Reggio 
Emilia schools following their international success.  Interest in Reggio-inspired 
schools has grown internationally, with 80 countries involved in ongoing study tours 
to Italy to learn more about the approach.  These tours are hosted by ‘Reggio Children’ 
and in 2009, the cost of participating in a five day workshop in Reggio Emilia, Italy, 
was approximately £1,250 sterling (Sightlines Initiative, 2009).  By 2007, over 20,000 
participants had undertaken these workshops.  In addition to this, between 1980 and 
2007, ‘The Hundred Languages of Children’ exhibition was hosted in over 120 venues in 
various cities and countries worldwide.  In 2009, an approximate charge for a country 
to host these exhibitions was €15,000 per month for its exhibition material, outside the 
costs of housing and running these exhibitions.   

Furthermore, by 2007, more than 200,000 copies of Reggio books were been sold 
worldwide and they have been translated into sixteen different languages (Reggio 
Children, 2007).  In addition to this, from 1994 (the year of its inception) to 2006, Reggio 
Children have invested more than €1,700,000 in their early years centres (ibid.).  Thus, 
the Reggio preschools have access to considerable additional funding compared to their 
counterparts elsewhere. 
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Conclusion

The Reggio Emilia preschools and infant-toddler centres are unique in many ways. 
They emerged from a post-war period of hope and social solidarity. Their reputation for 
excellence is founded on a number of factors, all of which have been shown elsewhere 
to contribute to quality in early years settings. The inter-relationships between staff, 
parents, children and the wider community is very special and very much a part of the 
culture of the schools and the city. The level of resources is very high and the schools 
work very hard at providing a harmonious and high quality learning environment for 
the children and staff. The type and level of documentation of learning is exceptional 
and is very much part of way in which learning is conceptualised. The entire process of 
working with children is highly reflective. The teacher is highly valued and his/her role 
is very rich and fulfilling. The structure of the Reggio Schools, in terms of their staffing 
and resources, show a deep commitment to the very important work of educating and 
caring for their youngest citizens. 

Part of the reason that the Reggio Emilia preschools are so successful is that the Reggio 
educators place great emphasis on fostering a culture of relationship and belonging, not 
just with the children and families but with the wider community and the city itself. 
They acknowledge the rights of children and families to express themselves and to be 
heard. By making the processes of children’s learning visible, through documentation 
and exhibitions, and by involving parents, families and community members in the 
infant-toddler centres and pre-schools at every level, they “cross the boundaries” that 
might otherwise separate early years services from the people they serve (Mantovani, 
2006). This, among other things, helps to ensure the continued support of the city and 
its people for the preschools. 

The Reggio Emilia experience reflects a very different view of children and of early 
years education.  For the Reggio educators, the focus is on the present, on the here and 
now. They do not attempt to  measure the outcomes of their programmes relation to 
children’s school adjustment and later school achievement, focusing instead on making 
the experience as positive as possible in the present for the child.  This last point is 
significant in the light of the debate that quality indicators involve not just structures 
and processes but also outcomes in relation to children’s learning. The schools have 
achieved a world-wide reputation and, despite the reluctance of Reggio educators to 
see themselves as a model, they have influenced thinking on quality provision in many 
countries throughout the world.
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An Evaluation of the Community Childcare Subvention 
Scheme using Policy Design Theory

Bernie O’Donoghue Hynes and Noirín Hayes1(Dublin Institute of Technology)

Abstract

This paper utilises Policy Design Theory to evaluate policy tool design and selection 
in Ireland in order to look beyond policy goals and rhetoric to the meanings and 
assumptions within policy design. A review of the Community Childcare Subvention 
Scheme (CCSS) reveals it to be an ‘incentive’ tool that is structured around a negative 
social construction of the target populations as ‘dependants’ with little capacity to solve 
their own problems.  While immediate policy objectives are met through the design of 
the CCSS, if viewed in a wider context of overall national policy objectives a range of 
negative side-effects are evident amongst all policy target groups.

Key Words: policy design, policy tools, social construction, behavioural impact, policy 
target groups

Introduction

A review of the childcare question in Ireland reveals that it is a relatively new and 
politically complex problem for the State (Kennedy, 2001).  It is an arena where the values 
of family vie with those of equality, employment, education and social inclusion which 
continues to be embedded within the debate about who shall look after the children, 
and why children should be looked after outside the family (Hayes, 2002). The difficulty 
is that “policy makers have to tread a fine line between providing for those who wish to 
purchase childcare and not undermine those parents who wish to care for their children 
themselves” (Daly and Clavero, 2002, p. 61). This complexity and lack of clarity about 
the rationale for investment in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) impacts 
upon the policy tools selected to support ECEC in Ireland. It is within this framework of 
complexity and conflicting agendas that the Community Childcare Subvention Scheme 
(CCSS) is positioned. 

Methodology

This interpretive research study considers text and language alongside numeric and 
statistical data in an attempt to reveal meaning in what policy makers and target 
populations do, rather than what policy says (Yanow, 2007). A key element of this 
approach to the evaluation of policy content is the integration of normative and empirical 

1  This paper forms part of a wider thematic research project ‘ECEC Policy in Ireland: Towards a Rights-Based 
Policy Approach’ funded by the Irish Research Council for Humanities and Social Sciences Thematic Research 
Project Grants 2006/2007.
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analysis. Empirical research includes “not only technical aspects of a policy but also its 
implicit ideas, values and broader meaning in society” (Schneider and Sidney, 2009, p. 
112). Policy Design Theory (PDT) advocates that an empirical investigation of policy 
design is possible because there are several dimensions, both rational and normative, 
that are observable: problem definition, benefits and burdens to be distributed, target 
populations, rules, tools, implementation structure, social construction, rationales and 
underlying assumptions (Schneider and Ingram, 1997). 

This paper focuses on two specific areas within the PDT framework; the social 
construction of policy target groups, and the behavioural impact of the CCSS policy 
tool on parents, children and Community Service Providers (CSPs).  This exploration 
and evaluation of the CCSS draws on findings from research undertaken with CSPs and 
parents in Dublin City in April 2009, literature prepared by the Office of the Minister 
for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) and reports prepared by Community and 
Voluntary (C&V) organisations assessing the potential impact on target groups of the 
CCSS.

The literature of the OMCYA was reviewed in order to develop a picture of the social 
construction of target populations, as theories developed by policy tool design theorists 
have determined that these social constructions have a key bearing on how policy tools 
are designed (Schneider and Ingram, 1993; Ingram and Smith, 1993; Schneider and 
Sidney, 2009).  A comparison of the design of the CCSS with the Free Pre-School Year 
in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Scheme allowed a comparative review 
of the social construction of two distinctly different target populations, revealing the 
impact social constructions have on programme design.

In focusing on the behavioural outcomes, the literature of the OMCYA was once again 
accessed to determine where in the typology of policy tools the CCSS sits and what 
behavioural assumptions are associated with these tools (Schneider and Ingram 1990).  
The actual behavioural impact on parents, children and CSPs was captured through the 
administration of a parental questionnaire in ten Community Childcare Services across 
Dublin City to sixty two parents and through interviews with the nine CSPs Managers 
(one Manager had responsibility for two services).  These actual impacts were compared 
with the behavioural impacts anticipated based on an interpretation of the OMCYA 
literature in order to assess whether policy ‘does’ what it ‘says’ it will do. 
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Policy Tools and Behavioural Assumptions

The CCSS is an incentive tool designed to support community-based childcare providers 
to “provide quality childcare services at reduced rates to disadvantaged parents” 
(OMCYA 2008a). The reduced fees are designed to support parents “who are in receipt 
of social welfare payments or are engaged in education, training or work experience 
programmes where an underlying entitlement to a social welfare payment is established, 
and for persons in receipt of Family Income Supplement (FIS)” to avail of childcare 
services (OMCYA 2008a). 

The concept of an incentive tool is derived from a typology of policy tools identified 
by Schneider and Ingram (1990). They identify five tools, each of which is based on 
assumptions about behavioural characteristics.  There are two underlying assumptions 
when looking at public policy from this perspective. The first is that the programmes or 
initiatives will attempt to make or enable people to do things they may otherwise not 
have done, while the second assumption is that policy tools can be designed to influence 
or manipulate the decision to take action (Schneider and Ingram, 1993). 

Authority tools are tools that grant permission, prohibit or require action in specifically 
identified situations and they range from voluntary through to compulsory. They 
assume that people are motivated by their commitment to obey the law. 

Incentive tools induce action through the use of tangible payoffs and can take the 
form of positive or negative devices. Inducements offer positive payoffs and are usually 
associated with socially acceptable behaviour unlike negative devices such as charges, 
sanctions or force which tend to be reserved for actions that policy wishes to stigmatise. 
There is an assumption that individuals will make choices that serve their own best 
interests and incentives can render irrelevant the influence of cultural values or a 
reliance on the trial and error methodology of ‘decision heuristics’. 

Capacity tools recognise that utility maximisation will not always drive the decision 
making process. In situations where behaviours continue because of insufficient 
information, capacity or resources, additional strategies are called upon to influence 
decisions. Outreach or mobilisation programmes, information campaigns, training or 
financial investment may be used to ensure people are properly informed and have the 
resources to make decisions that pursue the actions as prescribed or advocated by policy. 

Symbolic and Hortatory tools assume individuals rely on decision heuristics and hold 
preferences based on intangible values that are culturally defined and beyond influence 
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by incentives alone. Their overall aim is to alter perceptions of the policy-preferred 
actions through the use of images, symbols and labels to persuade target populations 
that the behaviour is consistent with their beliefs. 

Learning tools assume target populations and agencies can assist in developing tools 
to solve problems that are not fully understood. They provide for wide discretion to 
experiment with different approaches and based on evaluations and experience select 
from other tools the most effective option (Schneider and Ingram, 1990). 

While many programmes and initiatives do not fit neatly into the definitions outlined 
above, as they many contain characteristics of more than one tool, it provides a useful 
framework against which to review the CCSS. The CCSS is an incentive tool that utilises 
inducements to ensure providers adopt a sliding scale of fees which attract parents with 
a welfare entitlement to place their children in community based childcare centres. The 
State does not attempt to structure the policy tool to be a capacity tool which would 
seek out those that are entitled to participate in the scheme. There are practical reasons 
to explain why this option is not pursued such as the level of investment that would 
be needed to provide adequate places for all those entitled to a subsidised place. Nor is 
there an attempt by the State to structure the policy tool as a symbolic or hortatory tool 
that would aim to align the action of choosing to use formal early childhood education 
and care with the value systems of the target groups. This may be because the State 
is wary of advocating for the benefits of ECEC services for children while the work/
care dilemma remains unresolved. However, Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) work on the 
social construction of target populations offers an alternative method of viewing policy 
tool selection that may explain the preference for selecting an incentive tool rather 
than other tools to deliver this social inclusion measure under the National Childcare 
Investment Plan. 

The Influence of Social Construction of Target Groups on Policy

Tool Selection

A policy design approach examines how constructions of target populations become 
institutionalised into policy design and the impact this has on policy tool selection. 
Patterns emerge in which certain tools tend to be used with reliable frequency for 
certain target groups (Schneider and Sidney, 2009). In order to investigate whether this 
is true for the CCSS, four different types of target populations are identified based on the 
perception of their level of power, particularly in relation to elected politicians, and how 
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positively or negatively the electorate’s construction of the target groups is (Schneider 
and Ingram, 1993).  The four categories are:  

1. Advantaged are politically powerful and are positively constructed as deserving. 

2. Contenders while also powerful are negatively constructed as being somehow 
undeserving. 

3. Deviants are also deemed to be undeserving, while having little or no power. 

Dependants have little power to influence policy design or define problems but the 
construction of these groups as deserving is positive, although not complimentary 
(Ingram and Smith, 1993). 
The dependant target groups tend to include mothers and children, the key target 
population that ECEC policies are directed at. Typically policy tools for dependants 
tend to take the form of subsidies but eligibility requirements often involve “labelling 
and stigmatizing recipients” and rather than outreach to attract target groups in, end 
users are required to “present themselves to the agency to receive benefits” (Schneider 
and Ingram, 1993 p. 339). 

The CCSS Evaluation using PDT

This paper is structured to look firstly at the social construction that emerged for each 
of the target groups: the child; parents; and CSPs.  The paper then moves on to explore 
in more detail two unresolved issues that impact upon the target populations: the 
continuing struggle of CSPs to address the dilemma between quality and affordable 
ECEC; and the range of dysfunctional behavioural impacts that have resulted from the 
introduction of the CCSS.

The Invisible Child

The OMCYA literature (OMCYA, 2008a; OMCYA, 2008b, OMCYA 2008c), produced 
to provide basic information on the CCSS, appears to reveal three target groups: the 
CSPs that are being financially incentivised to provide affordable fees for qualifying 
parents; the qualifying parents that are being incentivised to place their children in 
community childcare services; and the children of qualifying parents who will avail 
of the community childcare services. However, a review of the literature developed to 
promote and explain the scheme makes little mention of the children despite including 
the word ‘childcare’ in the name of the scheme. This contrasts with the treatment of 

murphyr
Sticky Note
This sentence belongs with the list above:4. Dependents have little power..
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children under the new Free Pre-school Year in Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE)2 scheme where eligibility focuses on the child as “the ECCE is open to all 
children aged between 3 years 3 months and 4 years 6 months on 1 September each 
year” (OMCYA, 2009a). The rules for qualification focus on the child unlike the CCSS 
where rules are used to focus on the parent’s welfare status as the qualifying criteria, 
avoiding any focus on or mention of the child.

The Free Pre-School Year (ECCE) scheme, which is most likely to be accessed by higher 
social economic (advantaged) groups (Sylva, Melhuish et al., 2004; OECD, 2006), moves 
beyond outlining details on the mechanics of ‘how’ the scheme works (which is the 
focus of the CCSS literature), to providing information on ‘why’ the scheme can benefit 
children. The child remains a dependant in this scenario but the aims and objectives in 
terms of the behaviour of children are clear: 

Participation in a pre-school programme provides children with their first formal 
experience of early learning, the starting-point of their educational and social 
development outside the home.  Children who avail of pre-school are more likely 
to be ready for school and a formal learning and social environment. (OMCYA, 
2009a)

This is in line with expectations of the types of policy tools normally reserved for more 
powerful and deserving groups. These beneficial policies tend to “emphasize capacity 
building, inducements, and techniques that enable the target population to learn about 
the results of its behaviour and take appropriate action on a voluntary basis” (Schneider 
and Ingram, 1993, p. 339).

Interestingly, this particular emphasis on the child demonstrates the State’s focus on 
the future child rather than the child now, giving an insight into the evolving rationale 
for investment in ECEC.  This focus on children as “human becomings” rather than 
“human beings” (Qvortrup, 1994) reinforces the dependence that children have on 
adults where the key is to prepare them for adulthood and future productivity.  While 
the concept of ‘child as citizen’ (Dahlberg et al, 1999) in which children are valued 
and appreciated as social actors in their own right has influenced the Síolta, National 
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear, the 
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009), there is no indication that this 
concept is influencing the design of ECEC policy tools.

2 The OMCYA often use the acronym ‘the ECCE’ in their literature (and in presentations) rather than using 
‘the Free Pre-School Year’ to refer to this scheme which can be quite misleading as ‘ECCE’ has been under-
stood internationally to refer to all Early Childhood Care and Education services for children ranging from 
birth to school age (OECD 2002).  This could be interpreted as a symbolic attempt to associate the name of the 
scheme to a term that has a broader and more comprehensive remit than that of the scheme.
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The Dependant Parent

While children and parents would be expected to be the proximate target for the CCSS, 
the design of the scheme is such that they are a secondary target as funding goes directly 
to the CSPs. The parent, on whose welfare status the funding is dependent, is not treated 
as responsible or self reliant (Ingram and Smith 1993). The rules for qualifying for the 
subsidy, in which parents provide information to CSPs who in turn pass it on to the 
OMCYA, further distances the parent from the State.  The ‘indirect’ element of the 
design facilitates the State distancing itself from the problem, a technique often utilised 
when States deal with controversial issues (Salamon, 2002).  An opaque policy design 
is evident when trying to identify the rationale behind the scheme. When reviewing 
the OMCYA’s web-site and the ‘Fact Sheet’ explaining the CCSS (OMCYA 2008a), it 
is difficult to ascertain the reasons why parents should avail of ECEC services or what 
benefit there is for children taking up a place in a community childcare facility. The focus 
for this dependant group is on regulating access rather than promoting a beneficial 
policy for parents and children. 

The subsidies are available in respect of parents who are in receipt of social welfare 
payments … Subsidies are not available in respect of parents who are not in receipt 
of these payments. (OMCYA, 2008a)

Once again, a review of the Free Pre-School Year (ECCE) scheme reveals different roles 
for parents and service providers relative to the CCSS.  Parents are facilitated in making 
informed decisions while being encouraged to actively recruit their current service 
providers into the scheme if not already participating (OMCYA, 2009a).  

If your child is already attending a pre-school service … you can ask the service 
provider if they plan to participate in the scheme (OMCYA 2009a).

This contrasts with how CCSS parents are addressed.  They get little mention as most of 
the literature is aimed at the CSPs. However, a press release by the Minister encourages 
parents to complete their paper work on time so that they do not delay the funding 
process for CSPs:

All parents with children in community childcare services … will be asked to 
complete the Declaration forms by 26 October 2007 … This information … will be 
the basis on which services will be funded so that they can provide reduced fees to 
the parents using their services (OMCYA 2007).

There is no suggestion that these targeted parents become involved in the development of 
the scheme as there is no problem-solving role designed into the scheme for dependant 
parents (Schneider and Ingram, 1993).  
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Community Service Provider as Gate Keeper

The CCSS was introduced to replace the Staffing Grant under the Equal Opportunities 
Childcare Programme (EOCP) which provided an operational subsidy to CSPs in 
designated areas of disadvantage to cover a portion of staffing costs while assisting 
eligible local parents returning to work, education or training to access the service for 
their children. The shift from the EOCP Staffing Grant to the CCSS has resulted in 
a revised construction of the role of the CSP. Previously, they had discretion to meet 
local needs by providing subsidised places “based on ability to pay” (Minister for Health 
and Children, 22/04/2009). While the recommended mechanism for facilitating this 
was also a sliding scale of fees, the Minister for Health and Children, Mary Harney, 
points out in her response to a Dáil question that “many of them did not implement this 
requirement” (22/04/2009). 

Only two of the ten providers surveyed had an extensive sliding scale of fees in place 
under the Staffing Grant scheme; however, providers outlined how they used their 
discretion to reduce fees if there were siblings or there was particular hardship3. The role 
under the EOCP scheme was one of capacity building where they looked at individual 
circumstances to assess how best to support local parents. This would indicate a 
positive construction of providers under the previous scheme as having the capacity 
to assist in solving local problems, and it gave CSPs an element of power to interpret 
policy tools and make adjustments based on their assessment of the problem locally, 
features associated with capacity building and learning tools. The CCSS has removed 
the discretionary element in implementation as it was not being used in the manner 
that the OMCYA recommended. The CSP is now charged with the task of acting as 
an intermediary for the State in gathering data from parents in order to gain access to 
funding thus positioning the CSPs as gate-keepers. 

[C]ommunity services … will need all parents using their services to complete the 
Parent Declaration forms which are being sent to services this week.  The services 
need to return these forms to the Office of the Minister for Children not only to 
enable the funding for 2008 to be approved before the end of 2007, but also to 
provide the information his Office needs to carry out an impact assessment of the 
new scheme. (OMCYA 2007)

3 As the CSPs surveyed service large populations within designated areas of disadvantage, nine services report-
ed that most parents accessing the service tended to be from relatively similar socio-economic groupings.  CSPs 
reported that those parents that were working tended not to be in very highly paying jobs, so CSPs structured 
the fees to reflect what the average resident could afford and made adjustments as needed based on individual 
circumstances.   It is understood that in rural areas where the designated area of disadvantage is considerably 
smaller and there is more opportunity to attract a more diverse social mix of children, the sliding scale becomes 
more relevant for ensuring equitable access.
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One provider reported that the focal point in conversations with parents about accessing 
the service had shifted away from a focus on what the service could offer the children to 
a discussion about the subsidy, and in turn the welfare status of the parent. The provider 
now becomes the agency to which parents present themselves to access services. However, 
CSPs interviewed were striving to maintain their capacity building relationship by 
organising information evenings for parents about the CCSS, ‘translating’ information 
provided by the OMCYA for parents into a more user friendly format and encouraging 
and assisting parents to apply for additional benefits, e.g., Family Income Supplement, 
medical cards, etc. 

The relationship between the CSPs and the OMCYA appears to be managed, although 
perhaps unintentionally, in a way that ensures CSPs remain distanced from each other 
and do not mobilise to address issues of concern. CSPs reported that administrative 
difficulties or queries that arose in relation to the operation of the scheme were dealt 
with by way of phone calls or emails directly to the individual staff members of the 
OMCYA.  They were not directed to contact the City Childcare Committee that has a role 
in administering the scheme and could have fulfilled a representative role on behalf of 
CSPs in the city. This keeps issues dispersed and ensures no momentum gathers around 
any issue. This concurs with Ingram & Smith’s (1993) contention that there is a view that 
when dealing with dependant groups leadership from within is not trusted.  It is also in 
line with an international trend in which “power is being expanded and blunted at the 
same time” as community groups increasingly become involved with the provision of 
and contracting for services “offering them responsibility without [adequate] resources 
and power” (Craig, Mayo et al. 2000 p. 329).  

Quality and Affordability – An Unresolved Dilemma for CSPs

As the proximate target of policy, literature focuses on the mechanisms through which 
the OMCYA supports CSPs “to provide quality childcare services at reduced rates to 
disadvantaged parents” (OMCYA, 2008a) [emphasis added]. While it is clear when 
reading the literature how the scheme operates to offer reduced rates through the 
mechanism of a sliding scale of subsidy, the reference to quality is what can be described 
as ‘symbolic’ as there are no mechanisms identified in the operation of the scheme that 
address quality beyond the basic need to be compliant with regulations (Schneider and 
Ingram, 1990).4 

4  In 2010 the OMCYA are inviting all CCSS services to apply for the Free Pre-School Year if not already 
providing it and under this scheme CSPs will be asked to adhere to the principles of Síolta and Aistear and 
provide details of staff qualifications (OMCYA 2010a). 
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The decision not to address quality is one of the severe criticisms of the scheme expressed 
by CSPs interviewed and community and voluntary groups that have documented their 
concerns about the scheme (DCCC, 2008; ICPN 2008; McCarthy, 2008). CSPs continue 
to struggle to balance quality and affordability with little guidance or support from the 
State. Qualifications of staff have been identified as a key indicator of quality (OECD, 
2006) but many CSPs do not have adequate funds to invest in qualified staff. Many 
settings continue to rely on State funded Community Employment (CE) staff to deliver 
services. The correlation between reliance on CE staff and fees charged, presented in 
Table 1 below, is evident in the research sample investigated.  Table 1 reveals the full-
time and part-time fees charged in the ten Community Services surveyed.  While all 
services utilised CE staff, the staff ratios capture information on the number of CE staff 
working along with directly paid staff, based on full-time equivalents.  CE staff working 
in administrative capacities, maintenance, cooking or cleaning were excluded from the 
calculation.  As is evident in Table 1, the services with the lowest fees, Service Provider 
1, had the highest reliance on CE staff working directly with children, with two CE 
full-time equivalent staff for every one directly paid full-time equivalent staff member.  
The most expensive fees were associated with Service Providers 9 and 10.  They had no 
reliance on CE staff working directly with children. While other factors such as rent and 
capacity to attract additional financial support explain part of the variance in fees, CE 
has the most significant impact on fees being charged. 

Table 1: Ratio of Community Employment Staff to Directly Employed Staff Ratio of 
Community Service Provider5 

Service 
Provider 1 2 3 4 5 6 7* 8 9 10

Full-time 
weekly fee €130 €140 €160 €100 €173 €175 €197

Part-time 
weekly fee €65 €100 €90 €90 €70 €80 €60 €107 €105 €100 

Ratio
CE Staff: Paid 
Staff

1:0.5 1:0.5 1:0.66 1:0.66 1:0.85 1:1 1:1.33 1:4 0:1 0:1

* The fees for Community Service Provider 7 are subsidised with additional funding from a parent 

organisation so fees paid by parents are not comparable to other services

Symbolic rhetoric is frequently used for dependant groups even when the problem 
clearly requires a direct investment to tackle the issue; they permit a show of great 
concern but relieve the State of the need to allocate resources (Schneider and Ingram, 

5   Rent was also a contributing factor as rate ranged from €0 to €30,000 p.a. but information for all services 
was not available.
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1993). This is particularly evident when reviewed against the conditions of funding 
under the Free Pre-School Year in ECCE scheme, which stipulates that services must 
adhere to the principles of Síolta – the National Quality Framework (2006), minimum 
staff qualifications of a Level 5 on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) 
are stipulated for Pre-School Leaders and the per capita subsidy is increased by an 
additional 16% where the pre-school leader holds a qualification at a Level 7 or Level 8 
on the NFQ or equivalent” and Pre-school assistants in these services must hold a Level 
5 or equivalent (OMCYA 2009b). The Free Pre-School Year Scheme, which is aimed at 
a less dependant and more powerful target group, moves beyond symbols and provides 
incentives to address the quality issues. This first attempt to link up the national quality 
initiatives with funding tools was delivered on foot of this powerful and deserving 
group losing a substantial direct cash payment, the Early Childcare Supplement (ECS), 
and being given access for their children to a free pre-school place in its place.  The 
financial incentives to employ highly qualified staff are clearly visible in this scheme.

Parental Reaction to CCSS

Moving beyond the OMCYA literature and looking at the behavioural impact of the 
policy tool, reports prepared by the Irish Childcare Policy Network (ICPN, 2008), 
PLANET, the Partnerships Network, (PLANET, 2008), Dublin Inner City Partnership 
and Dublin Inner City Childcare Providers Network (McCarthy, 2008) and the Dublin 
City Childcare Committee (DCCC, 2008) were consulted as they identified a range of 
anticipated behavioural parental reactions to the CCSS. This was supplemented with 
findings from the parental questionnaires and interviews with CSPs revealing the actual 
behavioural impact on parents and their children. 

The C&V group reports anticipated that a number of parents who had access to local 
services under the EOCP Staffing Grant would no longer qualify under the CCSS and 
would experience particular financial hardship if they wanted to continue to use their 
community based childcare services. 



An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

42

Table 2: Weekly CCSS Subsidy Rates Paid to Service Provider by Band6

Add €30 per full-time baby 
reduced pro-rata (NOTE: this     
baby subsidy will be terminated 
in September 2010) Band A Band B Band C Band D 
Full Day 5hr+ €100 €70 €45 €0
Part-time 3.5-5hr €50 €35 €22.50 €0 
Shorter hours 2.25-3.5hr €33 €23 €15 €0 
Half Session less 2.5hr €16 €11 €7.50 €0 

Within the research sample these parents, who became Band D parents under the CCSS 
[See Table 2], saw their fees increase on average from €89.67 per week to €125.677.  A 
review of the marital and employment status of the Band D parents revealed that all of 
Band D respondent reported being either married or living with their partner and 86% 
were employed (73% of them were working full-time, 13% part-time) with 7% looking for 
work. Under the EOCP Staffing Grant the children of these parents qualified for access 
based on the CSPs’ criteria for access, which typically meant that parents were living or 
working within the local area, an area of designated disadvantage, and some assessment 
of their ability to pay was made by the provider to determine the fee. A major benefit 
of this approach was the services (in 50% of the cases reviewed) attracted a social mix 
of children with backgrounds that more accurately reflected the child’s lived cultural 
experience. This integrated educational approach assists in recognising and respecting 
mutual interests and the development of shared understandings through shared 
activities (Dewey 1916; Clancy 1995). As the social mix of children diminishes in many 
services under the CCSS, a key concern of providers is that the segregation of children 
of Band A parents within designated community based services may result in labelling 
and stigmatising children, a feature commonly associated with subsidies directed as 
dependant groups (Schneider and Ingram, 1993). It is these negative consequences of 
segregation that have prompted national policies focused on the travelling community 
to support more integrative approaches to service provision in education (DES, 2006). 

Half of the ten CSPs interviewed reported a switch in users with Band A parents (in 
receipt of the full subsidy amount) taking up places for their children that Band D 
parents were forced to give up due to what they perceived as a financial penalty. The 

6  The fee for parents is calculated by subtracting the subsidy amount from the full cost of providing the 
relevant childcare place.  Parents with no social welfare entitlement (Band D) pay the full cost of the childcare 
place. 
7 For Married/Living with Partner, the average fee is calculated for 23 full-time places, 16 part-time places and 
4 sessional places. For Single/Separated Parents, the average fee is calculated for 8 full-time places, 21 part-
time places and 2 sessional places.
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view of parents about why this happened was revealed in the parental questionnaire 
when asked to give a concluding comment on the CCSS: 

I feel the bands are unfair to married couples
Huge financial difficulty for working families

No benefit to us as a family. It changes the mix of children – ghetto childcare. Unfair 
that even though we have similar (sometimes less) income to those on benefit (after 
mortgage/rent, etc.) we pay €100 more

I can’t understand how the govt went about intro new scheme. Just because we can’t 
tick a box to quality for A or B we’re exempt. Don’t consider families outgoings, 
how many children they have, etc.

Because I’m married I don’t qualify, regardless of income

Because I don’t think it’s fair on working mothers or fathers

The perception exists amongst parents and providers that married and working parents 
were being burdened by the new scheme, while benefits accrue to single and non-
working parent. Band D parents have reduced access to regulated, formal childcare 
due to a financial penalty. The negative impact on working and married parents in this 
sample may have been unintended but the actions elicited amongst these parents are in 
direct conflict with social inclusion and employment policies which actively encourage 
employment as a means of tackling social exclusion (Ireland, 2006), while family policy 
aims to support and encourage stable long term relationships (Ireland, 1998). 

Other behaviours have been elicited amongst the target group that run counter to actions 
encouraged under other national policies. One provider noted the decreased visibility 
of fathers dropping off and collecting children from the service amongst parents that 
qualify for a subvention. The incentive to hold onto the one parent family payment 
has increased since the introduction of the CCSS which could be perceived to be a 
reward rather than assistance for parents. Again, this poses difficulties for policy on the 
family. Another provider reported Band D parents reverting back to using unregulated 
informal care, as was anticipated by the C&V organisations’ reports (McCarthy, 2008; 
PLANET, 2008). This behavioural adjustment runs contrary to national policy within 
the OMCYA itself which strives to increase the number of children using regulated care 
(Ireland, 2000). 

However, one of the unanticipated impacts that emerged from the research was the level 
of animosity felt by some Band D parents against parents qualifying for support. This 
was evident in some of the comments made by parents and in interviews with CSPs. 
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One Manager reported on a meeting that was held to inform parents about the new 
scheme. One Band A parent attended but reported feeling very intimidated by the level 
of anger expressed by Band D parents and was careful not to let other parents know she 
qualified for Band A during the meeting. General comments made by parents on the 
questionnaire included the following:

Spend more of your time looking at the people who cheat the system and not the 
people paying taxes, etc. Very annoying

My sister qualifies and I don’t. Have other expenses for children, this is an 
additional expense I could do without. Everyone wants access to playschool to get 
kids ready for school

The divisive rhetoric distracts attention away from the State’s responsibilities to parents 
and children (Ireland, 2000; UNCRC; Bunreacht na hEireann, 1937) and reduces the 
mobilisation efforts of support agencies, thus ensuring communities do not organise 
and gain power. Placing burdens on less powerful groups is facilitated when there are no 
channels of consultation or influence open to these groups (Ingram and Smith, 1993). 

A key complaint in the C&V reports analysed was the lack of consultation prior to 
and during implementation of the CCSS (DCCC, 2008; McCarthy, 2008) as they 
believed they had information that could usefully inform the design of the CCSS so 
that it could more effectively meet the needs of both the target population and the 
policy developers. Consultation and opportunity for feedback are features normally 
associated with learning tools where the target group are viewed as having the capacity 
to engage in problem-solving (Schneider and Ingram, 1993). This lack of consultation 
and the inability of the target groups or the C&V groups advocating on their behalf to 
influence the process reflects a paternalistic approach in which the State decides what is 
best for community providers, parents and indirectly, children. This inculcates a sense 
of helplessness amongst parents as they have no channel of communication but must 
accept what is presented to them and diminishes the role of intermediaries in engaging 
in problem-solving in partnership with or on behalf of target groups.

While the dependant groups are viewed as being unable to do things for themselves 
(Ingram and Smith, 1993) community development practices focus on challenging these 
stereotypes by empowering, mobilising and advocating with and on behalf of socially 
excluded target groups (Kretzmann and McKnight 1993; Diamond 2008). In two of the 
ten services, parents did mobilise, with the support and assistance of their CSPs.  They 
wrote to the Minister to protest about the changes and the impact it was having on 
them but as a politically weak group (because of low voter turnout in the designated 
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areas of disadvantage the community services in Dublin are located in) these isolated 
actions proved ineffective and yielded no response thus potentially discouraging future 
protests.

Schneider and Ingram (1993) contend that less powerful groups tend to be more passive 
recipients of services from the State and are used to admitting their dependency. This 
may explain why, when parents were asked if they objected to passing on details about 
their welfare or employment status to providers, an overwhelming 96% of Band A parents 
had no objection. This grouping of predominantly one parent families are treated as a 
dependant group in that their primary form of interaction with government or agencies 
is as “applicants or claimants who are applying for services to bureaucracy” (Schneider 
and Ingram, 1993, p. 342). There was more resistance amongst Band D parents with over 
50% objecting to handing over information to providers but the comments revealed 
that they were frustrated at not qualifying for the subsidy after having given details to 
providers. Band D parents were very strong at expressing their anger but of the Band A 
parents, all of whom had experienced significant fee decreases only one parent surveyed 
gave an overall positive comment that: 

 It’s been a huge benefit

This may indicate a level of passivity amongst Band A parents, who are conditioned to 
accept more support, despite the fact that many of them were managing to pay the fees 
before the subvention. Band A parents may construct themselves as undeserving and 
may fear drawing attention to the positive impacts of the scheme in case the financial 
safety net is withdrawn from them. In 50% of services surveyed there was no significant 
change in parents taking up places for their children. The Band A parents, 75% of whom 
avail of part-time or sessional places, experienced an average decrease in fees of €20.71 
to €43.23 within this Dublin sample. 
 
As the safety net of financial support expands for parents, they face the potential of 
falling deeper into the welfare trap. Within the design of the system, efforts have been 
made to counteract this pitfall and encourage parents into work or training through a 
‘gradual reduction’ of the subsidy.  Band A parents continue to be entitled to the subsidy 
at a Band B level for a year after they take up employment (OMCYA 2010b) and they can 
avail of support through the Free Pre-School Year Scheme once their child meets the 
qualifying age.  However, respondents to the questionnaire indicated that the financial 
impact of the subsidy being lost or reduced was a key consideration when thinking about 
their employment options.  When asked whether parents would consider the impact on 
their CCSS Band of taking up employment, 60% of respondent indicated they would 
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take it into consideration, 63% of these parents worried about a potential increase in 
their fees.  Comments on this question included:

•	 Hindered future potential to work and make money

•	 If it decreased my subvention, I would not take up employment

•	 Well, if I went part-time I’d be entitled to help

Summary

Overall, the dual policy objectives of the CCSS, firstly to ensure targeted welfare 
dependant families are gaining access to community based childcare services and 
secondly that a tiered fee structure is put in place in each service to facilitate this, are 
clearly realised, but the actual behavioural changes have yielded some negative impacts 
for parents, service providers, children and other national policies. Parents that have 
benefited financially from the additional support face the possibility of an increased 
dependence on the State as they face a financial burden if their employment or marital 
status changes, counter to actions being advocated in policy documents promoting 
social inclusion, employment, equality and family. Band D parents that are no longer 
eligible to receive a subsidy have been financially burdened, they believe, because of their 
marital or work status. This divisive measure is combined with a revision in the role of 
CSPs from local problem solver to administrator and gate keeper of the scheme. This 
creates an environment that is not conducive to organisation or mobilisation ensuring 
power remains dispersed so little pressure is brought to bear for a more equitable 
definition of, or solution to, the problem. Parents present themselves to providers as an 
applicant rather than a parent seeking the support of a locally run community based 
service. The State distances itself from the problem and uses symbolic rhetoric rather 
than investment to address quality of service provision which has a direct impact on 
children using the service. A paternalistic approach is adopted by the State where it 
decides on the design and implementation of the scheme with minimal consultation. 
This contrasts with the apparent capacity building approach adopted when designing 
the Free Preschool Year where advantaged parents are encouraged to participate in the 
action, adequate resources are available to realise the actions and parents are constructed 
as being capable of problem-solving.

Conclusion

This investigation demonstrates that the CCSS is an incentive tool that is structured 
based on a negative social construction of the target groups as dependant and with 
little capacity to solve their own problems. The policy tool does little to address or 
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reverse this construction but rather reinforces stereotypes and ensures target groups 
remain powerless which can “inculcate a sense of incapacity, lack of deservedness, and 
culpability for their own problems” (Schneider and Ingram, 1990, p. 523). This attempt 
at looking beyond “policy goals at their face value and toward examining the meanings 
and assumption within policy designs” (Schneider and Sidney, 2009, p. 114) as well as 
the social, economic and political impact is a move towards policy evaluation that tries 
to understand the full complexity of social problems. It reveals the array of unintended 
consequences that remain concealed by narrow evaluations of initiatives. The need 
to adopt a broader vision for children which would guide the evaluation of ECEC 
programmes is critical if the State wishes to move beyond words to effective action in 
order to realise the objective of the Children’s Strategy (Ireland, 2000) to develop quality 
supports and services that focus on children’s needs.
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Assessment in Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework  

Mary Daly and Arlene Forster, National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment

Abstract

This paper describes Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, the new 
curriculum framework for all children in Ireland from birth to six years (available 
at www.ncca.ie/earlylearning). The paper also outlines the process of developing the 
assessment guidelines in Aistear. These form part of a series of four sets of guidelines 
which describe good practice in supporting children’s learning and development. The 
key messages from Supporting early learning and development through formative 
assessment, a research paper commissioned by the National Council for Curriculum 
and Assessemnt (NCCA) and written by Dr Elizabeth Dunphy in 2008 are summarised. 
These messages informed the development of the guidelines. Challenges in implementing 
the assessment guidelines are also discussed and in this context a brief outline of how 
the early childhood sector is being supported to use Aistear to inform practice with 
children is also presented.

Introduction
The publication of Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework at  www.ncca.ie/
earlylearning in October 2009 marked an exciting and important development in early 
childhood education and care in Ireland. Aistear is the outcome of extensive research, 
consultation, planning, and development by the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA) in partnership with the early childhood sector. This model of 
partnership is explained in the paper The Story of the Framework for Early Learning: 
Partnership in Action, in Volume 3 of OMEP’s An Leanbh Óg (Daly and Forster, 2009: 55-73).  

Aistear is the new and indeed first curriculum framework for all children from birth 
to six years in Ireland. Aistear, the Irish word for journey, was chosen as a title for the 
Framework because early childhood marks the beginning of children’s lifelong learning 
journeys. Aistear sets out broad goals for children’s learning and development. Guided 
by these, the Framework gives practical information and ideas to help adults provide 
children with experiences that are fun, motivating and challenging as they set off on 
their unique learning journeys.
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Aistear can be used by parents and practitioners8 in the range of early childhood settings 
including children’s own homes, childminding settings, full and part-time daycare 
settings, sessional services (pre-schools, playgroups and naíonraí), and infant classes 
in primary schools. Aistear builds on and connects with many developments in early 
childhood education and care in Ireland. In particular it supports

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

•	 The Revised Child Care (Pre-School) Regulations (Department of Health and 
Children, 2006).

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

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

Aistear has four elements:
1. Principles and Themes describes children’s learning and development.
2. Guidelines for Good Practice focuses on partnerships with parents, interactions, 

play, and assessment.    

3. User Guide gives practical information about using the Framework.

4. Key Messages summarises important points from research used in developing 
Aistear. 

This paper focuses on the assessment guidelines which are included in the Guidelines 
for Good Practice. Before looking at these it is helpful to visit the principles underlying 
Aistear to understand the central importance of assessment in the process of supporting 
children’s learning and development from birth to six years. It is also useful to look at 
how Aistear describes learning and development during early childhood.

8 Aistear uses the term ‘practitioner’ to refer to all those working in a specialised manner with children in 
early childhood settings including primary schools and childminding settings.
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Principles and Themes

Aistear is based on 12 early childhood principles which are presented in three groups: 
 

Group 1: Children and 
their lives in early child-
hood

Group 2: Children’s 
connections with others

Group 3: How children learn 
and develop

•	 The child’s uniqueness

•	 Equality and diversity
•	 Children as citizens

•	 Relationships

•	 Parents, family and 
community

•	 The adult’s role

•	 Holistic learning and devel-
opment

•	 Active learning

•	 Play; and hands-on experi-
ences

•	 Relevant and meaningful 
experiences

•	 Communication and lan-
guage

•	 The learning environment

The principle Relevant and meaningful experiences explains that ‘On-going assessment 
of what children do, say and make, and reflection on these experiences help practitioners 
to plan more developmentally appropriate and meaningful learning experiences for 
children. This also enables them to improve their practice’ (NCCA, Aistear, Principles 
and Themes, 2009, p. 11).

The principles underlying Aistear link closely with the principles underlying Síolta, 
The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE,9 2006) 
and with those underlying the Primary School Curriculum (DES, 1999). Building on 
these principles Aistear describes children’s learning and development through four 
interconnected, colour-coded themes:

•	 Well-being (purple)

•	 Identity and Belonging (red)

•	 Communicating (yellow)

•	 Exploring and Thinking (green).

9 The CECDE closed in November 2008 and responsibility for the implementation of Síolta now lies with the 
Department of Education and Science.
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Each theme has aims and broad learning goals. (See Figure 1.) These describe important 
dispositions, skills, attitudes and values, knowledge and understanding for early 
childhood. Each theme also offers suggestions for the types of experiences that might be 
provided for children to help them learn and develop. These are called sample learning 
opportunities and can be adapted and extended to suit the group of children in question.

Guidelines for Good Practice

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

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

2. Learning and developing through interactions describes how the adult can have 
good interactions with children and outlines a range of interaction strategies for 
adults and children, and for interactions between children themselves.

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

4. Supporting learning and development through assessment describes what assessment 
is and explains a number of ways in which the adult can use assessment to help 
children progress.  

Each set of guidelines provides examples of the guidelines in-action for babies, toddlers 
and young children. The remainder of this paper focuses on the fourth set of guidelines, 
Supporting learning and development through assessment.
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Research papers

The NCCA commissioned four research papers to set out the theory behind Aistear. 
These papers were:
•	 Perspectives on the relationship between education and care (Hayes, 2007).
•	 Children’s early learning and development (French, 2007).
•	 Play as a context for early learning and development (Kernan, 2007).
•	 Supporting early learning and development through formative assessment 

(Dunphy, 2008).
The papers and their executive summaries are available on the NCCA website at www.
ncca.ie/earlylearning. While all the papers impacted in their different ways on Aistear’s 
elements, the fourth and final research paper in particular informed Aistear’s assessment 
guidelines. The paper was based on national and international research in the area of 
assessment.10 Six key features of assessment emerged from the paper, Supporting early 
learning and development through formative assessment (Dunphy, 2008):

1. Characteristics and complexities of early learning - Early learning is highly 
complex and finding ways to assess that complexity is challenging. 

2. Centrality of relationships - Relationships are central to the assessment process. 
The practitioner develops increased understanding of what and how children are 
learning by interacting with them. Parents because of their unique relationship 
with their children, have a very important contribution to make to the assessment 
process. 

3. Interactive processes - Assessments of early learning are interactive, informal 
and often embedded in everyday activities. Watching, listening, talking to, and 
empathising with children are central. Children’s engagement with peers is also 
important for illuminating the learning processes.

4. Assessing what is valued - Good assessments are holistic in nature and cover 
all aspects of a child’s development and are concerned with dispositions, skills, 
attitudes and values, knowledge and understandings. Assessment focuses on 
strengths and also on aspects of learning that need further development. 

5. Authentic assessment - Assessment of early learning and development is informal, 
carried out over time and is embedded in tasks and play-based activities that 
children see as significant, meaningful and worthwhile.  

10  This paper only references Dunphy’s paper and the Aistear guidelines. For the full bibliography refer to 
the paper ‘ Supporting early learning and development through assessment’ (Dunphy, 2008) at www.ncca.ie/
earlylearning in the Research Papers section.
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6. Professional development for assessment - Practitioners need extensive 
education and support in the area of assessment in order to be equipped to carry 
out assessments that adhere to the principles of good practice, are conducted in a 
skilled and informed way, and do justice to children.

These six features were central in shaping the development of Aistear’s guidelines on 
assessment.

Guidelines for Good Practice - Supporting learning and development 
through assessment

Aistear presents assessment as part of every practitioner’s day-to-day interactions 
with children as he/she continually makes judgements about children’s learning and 
development and uses the information gathered to help children to progress. Children 
too make judgements about what they are good at, what they enjoy doing, what they can 
do now with a little help, and what they would like to be able to do in the future. The 
guidelines, informed by the commissioned research paper, describe what assessment is 
and what it can look like in early childhood. 

Defining assessment
Aistear defines assessment as the ‘on-going process of collecting, documenting, 
reflecting on, and using information to develop rich portraits of children as learners 
in order to support and enhance their future learning’ (Aistear, Guidelines for Good 
Practice, NCCA, 2009, p. 72). This definition is supported by Dunphy’s paper (2008).

The guidelines differentiate between assessment for learning and of learning. They 
explain that the main purpose of assessment of learning is to inform others like parents 
and professionals about children’s achievements. In contrast, assessment for learning 
focuses on using assessment information to help children with the next steps in their 
learning and development. While both approaches are important the guidelines focus 
on assessment for learning by encouraging the practitioner to use assessment on a daily 
basis to help children progress in their learning and development across Aistear’s four 
themes.  The importance of ethical considerations in the assessment process is also 
highlighted. The nature of the power relations between children during early childhood 
and the adults who are undertaking the assessment needs to be acknowledged. The adult 
has a responsibility to ensure that the process benefits children and does not upset or 
harm the participants in any way. It  must be sensitive and respectful to all children 
and protect their rights. Ultimately,  the assessment process must support children’s 
learning and development (Dunphy, 2008).
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Documenting assessment information
The guidelines highlight the importance of documenting children’s learning and 
development and present a number of ways to do this. These include samples of children’s 
work, notes, photographs and video or audio records, stories, daily diaries or records 
of care, checklists, and reports.  The guidelines suggest storing these in practitioners’ 
files, in central files and/or in children’s learning portfolios. A learning portfolio can 
take the form of a folder, a scrapbook, a shoe/cereal/pizza box or something similar in 
which assessment information can be stored. The collection tells the story of each child’s 
learning journey – his/her efforts, progress and achievement over time. 

Assessment methods
The guidelines present a continuum of five assessment methods for collecting 
information on children’s learning and development. (See Figure 2). Rather than 
presenting assessment methods in order of frequency of use starting with observations 
and conversations, the continuum uses a sequence which reflects socio-cultural theory. 
This prioritises children having opportunities to lead the assessment process. The 
continuum begins with self-assessment and conversations where children take the 
lead in making judgements about their own progress as learners. This is followed by 
the methods of observation, setting tasks, and testing which involve the adult leading 
the assessment process. The guidelines point out that while the methods are presented 
individually each often involves using other methods too. A combination of methods 
helps the adult build rich and authentic portraits of children as learners.  

murphyr
Sticky Note
This paragraph is followed by a blank page in the printed version of this volume, so page numbers differ by 1 from this point onwards. The text however is identical.
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Learning experiences to show assessment in-action
 
As in all the four sets of guidelines learning experiences show the assessment methods 
in-action across different types of settings and for three overlapping age groups:

•	 babies: birth to 18 months 
•	 toddlers: 12 to 36 months  
•	 young children: 2½ to 6 years. 

Learning experiences are ‘detailed accounts of children learning through particular 
activities or events in collaboration with other children and adults, while using various 
objects, play props or materials. They describe what the children say, do and make in the 
course of the activities or events. They also show the adult’s important role in supporting 
and extending the children’s learning and development, (Aistear, User Guide, NCCA, 
2009, p.6). Each learning experience is colour-coded to reflect the particular theme it 
supports. The age group of the children involved and the setting in which the learning 
experience is based are also shown. There are likely to be particular challenges for the 
early childhood sector in translating the guidelines to practice. The assessment learning 
experiences incorporate a range of strategies to show how a number of these challenges 
can be overcome, for example limited time for the practitioner to gather and document 
assessment information, the type of information to gather and what type of assessment 
method to use with different age groups of children. While these strategies are useful, 
particular challenges will continue to be posed for the sector as they begin their journey 
of assessing for learning. The following section looks at some of these challenges and 
how they might be overcome.

Challenges to using this approach to assessment 

For many practitioners and settings the adoption of this comprehensive approach to 
assessment may be a significant departure from established practice. 

Infant classes in primary schools
In 2007 the NCCA published the document, Assessment in the Primary School 
Curriculum: Guidelines for Schools which re-envisioned assessment in the primary 
school. Like Aistear’s assessment guidelines it advocated a broad interpretation of 
assessment with a clear focus on involving the child. For infant teachers the information 
on assessment in Aistear builds on the information contained in the primary guidelines. 
The amount of time needed to engage in new forms of assessment of early learning 
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and development has been raised nationally (Ridgway, 2002) and internationally (Fleer 
and Richardson, 2004). Time constraints coupled with high pupil to teacher ratios plus 
uncertainties about how to go about doing comprehensive assessments may present 
particular challenges and tensions for teachers. There is evidence to suggest that teachers 
are unsure about aspects of assessment practice. To date, the two phases of Review 
of the Primary School Curriculum by the NCCA (2005; 2008) highlighted teachers’, 
including infant teachers’ requests for support in developing their assessment practice.  
For example, they wanted support in using a wider range of assessment methods and 
in using the information gathered to plan future learning. Indeed, assessment policy 
and practice are areas that were identified by the DES in 2005 as requiring considerable 
attention in primary schools.  In-service training and on-going support and mentoring 
will be key to helping teachers to re-envision their use of assessment in the infant classes 
in order ‘to enrich teaching and learning, and report this information to all those 
concerned with children’s education’ (NCCA, 2007, p.3). 

Early years settings in the community, voluntary and private sector

For early years settings outside of the primary school Aistear’s assessment practice is 
also likely to pose similar difficulties, especially for practitioners with limited training 
in the area.  The use of portfolios to compile documentation as suggested in Aistear, 
may offer a practical starting point in developing assessment practice across the sector. 
However, using the information that has been documented to inform decision-making 
about children’s learning and development is likely to pose challenges for practitioners.

Responding to the challenges  

‘Assessment is a matter of informed judgement’ (Dunphy, 2008, p.57) and involves the 
practitioner in judging the nature and extent of the child’s learning and development. 
Judgements like this need to be informed by professional knowledge including:

•	 a comprehensive understanding of early learning and development and its 
integrated nature

•	 an understanding of the diversity amongst children and their families

•	 an understanding of the different ways in which early assessment may be carried 
out, and the ability to use these in ways that enable children to display their 
dispositions, skills, attitudes and values, knowledge and understanding. 

Training and education needs to support practitioners in developing knowledge and 
understanding of, and competence in these areas in order to help them implement 
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comprehensive assessment practices as advocated in Aistear. Ongoing work on the 
Workforce Development Plan for the Early Childhood Care and Education Sector by 
the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs includes the development 
of new standards for the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) 
Childcare Training Modules. These standards are informed by Síolta and Aistear.  On-
going support and mentoring will also be necessary. Organisations such as the National 
Voluntary Childcare Organisations, the City and County Childcare Committees and 
the Education Centres are providing information and workshops to practitioners as 
they begin to use Aistear.  

Planning, teaching and learning, evaluation and assessment are inseparable processes 
and the practitioner needs to incorporate all of these in order to facilitate children’s 
holistic development. Component 7.6 of Síolta’s Standard 7 on Curriculum states 
that ‘Planning for curriculum or programme implementation is based on the child’s 
individual profile, which is established through systematic observation and assessment 
for learning’ (CECDE, 2006). Through implementing Síolta and Aistear together 
practitioners will start to develop more comprehensive assessment systems leading to 
enriched and extended learning opportunities for children during early childhood.
 
Implementing Aistear and its assessment approach

The NCCA is using a number of strategies to help those working in the early childhood 
sector to begin using Aistear, including its guidelines on assessment.
•	 An Aistear toolkit has been created at www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit (NCCA, 2010). 

This provides a variety of resources to help people to begin to use Aistear, and will 
be added to on an on-going basis. 

•	 In late 2010/early 2011 the NCCA proposes to begin working with a number of 
settings using Aistear to guide their work with children. The area of assessment 
will be key in this work. This project would enable the NCCA to gather examples 
of Aistear being used in settings and to share these with others through the NCCA 
website. 

•	 The NCCA continues to collaborate with other organisations in supporting the 
sector to use Aistear. In April 2010 the NCCA in collaboration with the Early 
Years Education Policy Unit, Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 
(OMCYA) held seminars on Aistear and Síolta for staff in support, training and 
education, and inspection roles. The seminars aimed to support others in providing   
information sessions and workshops on Aistear and Síolta. 

•	 A small number of primary school teachers have been appointed as Aistear tutors. 
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In collaboration with their local Education Centres they will run workshops for 
teachers interested in finding out more about Aistear  and in using the Framework 
in their classrooms. 

Conclusion

Children, like adults, are natural assessors of their own progress and achievements. 
Adults can enrich and extend children’s experiences through assessment by identifying 
learning and development, feeding information back to children, celebrating their 
progress and achievements with them, and adapting practice and planning for further 
learning. In this way assessment helps the adult create portraits of children which 
show the richness of their learning and development. The active inclusion of children 
in this process is particularly noteworthy and beneficial. Good assessment practice 
guides children’s learning journeys. While the early childhood sector may encounter 
challenges in developing this practice, in time both children and practitioners should 
experience the benefits.
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An IPPA Code of Ethics for the 21st Century 
Carmel Brennan, PhD (Irish Preschool Play Association)

Abstract

The work of IPPA members has always been driven by a commitment to improving the 
lives of children, families and communities. Engagement in ongoing learning, research 
and practice development is part of that commitment. In recent years, in tandem with 
the early childhood education sector internationally, our thinking about children’s 
learning has been ‘disrupted’ (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999) and strongly informed 
by a sociocultural perspective, prompting IPPA to develop a new code of ethics. To this 
end, we have reviewed the literature and consulted with members and the wider sector. 
In this paper we outline this process and present the consequent IPPA Code of Ethics.  
 
Introduction

The work of IPPA members has always been driven by shared values and a commitment 
to improving the lives of children, families and communities. Engagement in ongoing 
learning, research and practice development is part of that commitment. In recent years, 
in tandem with the early childhood education sector internationally, our thinking about 
children’s learning has been ‘disrupted’ (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999) and strongly 
informed by a sociocultural perspective.  Combined with these shifts in thinking, the 
sector in Ireland is changing and growing in terms of size, importance, professionalism 
and diversity. IPPA wished to develop a code of ethics and practice with its members 
that allows embraces these new insights and developments. We hope the code will be of 
benefit for all those working with children and families across the sector as well as in the 
training colleges and support agencies.

What is a Code of Ethics?

This code of ethics and practice is a framework of principles that we, as professionals, 
commit to in order to ensure that our relationships are authentic, moral and beneficial 
and that we use our power and influence in ways that respond to the values and needs 
of the children and families with whom we work. These are their rights, as enshrined in 
the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) to which Ireland is a signatory.

Many of the principles are aspirational and as individuals and groups we need to 
consider how we make them real and visible.   Commitment to the principles requires 
that we think about them in our everyday work, that we find ways to exercise them and 
that we revise them as we grow and change with our communities.
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Methodology
In developing this 21st century code we have reviewed the literature and the work done 
by sister organisations internationally and consulted with members and colleagues. 
Consultation with practitioners, support workers and academics has taken the form of 
focus group meetings. Two meetings were held at the IPPA AGM and conference, 2008 
and 2009.  Four further meetings were held with training course participants from around 
Ireland.  In partnership with UCC and OMEP, we presented a draft to participants at the 
2009 OMEP conference in Cork for further feedback. At each meeting, a draft code of 
ethics was presented and explained and the groups were asked to discuss the principles 
outlined and to give feedback. The code was reviewed following each consultation and 
the next focus group was alerted to previous feedback and changes.   

Main themes arising for revision included
•	 The relationship between individual and community: A sociocultural perspective 

locates the person not as an individual but as an individual-in-community.  The 
individual and community is an inseparable relationship. This shift in thinking 
gives rise to the debate about the relationship between individual rights and the 
rights of the individual-in-community. 
 ‘I like the view of the child as a member of a family and community that permeates 
this code. I think however you also need to make the child’s rights as an individual a 
little stronger’. 

•	 Conflict between values:  There was general agreement that we need to make the 
commitment to be open to learning from people of different backgrounds and 
history but  
‘What if these are not compatible with our own core values?’; ‘What happens when we 
find some practices abhorrent e.g. genital mutilation or even hitting children?’

•	 Sharing learning with families: 
‘I would think about putting in something about communicating research findings 
back to families’

•	 Language, readability, format: Participants asked for clarification about words and 
terms used and suggested alternatives. ‘I suggest we avoid the word ‘should’;  ‘We like 
the format – it is thought provoking’; ‘We loved the language – no accidental words’; 
‘Liked the idea of each child’s learning being a ‘growing story’’

Following revision, we found general agreement with the principles and very strong 
support for the spirit of collaboration embodied in the code.  While the groups found 
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the language easy to read and understand, there was general consensus that buying into 
the meaning and spirit of the code requires group discussion and processing.  Each 
group felt that their engagement with the code was greatly facilitated by the consultation 
and discussion. This is a phase of code development that IPPA must now plan for and 
extend.  It also has implications for keeping the code open for further debate, feedback 
and revision.

Literature Review

This section reviews the literature to build the discourse of ethics that informs the 
IPPA code. A brief scope finds an extensive body of literature that addresses ethics in 
government, in business, in medicine, media, sport and education and discusses such 
questions as: What is a code of ethics? Are ethics or moral values something that exist 
independently of humans or are they a human construction? What is the purpose of a 
code of ethics?  What are the core principles that drive any approach to ethics? 

Traditionally, codes of ethics have been based upon three approaches: the deontological, 
consequentialist and virtue approach.  Put simply, within the deontological approach to 
ethics, one is expected to act according to one’s duty and clear principles or ethical rules 
are prescribed to guide one’s decision making. The consequentialist approach provides 
an alternative whereby acts are judged not on the basis of moral duty but on the impact 
they have on society as a whole or on particular people within it.  Virtue ethics places 
less emphasis on learning rules, and instead stresses the importance of developing 
good habits of character, such as kindness, honesty, courage.  The approach proposes 
that once these virtues have been acquired they become an habitual way of behaving.  
In practice, many people subscribe to a deontological or virtue approach but enact a 
consequentialist approach because they choose actions that will have the most positive 
effects for the greatest number of people (Newman and Pollnitz, 2002).  Some argue that 
the approaches are complementary, others that they are incompatible.

According to many feminist philosophers, traditional morality is male-centred since it 
has been developed within practices that have been traditionally male-dominated, such 
as acquiring property, engaging in business contracts, and governing societies. Women, 
by contrast, have traditionally played a nurturing role, as rearers of children and home 
makers, activities that are less about following abstract rules and principles and more 
about spontaneous decision making within the dynamics of relationships.  This was the 
basis of Gilligan’s (1982) critique of Kohlberg’s (1971) stages of morality. Kohlberg found 
that women reached a lower level of moral development at each stage of development 
than men, a finding that encouraged Gilligan to examine his research processes.  She 
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found that his research cohort was mostly male and his ethical questions were based on 
predominantly male situations and assessed on the basis of a male perspective. Her own 
research with women faced with difficult decisions, found that women thought about 
the caring thing to do rather than the rules to be followed. She consequently argues 
for an approach to ethics that recognises differences between the sexes, and includes 
the female concept of care. Noddings, applying this thinking to education, argues for a 
‘caring ethics’ (1984) and a ‘caring encounter’ (2002) as the moral basis of education – 
advocating an education towards caring encounters in the home, in the workplace and 
in society. 

Using the woman’s life activities and experience as a model, the basis of morality is then 
about acting caringly or an ethics of care.  An ethics of care rests on the understanding 
of relationships as a response to another in their terms.  Rather than taking a universal 
rights-based approach, it proposes that we respond to others in ways that meet their 
needs and contexts. It moves beyond the common understanding of ‘caring’ as ‘gentle 
smiles and warm hugs’ (Goldstein, 1998) to engaging with uncertainty, complexity and 
the intellectual challenges of  work with diverse people.

The concepts of an ‘ethics of care’ and an ‘ethics of an encounter’ have been re-energised 
and translated into the early childhood context by the work of postmodern researchers 
such the feminists Canella (1997) and MacNaughton (1992) and deconstructionists 
such as Burman (1994), Prout (1997), James and James (2004) and Dahlberg and Moss 
(Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 1999, Dahlberg and Moss, 2005, Moss, 2006).  They argue 
not that the traditional perspectives are wrong but rather that like all perspectives they 
generate regimes or games of truth (Foucault, 1980) that need to be examined for the 
interests and agendas that drive them.  They critique, for example, the discourse of 
developmental psychology and demonstrate its role in constructing classifications that 
‘start living their own life by a process of normalisation’ (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence1999, 
p.36). When we stipulate developments that should happen at a certain stage of life we 
often treat them as truths, when in reality they are norms based on a body of knowledge 
derived from ‘the relatively limited sample of human experience’ (Katz 1996 , p.140), 
namely white and middle class western experience. This realisation prompts questions 
about the social purposes and power relationships involved in this body of knowledge 
and brings us on a journey that locates the discussion about the world of young children, 
early childhood services and the people who engage with them in the broader world 
of power, politics and economics.  We leave behind the world of truth and certainty 
and engage with a world of constructed meaning and complex human agendas.  These 
considerations increase  the challenge in devising a code of ethics from a search for rules 
that guide to a search for principles that generate more open questioning.
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Stated differently, Dahlberg and Moss (2005), writing on ethics and politics in early 
childhood education, identify two main objectives in rethinking ethics (i) to vitalise the 
place of ethics, making it explicit and central to the life of preschool and (ii) to diversify 
the ethical possibilities open to practitioners. Rather than ethics being about applying 
certain codes, they propose an ethical code that is about personal responsibility for 
making ethical choices, not as an autonomous individual seeking objective truth 
but as one acts in relationship with others and in particular contexts.  Such an ethic 
is dependant not on rules but on ‘listening, reflection, interpretation, confrontation, 
discussion and judgements that are open to question’ (Dahlberg and Moss (2005). 
Moss (2005, p. 8) suggests ethical questions such a ‘How can I relate to the Other in a 
way which respects the irreducible alterity of the other? How can I avoid grasping the 
Other, making the Other into the same..?’ He proposes that this approach to ethics sits 
well with the nature of teaching and learning in early childhood education contexts. 
MacNaughton (2005) tells us that education is about choices – choices about what we 
teach and how we teach it and whose values and goals we prioritise. There are always 
issues of equity and social justice involved.  The code of ethics now becomes a central 
pivot driving practice in ECCE services because it constantly reminds us of the need to 
recognise multiple perspectives and the need to negotiate decisions that are respectful, 
conscious of power agendas and fair. 
 
Engaging with 21st century insights and developments

In IPPA, we have always had guidelines for good practice but in engaging with this 
postmodern thinking we now recognise the need to review these.  The following outlines 
some of the changed thinking we are experiencing in our professional work that will 
now inform this code of ethics and practice. These changes are also reflected to various 
degree in new contributions to the early childhood sector such as Aistear (NCCA, 2009) 
(the new Irish national early years curriculum framework) and Síolta (2006) (the new 
national quality framework).  

•	 We are shifting the focus from children reaching developmental milestones to a 
focus on children’s competencies.  The developmental milestones approach often 
led us to consider the child in deficit terms, e.g. what the child could not do 
compared to ‘normal’ children or adults.  We now know that many of our criteria 
for normality are based on some ideal child, rather than on the child who lives 
and learns with family and community.  The competent child approach demands 
that we stretch ourselves to understand the many different learning pathways that 
children take in their own communities and to value the choices that they make. 
This shift prompts us to see children as competent learners and contributors to 
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social activity and to respect their right to be consulted in decision making about 
their care and education. 

•	 We are moving from centralising the individual child discovering the world 
through his/her own self-directed explorations to a realisation that children learn 
valued skills, attitudes and ways of thinking in relationships and experiences with 
families and communities.  This sociocultural theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1978) 
recognises the contributions of adults and peers to each other’s learning and sees 
children as co-constructors of the world in which we all live. It locates children’s 
learning within the practices, values and goals of their communities and the 
community’s activities.  Children, for example, learn and develop the language(s) 
of the people around them and they learn to use computers if computers serve 
a purpose in community life. The new curriculum suggested in ‘Towards a 
Framework for Early Learning’ (NCCA, 2004) and published in 2009 (NCCA, 
2009) recognises this and consequently focuses on how children develop a sense of 
well-being, identity, belonging, communication, exploration and thinking through 
their shared experiences with others.  These strands recognise that children develop 
in ways that allow them to participate competently in their communities.

•	 We now recognise that the institutions (e.g. schools, childcare services) in which 
children learn bring with them values, practices and expectations to which children 
must attune.  Consequently, we need to think about the values that underpin them 
and who these values include and exclude.  This is particularly true of our education 
systems where values and goals favour some children and their communities rather 
than others (Bruner, 1996) 

•	 All of this leads us to rethink assessment also. It is no longer a process of testing 
children’s achievements against predetermined targets.  Rather it is about building 
the identity of children as capable and competent learners.  Within a sociocultural 
approach to assessment (Carr, 2001) children’s learning activities are situated 
and understood within the context of their values and goals.  Children are major 
contributors to their own assessment.  We focus on how children make sense of 
their worlds as whole people working with the cultural thinking tools of their 
communities.

•	 Ireland is now a multicultural society.  We face the challenges of change and 
developing a cultural framework for thinking (Brennan, 2008) that is more inclusive. 
The promise for a society that embraces diversity is not only that immigrant 
communities will fare better within the system but that the systems benefit from 
their diverse contributions and is improved for all stakeholders.

 Combined with these shifts in thinking, the sector is experiencing growth in both 
size and importance.  The number of services and practitioners has increased, training 
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levels have improved and the sector is becoming professionalised.  Our early childhood 
curriculum ‘Aistear, The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework’ (NCCA, 2009) 
guides our programmes.  We now have both the revised HSE Preschool Regulations 
(HSE, 2006) and the Síolta (CECDE, 2006) Quality Framework to drive standards in 
early childhood services. As a society, we are coming to realise the critical role of early 
childhood care and education in the life cycle.

The new IPPA Code of Ethics and Practice

Our new code of ethics and practice must allow for these new insights and development.  
Reflecting our understanding that we co-construct the world we live in, we want a code 
that frames the commitment we make both as individuals and as a community of 
professionals working with children and families. We want to both build on the past 
and embrace change. The core values of IPPA include

•	 Children and childhood
•	 All children equally
•	 Play
•	 The primacy of families in the lives of children
•	 The communities in which children live
•	 Life-long learning
•	 The professionalism of the adults working with children and families

These stand the test of time, but new learning brings new insights and new emphasis.  
When we say, for example, that we value Children and Childhood, we bring to that value 
a new consciousness of the right of children to be consulted and to have a real voice in 
deciding how their lives are shaped.

A code for individuals and community

The code is designed both to inform practice and to provide a framework for negotiating 
conflicts and dilemmas.  It is not about minimal standards or directives but rather 
about core values and ideals to which the profession aspires.  It recognises that only as a 
profession acting together, can we develop a culture of care, learning and ethical practice.  
As individuals we contribute to that culture but together we make it both possible and 
progressive.  We are responsible not only for our own personal commitment but also 
for supporting the commitment of our colleagues. The following therefore outlines our 
core principles, followed by our ethical commitments as a community of professionals, 
followed by our individual contributions.  It considers our commitments in four areas 
of our practice: working with (i) children (ii) families and communities (iii) colleagues 
and (iv) as mentors and researchers. 



An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

70

Working with children 

  Core Principles In working with children we will respect and advocate for:

  Belonging

each child as an individual and community member with abilities 
and potential - and the right to both individuality and inclusion
> I will respect and relate to each child as a competent individual with 
the right to belong in this community.

  Cultural identity
the special relationship that children have with their   
families and communities, and their right to both   
diversity and equality of treatment
> I will respect the families and communities with whom I work and 
their right to be different and treated equally

  Safety and Stimulation

the right of children and families to safe and stimulating environ-
ments:
> I will work to provide safe and stimulating environments for chil-
dren and families

  Citizenship children as active participants in their communities who have a right 
to participate in decisions about their experiences and their learning: 
> I will ensure opportunities for children to contribute to decisions 
about their experiences and their learning.

  Whole person

a holistic approach to children’s learning and particularly a respect 
for their emotional development.  This involves a core understand-
ing that children’s personal identities and sense of well-being and 
belonging develop through their interactions and experiences with 
others:

> I will nurture children’s sense of themselves and their place in the 
world through their relationships with me and others.

  Play 
 the child’s right to learn through play

> I will support and advocate for the child’s right to play
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Working with families and communities 

  Core Principles
In working with families and communities, we will:

  Primary educators
respect and support parents/carers and family as the primary 
educators of their children:

> I will respect and value the role of parents/carers in the education 
and development of their children

  Ethical encounters

develop relations based on honest, open communication and ne-
gotiated values, practices and goals in the best interest of children.  
We also respect the family’s right to confidentiality and privacy:

> I will relate honestly and respectfully with parents and negotiate 
values and practices with them

  Parents as partners

partner with families in learning about, deciding about and evalu-
ating their children’s learning.  Together we will help each child 
develop an identity as a valued member of the community and as a 
competent learner:

> I will collaborate in  decision-making with parents in the interest 
of their children

  Caring communities

connect with the broader community and its agencies and support 
families in building caring communities for their children to grow 
and belong in.

> I will contribute and collaborate towards improving the commu-
nity environment that children grow in.

  Advocacy
 
advocate for accessible, quality services that respond to the needs 
of children and families.

> I will advocate for children’s right to high quality services.
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Working with colleagues 

  Core Principles As colleagues working together, we will:

  Learning community
work together to create a caring and respectful learning commu-
nity

> I will work to develop a caring staff team

  Resourceful community
  

contribute and develop our varied skills and knowledge  
and ways of working to build an informed and resourceful   
      community:
> I will use and share my skills and knowledge with colleagues

  Constructive community
use dilemmas and differences as learning opportunities

> I will learn and grow through problem solvin

 Reflective community
collaborate with one another to generate a reflective community 
committed to high quality care and education:

> I will learn with and from others

  Professional
  community

model high quality professional practice

> I will be  professional in my work practices

  Principled
  community implement legislative and workplace policies and procedures for 

the benefit of all:

> I will implement work place policies.



73

An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

Working as Mentors and Researchers: 

  Core Principles
As mentors and researchers we will:

  Empowerment respect and support the knowledge and diverse strengths of staff, 
parents and students in our services

> I will value what others bring to the service

  Assessment

work with children and families to recognise, share 
and support children’s learning
> I will work with the children and families to build the growing 
story of their children’s learning.

  Development of the   
  profession

contribute to research and dissemination towards 
developing the knowledge base of the profession:

> I will work to develop understanding and practice in the 
early childhood care and education profession

  Ethical research

4.  ensure that the participation of families is informed,  
voluntary and beneficial for them and that research  meets 
high ethical standards:
> I will ensure that the interests of children and families are 
central to my research.

Into the future….

Our work in early childhood care and education is informed by a range of disciples, such 
as education, psychology, sociology and biology, all of which continue to develop and 
grow through both research and practice.  This code embraces the progress that these 
disciplines have made and reflects the dynamic learning relationship between them. It 
is not final and complete.  It is not a book of rules.  It is a thinking tool and a working 
document that is open to ongoing learning.  We hope it keeps the sector talking.
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Enhancing Educational Inclusion in Primary School 
Education:  a Case for Curriculum Development? 

Dr Tracey Connolly, University College Cork

Abstract
In Ireland there is a common understanding of the education system as a social 
institution. This is especially true in relation to educational inclusion and the promotion 
of lifelong learning – from the cradle to the grave. Education not only reflects a society 
but is an influence in shaping its development. It helps equip children to share in the 
benefits of the society in which they live and to contribute effectively to that society’s 
sustenance and evolution. Hence there is a symbiotic relationship between the 
curriculum and society. When appropriately planned and applied, the curriculum 
can not only promote inclusion but influence the individual’s educational lifespan.   
This paper examines curriculum development as a means to enhance educational 
inclusion and will draw on the experience of a curriculum development project in Cork 
city in promoting lifelong learning through curriculum development.

Concerns of the curriculum

The 1999 Primary School Curriculum in Ireland puts emphasis on the symbiotic 
relationship between education and society, which is ‘dynamic and interactive’ as 
‘education not only reflects a society but is an influence in shaping its development’ 
and ‘it helps equip children to share in the benefits of the society in which they live 
and to contribute effectively to that society’s sustenance and evolution’. According to 
Kelly (2004, p.1) the key concern of the curriculum should be ‘the need to ensure that 
the education system continues to develop and that it responds appropriately not only 
to other changes in society but also to our increasing understanding of the education 
process itself ’. Hence there is a symbiotic relationship between the curriculum and 
society, and when appropriately planned and applied the curriculum can help tackle 
educational disadvantage. 

Evolution of curriculum

Curriculum is the Latin word for ‘racecourse’ and traditionally meant a list of courses 
in education. Other interpretations of curriculum see it as a document with planned 
schemes of instruction. A more encompassing view of curriculum is that it incorporates 
all experiences that learners have within education: ‘The curriculum is now generally 
considered to be all of the experiences that learners have under the auspices of the 
school’ (Doll, 1996, cited in Henson 2006, p.8). Oliva (2005) presents this extensive 
interpretation of the curriculum as:
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what is taught in a school, a set of subjects, content, program of studies, set of 
materials, sequence of courses, set of performance objectives, course of study, 
everything that goes on within the school, including the extra class activities, 
guidance and interpersonal relationships, that which is taught both inside and 
outside the school and directed by the school, everything that is planned by school 
personnel, a series of experiences undergone by learners in the school, that which 
an individual learner experiences as a result of schooling. (Oliva, 2005, p. 3).

The emphasis on experience reflects the relationship between the teacher and student and 
the movement from subject-centred to learner-centred pedagogy. Classical humanism 
underpins the subject-centred approach. Through the subject-centred curriculum, 
the concern is with knowledge and the learner is passive. The present learner-centred 
approach to teaching and learning originated in the 18th century with Rousseau, who 
put emphasis on the needs, interests and capacity of the child within a positive teacher-
pupil relationship. Developing on this, Dewey (1902, 1933) stressed that education must 
cater for the child’s needs and that experienced based learning would develop the child’s 
independent thinking. 

Current view on curriculum

Currently curriculum is seen as an objective based plan and the experiences spelled out 
in that plan. Hence curriculum can be used to meet the mission of a school; thereby ‘the 
curriculum is the primary vehicle for achieving the goals and objectives of a school’ 
(Thompson and Gregg, 1997, cited in Henson 2006, p.7). Both the plan and experiences 
have wide ranging objectives informed by the developing discourse on effective teaching 
and learning. In this regard, Tanner and Tanner (1994 p, 189) see the curriculum 
as the ‘learning experiences and intended outcomes formulated through systematic 
reconstruction of knowledge and experience, under the auspices of the school, for the 
learners’ continuous wilful growth in personal-social competences’. Mc Neill (2003, p.13) 
stresses the ‘live curriculum’, which ‘engages students in classroom activities that they 
find meaningful’. This is grounded in constructivism which Armstrong et al (2005, p.42) 
describe as ‘a perspective on teaching that holds that learners are not passive responders to 
the environment but rather individuals who engage it purposefully as they seek to extract 
personal meaning’. Over time thinking on curriculum has reflected changing educational 
values, ideologies, research and practical experiences.

The hidden curriculum or the unplanned curriculum is the less visible part of the 
curriculum, which ‘sends messages to our students regarding what they ought to be doing 
and even how they should be thinking’ (Armstrong et al 2005, p.187). As the hidden 
curriculum carries subtle messages it is a powerful force, which can be beneficial or 
damaging. Nevertheless the hidden curriculum plays an important role within education. 
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Models of curriculum development

Various models of curriculum development have emerged over time. Kerlinger, (1986, 
p.9) defines theory as a ‘set of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and 
propositions that present a systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among 
variables, with the purpose of explaining and predicting the phenomena’. Theory has an 
essential influence on thinking about education, and Bernauer (1999 p.69) emphasises 
the application of theory, stating that ‘theories are grounded in classroom experiences 
rather than theoretical premises’.
 
Curriculum theory is ever evolving, and Henson (2006 p.13) points out the difficulty 
of curriculum theory, given that it is aimed at facilitating teaching, which is by nature 
a complex and fluid process. Curriculum theory can guide the curriculum developer’s 
thinking and improve curriculum design. Models of curriculum development serve 
a crucial role as they are ‘used to represent events and event interactions in a highly 
compact and illustrative manner’ (Beauchamp 1981 p.27). Models provide educators 
with ‘a set of logical relationships either qualitative or quantitative, which will link 
together the relevant features of the reality with which we are concerned’ (Rivett, 1972).

Rousseau and Dewey influenced the learner-centred approach to curriculum 
development. The learner-centred approach enables the learner to play an active role 
in education. In particular, Dewey espoused the problem based and reflective thinking 
approach. Through such a curriculum, learning is active, whereby learners are trained in 
thinking. Dewey’s problem solving and reflective thinking model centres on experience, 
as it involves the learner raising a question or problem, observing all aspects of the 
problem, forming a hypothesis, reasoning and testing the hypothesis.  

Developing on this model, Tyler (1949) put forward an objectives approach to curriculum 
development called the Ends-Means Model. Tyler suggests four basic principles for 
curriculum development: purpose of the school, educational experiences related to 
purposes, organisation of experiences, and evaluation of purposes. In Tyler’s model, 
the objectives are situated in contemporary life, and learners are pivotal in drawing 
up the objectives, which helps to relate the curriculum to society. Like Dewey’s model, 
learning takes place through age appropriate experience and learners are given support 
and encouragement. Effective organisation of the curriculum is paramount, the criteria 
for which involves continuity within the curriculum and effective sequencing so that 
development is integrated to help form a unified understanding.
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Like Tyler, Benjamin Bloom focused on clarity in forming objectives. The benefit of 
objectives is that educationalists express what they are aiming to achieve. Bloom’s 
Taxonomy of Learning Outcomes (1956) based on the complexity of the cognitive 
process provides educationalists with a common language for curriculum development. 
Outcomes-based learning is a process of identifying teaching and learning objectives, 
which defines what the teacher wants the student to learn. The advantage is that it shifts 
the focus used by the intellectual (subject-centred) model of course planning from the 
knowledge base of the teacher to the knowledge needs of the student, thus creating a 
more learner-centred educational experience. Bloom’s Taxonomy identifies domains of 
learning presented in a hierarchical order, which facilitates incremental learning. In 
essence, learning outcomes are statements of what a learner will know and be able to 
do. Applying learning outcomes affords precision, focusing on the achievement of the 
learner rather than the aims of the course, which reflects the current view of curriculum 
as involving the learner’s experiences in the process of education.   

Building on Tyler’s model of curriculum development, Taba (1962) put forward a 
more complex model, which involves a series of stages. Taba’s model involves defining 
students and their needs, identifying instructional objectives (in conjunction with 
Bloom’s Taxonomy), selecting the content, organising structure and sequence, designing 
assessment and formative evaluation. Taba’s model is known as the Inverted Model and 
involves teachers in its design rather than being centrally designed. This model ties 
curriculum to instruction, hence theory to practice. 

Oliva’s model of curriculum development involves a statement of philosophy and takes 
the curriculum through a process involving the statement of goals and objectives, 
design of plan, implementation and evaluation (Oliva, 2005). This model puts particular 
emphasis of the needs of the students and locality served by a school from the perspective 
that no two schools are the same. Evaluation is of the curricular programme rather than 
the teacher or students.

According to Dewey ‘whenever we have in mind the discussion of a new movement 
in education, it is especially necessary to take the broader, or social, view’ (cited in 
Skilbeck, 1984 p.1). Kelly (2004 p.1) tells us that the central concern of the curriculum 
should be development, which ‘responds appropriately not only to changes in society 
but also to our increasing understanding of the education process itself ’. In this regard 
development is necessarily continuous, which requires careful planning and is referred 
to as curriculum evolution rather than curriculum revolution.
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The role of curriculum development in inclusive education

Potentially a holistic approach through curriculum development can serve teaching and 
learning objectives, fulfil societal needs and promote educational equality. In this way 
the curriculum can promote the ‘personal development of the young and attempts to 
overcome privilege and inequality and to move towards a more truly egalitarian society’ 
(Kelly 2004, p.2). An increasing body of literature on educational disadvantage in Ireland 
shows the need for such a holistic view. However, given the complexity of both educational 
disadvantage and teaching, special attention needs to be paid to curriculum development. 

There are many definitions of educational disadvantage but all indicate that it has its 
roots in social and economic disadvantage. The Education Act (1998, Section 32.9) in 
Ireland defines educational disadvantage as:

the impediments arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevents 
students from deriving appropriate benefits from education in schools.

Boldt and Devine argue that discontinuity between school and home experiences gives 
rise to

a limited ability [of children] to derive an equitable benefit from schooling compared 
to that of their peers … as a result of school demands, approaches, assessments and 
expectations which do not compound to the students’ knowledge, skills and attitudes 
into which they have been socialised. 

(Boldt and Devine, 1988 p.10)

This argument clearly indicates the role of the curriculum in providing appropriate 
‘demands, approaches, assessment and expectations’. Boldt and Devine go on to argue 
that educational disadvantage must be understood in the context of the individual 
deriving less benefit from education while participating in the formal education system, 
and in the context of the diminished life chances of the individual who has left formal 
education without recognised qualifications. 

The Combat Poverty Agency (2003) recognises ‘the failure of school curricula to reflect 
and validate the cultural backgrounds and learning styles of learners’ as a cause of 
educational disadvantage. Kelleghan et al (1995 p.66-67) put forward numerous ideas of 
how to address educational disadvantage including the following, which clearly relate 
to the curriculum: 
1. curriculum adaptation at primary and post primary levels;
2. reform of school organisation to develop a unity of purpose and build on existing 

strengths of teachers and pupils; and
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3. smaller classes, particularly in the early grades, to facilitate individual attention 
and the development of relationships between teachers and pupils.

In Ireland some developments have been made, including the 1999 primary school 
curriculum which places added emphasis on child-centred education. Class sizes at 
junior level were reduced through social inclusion initiatives by the Department of 
Education such as Breaking the Cycle and to a lesser extent through Giving Children 
an Even Break by Tackling Educational Disadvantage, and the School Development 
Planning Initiative has assisted in developing ‘unity of purpose’ in schools. Nevertheless, 
the search for further means to address educational disadvantage continues. 

Bridging the Gap in curriculum development

Bridging the Gap began in 2001 as a project based in University College Cork, Ireland, 
working with 47 designated disadvantaged schools in Cork city. Bridging the Gap was 
a curriculum development project aiming to enhance the educational experiences of 
the young people in these schools and so to ‘bridge the gap’ between their educational 
experiences, opportunities and achievements, and those of their peers in more 
advantaged areas. Bridging the Gap aimed to support pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to stay in full-time education for as long as possible and achieve their full 
potential, to have a positive and rewarding experience of schooling and to develop the 
necessary skills and motivation to be lifelong learners. 

The expected outcomes of Bridging the Gap included:

1. a coherent and comprehensive strategy for changing the attitudes and behaviours 
of learners, families, schools and other institutions;

2. a measurable improvement in the educational experience of learners from 
disadvantaged backgrounds;

3. improved motivation for success among learners, families, teachers, school 
management and others; and 

4. a model that can be replicated elsewhere in the educational system to produce 
quality improvement.

Curriculum development was the vehicle used to help achieve these outcomes, primarily 
through funded school-based initiatives in tandem with professional development to 
enhance the quality of teaching in dealing with educational disadvantage. In this regard, 
Bridging the Gap assisted whole school research by involving schools in data gathering 
to provide a baseline measure against which the impact of the project can be monitored. 
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This was an innovative approach to research by making data gathering a focus for action 
learning by groups of teachers and principals. School based initiatives were needs led, as 
schools set their own goals and identified their target area, often set in consultation with 
parents and pupils. This action research approach involved planning, acting, observing 
and reflecting. Bridging the Gap focused on putting theory into practice and on what 
worked well on the ground, rather than the causes and consequences of educational 
disadvantage which is all too often the focus of research on educational disadvantage 
in Ireland. Bridging the Gap disseminated results arising and facilitated the creation of 
networks to share research findings. 

School-based projects were the cornerstone of curriculum development through 
Bridging the Gap. Principals and teachers were provided with goal setting workshops, 
which assisted in formulating the curriculum for school-based projects. Projects 
focused on numerous areas including the arts, literacy, numeracy and science. Each 
school began with a goal, devised small steps to achieve the goal and identified what was 
success and how it could be measured within each step. 

Bridging the Gap’s particular focus on the needs of the students and locality served by 
the school relates to Oliva’s model of curriculum development. However Bridging the 
Gap was more closely aligned to Taba’s Inverted Model of curriculum development, as 
teachers are at the core of curriculum development (Taba, 1962). The first stage in Taba’s 
model is to define target students and their needs. According to Taba, teachers need to 
define those students for whom the curriculum is being developed by first identifying 
particular students and their needs, so that curricula can be more efficient and effective. 
Bridging the Gap school-based projects were needs led, as schools set their own project 
goals and identified their target area and group. In conjunction with whole school 
development planning, the whole school set these goals, in consultation with parents and 
pupils. Thus, projects were emancipatory and participatory. Schools were encouraged to 
use action verbs to specify their target group of action, target area and target date. Each 
school set its own goals using the SMART (specific, measurable, attainable, realistic and 
timed) targets as a guide. Through collecting and collating baseline data, Bridging the 
Gap schools were encouraged to conduct research against which targets are set. 

Taba’s second stage involves identifying instructional objectives. Taba’s model encourages 
teachers to state specific instructional objectives including those in cognitive, affective, 
and psychomotor domains. Under this model the third stage involves selecting the scope 
of the content of the curriculum informed by the stated objectives. Stage four involves 
organising the sequence and structure that will best accommodate targeted students’ 
academic levels and interests. The next stage is about choosing presentation methods 
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and instructional aids which are likely to engage students in the learning processes. This 
parallels the goal setting approach of Bridging the Gap which asked schools to outline 
the elements of approach which are linked to stated goals. Schools were encouraged to 
build in the monitoring and reporting of achievement at this point, which was the key 
part of the project. 

Assessment activities and formative evaluation are the final stages of the Inverted 
Model and were important aspects of Bridging the Gap. Taba saw assessment as a 
crucial component of curriculum development in order to assess learning based on 
stated objectives to determine the success of curriculum design and implementation. 
Through Bridging the Gap, schools used formative assessment against which goals were 
measured with regard to stated outcomes. Taba’s final stage of formative evaluation 
is used to identify any weaknesses in the curriculum, which allows for continued 
improvement and development. Bridging the Gap schools monitored and documented 
the development of the project in the school and then wrote their final evaluation at the 
end of the school year. Within Bridging the Gap, goal setting was central to evaluation 
so that progress could be systematically recorded. Schools monitored and evaluated 
projects by comparing progress and outcomes with the goals set. This documenting 
helped build motivation for success and made this success visible as well as feeding into 
the overall internal evaluation of the project.

Both Taba’s model and the framework for Bridging the Gap begin with available 
information and a needs assessment from the perspective of the learners, school and 
community. The strength of this approach is the involvement of teachers in developing 
the curriculum. Unlike an imposed approach, teachers are given ownership, something 
not common to other curriculum models. This better prepares them for implementation. 
Like Taba’s model, Bridging the Gap encouraged the expression of ideas and opinions 
within the classroom, which is a hidden curriculum in teaching learners how to think, 
how to process information and how to solve problems, all of which are essential in the 
development of the young child. 

Bridging the Gap facilitated teacher education by providing professional development, 
especially focusing on goal setting and empirical research on the project curriculum as 
it developed. This involved teachers applying theory to practice and the formation of 
theory based on their experiences of the developing curriculum. Hence research was 
central to curriculum development within Bridging the Gap. Denscombe (2002, p.27) 
shows that one of the purposes of research is to develop good practice, whereby ‘the 
aim of the research is to arrive at recommendations for good practice that will tackle a 
problem or enhance the performance of the organisation and individuals’. 
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Action research in curriculum development

Action research was the methodology used in undertaking school-based projects, as 
the projects involved a non-linear pattern of planning, acting, observing and reflecting 
on changes. The projects also incorporated the elements of being emancipatory and 
participatory, key features of action research. Lewin, the founding father of action 
research, stressed the principle of ‘no action without research, no research without action’ 
(cited by FitzGibbon and Fleishmann, 2000 p.148). This ties well with Taba’s model of 
curriculum development, which begins with research through a needs assessment and 
considers evaluation as essential to assess progress. 

Corey (cited in Noffke and Stevenson, 1995 p.7)  promoted the idea of teachers using 
action research, arguing that the major advantage resided in teachers ‘beginning to 
know’ rather than just ‘hoping’ that their work was successful and that the systematic 
inquiry associated with action research may help practitioners ‘to know’ that their 
practice is successful and to solve their personal practical problems. Again this reflects 
Taba’s model and its application through Bridging the Gap. Stenhouse (1975), like Corey, 
promoted the idea of teacher as researcher and believed that the curriculum should 
be organised in schools so that it was meaningful and relevant to students’ experience 
and that they should take responsibility for their own learning. This echoes, as already 
outlined, the current understanding of curriculum as holistic and learner centred.
 
Through Bridging the Gap, action research was used as a collaborative activity where 
practitioners worked together to help one another design and carry out investigations 
in their classrooms. Research was designed, conducted, and implemented by teachers 
to improve teaching in their classrooms, sometimes becoming a staff development 
project in which teachers establish expertise in curriculum development and reflective 
teaching. Eliott (1991), who is a central figure in the development of action research, 
sums up the fundamental aim of action research as being ‘to improve practice rather 
than to produce knowledge’ (cited in Middlewood and Coleman, 1999 p.14). Bassey 
(1998) holds a similar view: ‘unlike other forms of research, action research is not 
seeking objective descriptions of the status quo’ rather ‘it is using research methods to 
initiate worthwhile change’ (cited in Middlewood and Coleman, 1999 p.17). Hence it is 
applicable to curriculum development.  

Action research helped Bridging the Gap to address the need for curriculum development 
to reflect contemporary society and in particular educational disadvantage. Noffke and 
Stevenson refer to action research as ‘a set of things to do’, which is a ‘moral and ethical 
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stance that recognises the improvement in human life as a goal.’ (1995, p.4). In relation 
to the continuous process of action research they claim that this continually revisiting 
of issues and practices builds a new kind of theory-practice relationship, one in which 
our understanding of education is always partially correct and partially in need of 
revision. (1995 p.4)

This reflects the complex nature of teaching and the necessity of continuous curriculum 
development in light of practical experience and developing theories on teaching and 
learning.

Evaluating curriculum development

Taba’s model stresses the importance of evaluation and for Bridging the Gap evaluation 
was the core aspect of the project and was undertaken within schools so that the 
monitoring of progress could be ongoing.

According to Scriven (1973), evaluation plays many roles in education, even though 
it has a single goal, which is ‘to determine the worst or merit of whatever is being 
evaluated’ (cited in Worthen and Sanders 1987 p.5). Brophy, Grotelueschen and Gooler 
(1974), outlined the following reasons for conducting evaluations:

1. planning procedures, programmes, and/or products;
2. improving existing procedures, programmes, and/or products; and
3. justifying (or not justifying) existing procedures, programmes, and/or products 

(cited in Worthen and Sanders 1987 p.6).

Goal setting and self-evaluation within schools was a unique aspect of Bridging the Gap, 
unlike other initiatives on educational disadvantage which tend to put little emphasis on 
documenting goals, progress and outcomes within schools. Through Bridging the Gap, 
collective goals were set by schools, which entailed teamwork and leadership from within 
the schools.  Simple measurement techniques were used so that there was early analysis 
as results were tracked, and efforts could be adjusted as necessary. Consequently success 
could be achieved quickly, which potentially could increase confidence and expand the 
vision of what was possible. Such an approach allows for innovation and risk taking.

Bridging the Gap’s  evaluation relates best to Metfessel and Michael’s (1967) eight steps 
in the evaluation process, which are as follows:
1. involve the total school community as facilitators of programme evaluation
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2. formulate cohesive models of goals and specific objectives;
3. translate specific objectives into a communicable form applicable to facilitating 

learning in the school environment;
4. select or construct instruments to furnish measures allowing inferences about 

program effectiveness;
5. carry out periodic observations using content-valid tests, scales, and other 

behaviour methods;
6. analyse data using appropriate statistical methods;
7. interpret the data using standards of desired levels of performances over all 

measures; and
8. develop recommendations for the further implementation, modification, and 

revision of broad goals and specific objectives (Metfessel and Michael, 1967, cited in 
Worthen and Sanders 1987 p.65-66).

Bridging the Gap’s evaluation particularly relates to this model as whole schools were 
involved in the project. Essentially the evaluation was a collaborative exercise, engaging 
project participants in setting goals and in monitoring the achievement of these goals 
while encouraging reflection. This approach is both holistic and systematic. In this way, 
the project focused clearly on results, and evaluation positively supported participants 
in achieving their desired goals. One of the primary contributions of Metfessel and 
Michael was in expanding the educational evaluator’s vision of alternative instruments 
that might be used to collect evaluation data. Bridging the Gap promoted the use of 
various instruments to measure projects, and schools used statistics, rubrics, interviews, 
focus groups, and audio and visual recordings to evaluate projects.  

Conclusion
Our concept of what is meant by curriculum has expanded to include changes in society, 
as Gay (1990) puts it ‘if we are to achieve equality, we must broaden our conception of 
curriculum to include the entire culture of the school – not just subject matter’ (cited 
in Henson 2006 p.8). However the education environment is complex and continuously 
changing and to be effective the curriculum needs to reflect this environment. 
Educational disadvantage has become an important theme in education policy analysis 
in Ireland and the environment of educational disadvantage is particularly complex. 
Thus addressing educational disadvantage through curriculum development requires 
careful consideration.  

There have been numerous government-funded initiatives in Ireland designed to 
support pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, and to address the problems of 
underachievement, failure and early school leaving. However, many of these initiatives 
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are limited in their scope and impact, chiefly because they have not attempted to change 
the culture of the school or to take a whole-school approach to setting educational 
inclusion goals and monitoring outcomes. They are also centrally devised and controlled, 
and afford limited opportunities to the principals and staff to design their own response 
to the special problems in their schools. While additional specialised teachers have been 
appointed in some schools, and out-of-school support teams are available in others, 
the specialist teachers and support staff often have little interaction with the classroom 
teachers.  The classroom teachers in turn have not generally had adequate training to 
cope with the specific demands and needs of children at risk. 

All of these issues relate to the importance of curriculum development as a means to 
address educational disadvantage. This is especially in light of the current understanding 
of curriculum as ‘all of the experiences that learners have under the auspices of the 
school’ (Doll, 1996 cited in Henson 2006 p.8) and the use of the curriculum to meet 
society’s needs as education is now seen as a social institution. 

Bridging the Gap reflected the moral obligation of the curriculum to be inclusive. 
Akin to Taba’s Inverted Model of curriculum development, Bridging the Gap placed 
emphasis on stated objectives, formative evaluation (through ongoing action research) 
and the involvement of teachers in curriculum development. Through a needs led 
approach to curriculum development, schools used the Bridging the Gap framework 
so that the unique issues for each school were identified and tackled by the school. In 
this regard Bridging the Gap was in line with the argument presented by Kelleghan et 
al in developing ‘a unity of purpose’ with schools and building on ‘existing strengths of 
teachers and pupils’. This was facilitated by collaborative research carried out through 
action research, which was an important aspect of Bridging the Gap. Nelson argues that 
teachers need to be given control of their profession which requires involving teachers 
with research ‘as in other significant professions, teachers should be prepared to be 
researchers into the practice that they control’ (Nelson, 1999, cited in Henson, 2006, 
p.14). Bridging the Gap provided opportunities to share examples of good practice for 
dissemination within the project and greater collaboration within schools and between 
schools. 

Curriculum development can play a key role in tackling educational disadvantage as 
has been outlined in this paper. Ultimately educational disadvantage is debilitating for 
the individual who experiences it and has a negative impact on society. At school level, 
young children who become educationally disadvantaged may experience difficulties 
in numeracy and in learning to read and write. The gap between their achievement and 
the achievement of their peers from advantaged backgrounds increases as the children 
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progress in their schooling. According to UNICEF (2002 p.3) this gap between children 
of the same age can be the equivalent of many years schooling. UNICEF views these 
consequences as follows:

Looking back, such disadvantage at school can be seen to be strongly linked to 
disadvantage at home.  Looking forward, it may be predicted that disadvantage 
is likely to perpetrate itself through educational under-achievement and a greater 
likelihood of economic marginalisation and social exclusion 

(UNICEF, 2002 p.22).
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‘Some Are More Equal Than Others’: Relating Basil 
Bernstein’s Pedagogic Theories of Power and Control to the 
Topic of Cultural Diversity in Early Childhood Education.

Brigid Anne Buckley 

Abstract
This paper focuses on the pedagogic theories of Basil Bernstein (1996), which relate to 
issues of power and control in education, and explores their relevance to the topic of 
cultural diversity in Early Childhood Education in Ireland. In particular, Bernstein’s 
work is used to look at how children’s differing cultural experiences may place them at 
a relative advantage or disadvantage in a child-centred setting. The paradoxical nature 
of the child-centred curriculum will be examined, in that its very openness can lead to 
the existence of unwritten rules and unchallenged notions of norm.  Recent research 
on diversity, carried out in Ireland and the United Kingdom, is used to illustrate the 
theories in terms of actual practice. The approach of treating all children the same, as a 
means of providing equitable outcomes for children of diverse cultural backgrounds, is 
challenged by this paper’s interpretation of Bernstein’s work.

Introduction
 In early childhood education there exists an approach to cultural diversity, identified 
by Derman-Sparks (1989, 2006), which is to treat all children the same regardless of 
their particular cultural background. In the Irish research context, this approach 
has been shown to arise where there is a reluctance to consider the effects of cultural 
backgrounds in areas such as young children’s behaviour, development and experience 
of discrimination. Beliefs that a practitioner could themselves be blind to any such 
differences also contribute to the acceptance of such an approach (Devine 2005a, Kenny 
and McLauglin, 2004, O’ Doherty and Murray, 2001). 

This paper will argue that such strategies of ‘equal treatment’ would not be sufficient 
in ensuring equality of participation for Ireland’s newcomer children. In particular 
the paradoxical nature of the child-centred curriculum will be examined, in that its 
very openness can lead to the existence of unwritten rules and unchallenged notions 
of norm. The work of sociologist Basil Bernstein (1996) is used to examine this specific 
characteristic of child-centred approaches, while further Irish and international 
research is used to illustrate this point in practice terms. Evidence indicating the 
exact prevalence or strength of such an attitude in the Irish context is scant and thus 
it is important to point out that this paper is by no means a commentary on current 
Irish practice as a whole. Rather, the discussion which follows is intended to inform 
both future research considerations in the field, as well as best practice standards for 
culturally diverse practice in Ireland.  
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Bernstein’s pedagogic codes and the child-centred setting

In any educational setting there are a set of rules to follow regarding acceptable or 
appropriate behaviour and learning. As this paper will attempt to illustrate, in a child-
centred setting these ‘rules’ can often be made more implicit. As it is impossible for a 
child-centred setting to be an entirely neutral cultural setting, how different children 
and parents understand or negotiate these rules will depend on how their own culture or 
experiences complements that of the settings. The rules will then match some children’s 
experiences in the home environment more than that of others (Compton-Lilly, 2006, 
Brooker 2002, Epstein 2001, Valenzuela 1999, Tizard and Hughes 1984). Epstein (2001) 
developed the term ‘School-like Families’ to describe families whose childrearing 
practices are largely in line with or complementary to that of the school’s particular 
approach. Similarly, Compton-Lilly (2006) claims that for some children the resources 
they bring to school match the school expectations and values, while for other children 
this is not the case. A child’s cultural background will naturally play a major part in 
these home experiences. For some children, therefore, the rules of the setting will be 
visible, while for others they may be muddled and unclear. 

The numerous pedagogic codes developed by Bernstein can be used to better understand 
this particular characteristic of child-centred settings. His theories on pedagogic control 
and power involve two main concepts, those of ‘Classification’ and ‘Framing’. Firstly, 
the term ‘classification’ refers not to categories themselves, but to the strength of the 
relationship or the space between different categories. For example, if one were to take 
the ‘categories’ of the various subjects taught in the infant class, one would see that they 
overlap significantly with each other. They can thus be said to be ‘weakly classified’.  This 
is in contrast with a more traditional approach, for instance in secondary schools, where 
subjects are more distinctly taught, or ‘strongly classified’.  Secondly, the term ‘framing’ 
refers to the controls on communication between the teacher and the pupil. This could 
refer to the expected conduct or character of the child or, the sequence or pacing of the 
knowledge being provided. In the child-centred preschool the child may be expected to 
show independence in their activity choices and the pacing of these activities may be set 
by the child. Bernstein would see both these examples as weak framing, with the child 
in more apparent control of the knowledge being transmitted. 

Bernstein’s pedagogic codes in practice

Developing from Bernstein’s framing and classification codes of pedagogic control are 
his further concepts of ‘recognition rules’ and ‘realization rules’ (Bernstein, 1996, p. 
31). ‘Recognition rules’ refer to how one understands the context of the learning being 
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transmitted and where one fits within this. Recognition rules are thus the micro or 
individual expression of the wider or macro classification codes. ‘Realization rules’ refer 
to the ability to act upon this understanding. The capacity to understand these rules will 
affect the child’s ability to participate in producing the valued “text” in the classroom 
(Bernstein, 1996). This text is anything the child is evaluated on, and could consist 
of the slightest movement, e.g. the way you sit in a chair or maintaining ‘proper’ eye 
contact (Bernstein, 1996, p. 33). Bernstein summarises the interplay of all three terms 
by stating ‘recognition rules regulate what meanings are relevant and realization rules 
regulate how the meanings are to be put together to create the legitimate text’ (1996, 
p 32). So again, the ability to recognise and negotiate these rules can determine the 
child’s relative success in the setting, with weaker classification and framing potentially 
producing less clear rules. 

Bernstein theories of pedagogic codes as applied to a child-centred setting can be further 
explored in terms of practice through the work of Liz Brooker (2002). Brooker (2002) 
carried out a study in a reception class of a school in a disadvantaged area in the UK 
which predominantly catered for ‘Anglo’ and ‘Bangladeshi’ children. The study involved 
observations both in the classroom and, the children’s homes. One of Brooker’s (2002) 
core findings was the presence of ‘unwritten rules’ in the classroom, which were more 
easily distinguished and acted upon by the ‘Anglo’ children and their parents. 

Brooker (2002) concludes from such findings that the child centred pedagogy of a 
specific setting, can serve some children better than others. The finding of unwritten 
rules illustrates well Bernstein’s theory of pedagogic control and is particularly close 
to his concepts of ‘recognition rules’ and ‘realization rules. For example some of the 
materials in the classroom were not immediately familiar to all the children in the 
Bangladeshi community as they were less likely to have had experience with them or to 
have attended preschool, e.g. Lego, jigsaws, etc. In many instances, Anglo children in her 
study had extra knowledge and experiences entering the classroom, or more accurately 
knowledge and experience that would be used in the child-centred classroom.  Brooker 
(2002) likens this to Bourdieu’s (1997) ‘Symbolic Capital’ theory. In this theory ‘Cultural 
Capital’ refers to ‘what you know’ and ‘Social Capital’ refers to ‘who you know’. These 
capitals will not necessarily transfer between different fields. For example a child who is 
fluent in Polish cannot usually transfer this knowledge to the Irish early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) setting in any meaningful way; or a parent, who is well respected 
in her minority community, may not have the same social capital in the ECCE setting.

Looking at parents’ expectations for their children’s behaviour, Brooker (2002) again 
found a general difference between the Anglo and Bangladeshi children. The Bangladeshi 
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children were encouraged to sit quietly and listen to the teacher, while the Anglo 
children were encouraged to be more outgoing. Perhaps as a direct consequence of these 
expectations, in initial baseline assessments the Bangladeshi children scored generally 
lower on the scales of ‘involvement’ and ‘independence’ when compared to the Anglo 
children. Brooker (2002) points out that these are exactly the skills or aptitudes that a 
child needed to successfully operate in the child-centred approach of the reception class, 
e.g. free choice activities. In Bernstein’s terms such expectations would constitute weak 
framing, where the child is in apparent control of the knowledge they are receiving. 
Children from the Anglo families would have had similar expectations and knowledge 
from home about how they were to carry out activities, or again in Bernstein’s terms 
they had a clearer understanding of the regulation and realization rules at work in the 
setting. For the Bangladeshi children, however, there was a wider gap between their 
expectations and knowledge from home, and their experiences in the reception class, 
and so these rules were more ambiguous. This allowed the Anglo children to produce 
the more appropriate ‘texts’ which would gain positive evaluation from the practitioner 
and school. In addition, Brooker (2002) felt that staff may have had lower expectations 
for the children scoring low in the ‘involvement’ and ‘independence’ scales or exhibiting 
these features, as they perhaps were not able to produce these valued ‘texts’.

Legitimizing and individualising failure

The metaphor of giving children a ‘head start’ in a sprint could be then used in the 
context of cultural majority and minority pupil’s experiences in the education setting. 
However, taking into consideration the existence of implicit rules, I think it is more 
apt to use the idea of an orienteering course. In this case, the majority culture child is 
not given a head start in a straight race, whereby the minority child can simply follow 
behind them. Rather, some children are given a map and set of directions by which they 
can reach the finish-line, while others may be left without such clear instructions of 
the exact direction they should take. So in short, those who are aware of these implicit 
rules, or those whose home life matches that of the setting, are thus placed at a distinct 
advantage in the child-centred setting. 

A further issue then emerges as to how this advantage may be taken into consideration 
in the educational setting. Bernstein (1996, p. 8) asks a suitably apt question to just this 
matter. He queries “How does the school deal with external issues of social order, justice 
and conflict?” such as those which may affect newcomer families to Ireland. In response 
he cites Bourdieu’s proposal that the school may deal with these external issues by 
supposing that the hierarchies created in the school differ from their external context. 
In so doing Bernstein claims we legitimize the failures of certain social groups. 
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In this context, by ‘treating all children the same’ it allows us to ‘individualize’ the 
failure of children; one can thus safely attribute the child’s failures in the classroom to 
“inborn facilities” or “cultural deficits” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 11). Put more simply, if we 
believe we have created an equal playing field then, it becomes easier to lay the blame 
with the individual children for their own failure. It also allows us to distance ourselves 
from any responsibility in a child’s academic failure, as we are safe in the knowledge that 
we have treated everyone the same. 

Such a separation of the school from its external context was noted by Kenny and 
McLauglin (2004) in their cross-border study ‘Diversity in Early Years Education North 
and South- Implications for Teacher Education.’ The researchers felt that a number 
of the early years teachers in the study expressed the wish to separate or exclude any 
conflicts or hierarchies which were prevalent in the community from that of the school 
context (Kenny and McLaughlin, 2004, p. 36). The researchers used the term ‘school 
as haven’ to describe this approach. Similarly, in dealing with racism and cultural 
discrimination, they noted that the teachers tended to address issues of diversity in 
terms of the individual child and deal with individual cases of ‘name-calling’ or other 
discriminatory acts as they would to individual bullying cases (Kenny and McLaughlin, 
2004, p. 36, 48). There was a tendency, according to the researchers to equate such acts 
of discrimination, which occurred in the school, as similar to other name-calling issues 
such as ‘wearing glasses’ with a reluctance to link these acts to the backdrop of prejudice 
or discrimination in the wider community (Kenny and McLaughlin, 2004, p. 36). 
Previous research in Ireland, which looked at attitudes of teachers across all primary 
school classes, also highlighted a similar tendency to individualise cases of racism or 
frame it within existing school frameworks such as anti-bullying (Devine, Kenny and 
McNeela, 2002).  

Dominant image
The final implications of Bernstein’s (1996) pedagogic theories under consideration in this 
paper relates to the existence of a dominant image in the education setting or an expected 
norm of being. Bernstein (1996) uses the metaphor of a school created mirror and asks; 
who recognises themselves of value in its reflection? The following extract from Vivian 
Paley’s own memories as a pupil highlights how the unspoken acceptance of the dominant 
image can, in itself, be subtlety discriminatory. She writes:

I also saw that having a dozen other Jewish children in the class didn’t make being 
a Jew anymore acceptable in that room, because not one of the teachers accepted us 
as Jewish children. They insisted we were all just children, which meant we were all 
Gentile children since that was the only kind of child they thought about or talked 
about (2000, p. 11).
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Paley makes what I think is an excellent point here, in that when we say ‘I treat all 
children the same’ one has to ask; the same as what? Is there a default ‘normal Irish 
child’, which particular practitioners may refer to when they claim to ‘treat all children 
the same’? Brown (1998) also picked up on this idea, stating that the “colour-blind 
approach…runs the risk of equating ‘they are all the same’ with ‘they are all white’’. 

Under Bernstein’s theory, the weak classification and framing of the child-centred 
approach, although freeing to majority children could in fact leave some minority 
children and their parents at a disadvantage. The fact that the child-centred approach 
operates seemingly as an open and responsive pedagogy may contribute to a practitioner 
omitting to reflect on the implicit rules that they practice under, or the dominant image 
they act within and indeed replicate. Its apparent openness may hide the very distinct 
culture of the setting including the influence of a practitioner’s own up-bringing, their 
training and their general ‘common-sense’ approaches. Devine (2005a, pp. 62-64), for 
example, noted a tendency amongst educators to construct an ‘ideal student’ based on 
their own conception of what it meant to be ‘Irish’, and set various minority groups 
for comparison against this ideal. From her analysis of both state policy and educator 
attitudes, Devine (2005a, p. 66) concluded that: 

...subjectivities are being enacted and re-enacted in a cycle of power, which 
does little to threaten the dominant Irish norm and positions the integration of 
migrants and their children in highly conditional terms. 

Devine (2005b) felt that a desire to absorb children into the majority culture, coupled with 
a concern that the minority child would not be made to feel ‘singled-out’, underpinned 
much of the views of the educators expressed in one of the major pieces of research on 
cultural diversity in Ireland (Devine, Kenny and McNeela 2002). 

Given the above I believe it is apt to question the ability of an education setting to 
create a ‘neutral environment’ in which treating all children equally leads to equitable 
outcomes. As Brown states, it is likely that this ‘neutral environment’ would instead 
reflect the “educator’s view of the world and the people in it?” (1998, p. 53) It is just this 
illusion of neutrality, however, which can systematically hinder the minority culture 
child from fully succeeding in the child-centred setting.

Conclusion
This paper does not suggest that all minority culture children are faced with the same 
difficulties in the Early Childhood Education setting.  Between, and indeed within, 
different cultural groups there are many differences. Indeed certain minority or 
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immigrant group children will experience a relatively more successful period in the 
education system, when compared to the majority or native group children (OECD, 
2007).  Neither does this paper conclude that a child centred approach is incompatible 
with effectively promoting cultural diversity and ensuring equal opportunity. Rather 
it argues that it would be wrong to assume that action is not required, that any child-
centred approach is naturally suited to all children’s backgrounds equally or that it 
would be unbiased in its outlook. 

It is my contention that cultural diversity should have at its heart the notion of 
challenging the notion of the norm, or as Bernstein would have it the ‘dominant image’. 
It should involve the defining of cultural diversity as multiple norms of being and 
learning and should be comprehensively integrated into all levels of the early childhood 
education setting, from policy, to curriculum, to practice and so on. As has been argued, 
many children may bring different experiences to the education setting, and ignoring 
these differences in an attempt to treat all children equally will instead create a situation 
where, as George Orwell famously wrote, ‘some are more equal than others’ (Orwell, 
1996, p. 133). Leaving the concluding remarks of this argument to Bernstein (1996, p. 7) 
himself, he writes:

 ...The right to be included is complex, because to be included does not 
 necessarily mean to be absorbed. Thus the right to be included may also require 
 a right to be separate, to be autonomous.
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An exploration of the involvement of men in childcare in 
Ireland
Damian Walshe (Waterford Institute of Technology)

Abstract
This paper discusses the positive effects of having more males present in the childcare 
sector and the reasons why more males do not enter the childcare area as a profession 
will also be shown. The current statistics of males working in the childcare services 
in Ireland will be explored, as will the possible ways in which these statistics of male 
involvement can be improved. The overall aim of this paper is to encourage a stronger 
male presence in childcare services in order to increase the numbers of mixed-gender 
environments in Early Years settings in Ireland.

Introduction

The overall area of research discussed throughout this paper will be the topic of 
men’s involvement in childcare settings in Ireland. From researching the background 
information on this topic, it is obvious that this is an area that needs to be examined 
in further detail. In Ireland, the numbers of male employees in the childcare sector 
are drastically low (Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2006). Therefore, one of 
the main aims of this paper will be to explore the actual numbers of men employed in 
childcare settings in Ireland, in comparison with other European countries. Illustrating 
these comparisons, will therefore, highlight the issues that may be causing the lack of 
male employment in the Early Years sector in Ireland.

Statistics on male employment in childcare

It is difficult to find concrete statistics on male’s employment in the area of childcare. 
However, it has also been suggested that Ireland has the lowest representation of male 
childcare workers in Europe. One study suggested that male childcare workers represent 
less than 1% of the workforce in Ireland (Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2006). 
A survey carried out in a range of childcare services such as full day-care services 
and private day care services across the county of Kilkenny by the Kilkenny County 
Childcare Committee (2006) notes just to what extent the childcare staff in Ireland 
are predominantly female.  Results show that out of the 228 childcare workers who 
completed the survey, only 3 were male compared to 225 female. Furthermore, given the 
high level of participation in the survey, it is assumed that this figure is close to, if not, 
exactly the number of male childcare staff working in the entire county of Kilkenny. 



An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

100

This would mean that the male childcare staff in County Kilkenny account for 1.3% of 
the childcare workforce (Kilkenny County Childcare Committee, 2006). 

Furthermore, these bleak figures do not seem to improve when examining the statistics 
from the United Kingdom. A study carried out by Miller et al., (2004), examines the 
modern apprenticeships applied for in 2002-03. It is stated that when it comes to applying 
for Early Years Care and Education courses, 3,975 applications were made by females 
as opposed to just 98 made by males. This means that 98% of applications made for 
Early Care and Education courses were made by females as opposed to just 2% made by 
males (Miller et al., 2004, cited in Rolfe, 2006). Moreover, the number of males working 
in childcare remains very low when examining other countries within the European 
Union. One exception is Denmark, which  has the highest number of males involved in 
childcare with just over 8% of the workforce being male (Wohlgemuth, 2003).  

Examining the reasons behind the lack of males in childcare

A female dominated environment

Many researchers have the opinion that the childcare settings are often used as 
substitutes for the role of mothering (Cameron et al., 1999). Green (2005) illustrates 
how “men were being put off attending nurseries with their children because they were 
female environments” (Green, 2005, p.4). Therefore, it is no surprise to see that one of 
the main reasons put forward to explain why many males are not involved in childcare 
is because of the predominantly female nature of the sector in terms of workers and 
overall involvement. Farquhar et al., (2006) discuss the recruitment of males into the 
childcare area in New Zealand, and express how “society has moved on, men are more 
actively engaged in caring for their children; yet the early childhood workforce seems 
stuck in the 1970’s family model” (Farquhar et al., 2006, p.3). Furthermore, Rolfe (2006) 
describes how the childcare sector in Britain also has many problems when it comes to 
the recruitment of males in the area., and attributes this to the sector’s over-reliance on 
young white females. Moreover, statistics from Britain show that men account for 2 or 3 
per cent of the childcare and early years workers. These overwhelming statistics coupled 
with the obvious fact that the childcare setting is dominated by female staff can have a 
strong influence on men when considering a career in the area.

Low Pay

Another major reason that contribute to the lack of male employment in the childcare 
services is the low level of pay associated with the service. According to Farquhar (1997), 
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the older the child being cared for and taught, the higher the pay and social status. 
Therefore, it is obvious that  the low wages, social status and career structure that prevail 
within the early childhood field are contributing factors to the fact that “many men 
would never even consider early childhood teaching as an occupation” (Farquhar, 1997, 
p.3). Barnard et al. (2000) express how some men feel that the salaries experienced in the 
childcare services are not enough to support their families and maintain the standard of 
living that they desire. Rolfe (2006) discusses how low pay is a major contributing factor 
to the low levels of male employment in the childcare sector in the United Kingdom. 
A survey carried out by the Day Care Trust found that almost half of more than 2000 
adults interviewed expressed how better pay conditions would encourage more men to 
work in the childcare services (Day Care Trust, 2003, cited in Rolfe, 2006). 

Stereotypical views

It is often the case that when a male is present in a childcare setting, he can encounter 
stereotypical views of what activities and attitudes he should contribute to that setting. 
This can often deter men from entering the area of childcare as a profession. Also, studies 
have shown that the influence of this stereotypical behaviour can often filter down 
through to the children. D’Arcy (1990) explains how the play area within a pre-school 
can often be stereotypical with respect to the various types of toys and which children 
should use them. D’Arcy notes that the play area is often female dominated and that the 
girls are pleased to act out stories and situations, whereas the boys seem unhappy with 
the girls’ style of play. The boys were often observed changing roles to become animals, 
introducing elements of aggression, noise and disruption to the situation (D’Arcy, 1990, 
cited in Nutbrown, 2006). The National Childcare Strategy (2006-2010) also expresses 
the importance of childcare practitioners becoming familiar with gender roles and their 
influences on a child’s behaviour. It states that:

children learn to recognize and understand about gender difference in the pre-
school years, including what is expected of boys and girls It also influences how they 
think, feel, behave, communicate, dress, play, choose activities, choose playmates, 
use physical space and negotiate social relationships.  

(National Childcare Strategy, 2006-2010, p.37).
 
Cunneen (2001) carried out a study on children under the age of 6 to investigate the 
prevalence of gender-specific activities, language usage and social groupings in the 
Early Years settings. This table gives a clear view of the apparent and obvious gender 
differences in the behaviour of pre-school children.    
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Table 1: Gender differences in behaviour of children in early years settings (Cunneen, 
2001) 

0-3 year olds 
375 tested

Total 
No Girls% Boys% 3-6 year olds 1388 

tested Total No Girls% Boys%

Structured 
Materials 120 37.5% 62.5% Structured Materi-

als 564 55.5% 44.5%

Art 20 10% 90% Art 279 57% 43%

Cars/Animals 27 48.15% 51.85% Cars/Animals 92 18.5% 81.5%

Home Corner 7 100% 0% Home Corner 113 70% 30%

Handling 
Objects 160 51.25% 48.75% Handling Objects 175 49.5% 49.5%

Pretend Play 36 66.6% 33.3% Pretend Play 143 43.3% 56.7%

Music 5 100% 0% Music 22 100% 0%

                                               (Cunneen, (2003) p.64)
Through an examination of the results given in this table, it is clear that the number of 
girls who took part in activities such as pretend play and music far exceeded that of the 
boys. The percentages of girls to boys were quite evenly matched in the area of handling 
objects and the use of cars and animals, whereas when it came to structured play and 
art, there were more boys taking part in the activities than girls. The results of this table 
support the study earlier carried out by Nutbrown (2006), where it is stated that clear 
preferences are often exhibited by children,  possibly because that is one way in which to 
identify with their own gender. This stereotypical view that children experience from an 
early age can often have a detrimental effect on what they associate as being the activities 
of men and women in later years. These childhood experiences can often contribute 
toward their attitude and gender bias of childcare as women’s work in later years.

Stigma

Another reason that has been advanced to explain why more males are not entering 
the childcare sector is that many people may feel that there is a stigma attached to the 
involvement of men in the childcare area. Rolfe (2006) explains how that stigma that 
is being experienced by men in childcare is  often related to the perception “among 
parents, college lecturers and the general public that the employment of men in the 
childcare sector brings with it an increased risk of child abuse” (Rolfe, 2006, p.111). 
Research commissioned by the Daycare Trust found that although 77% of respondents, 
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who included parents, were in favour of more men working in childcare, 57% saw one of 
the main barriers to men’s employment as ‘risks of paedophiles working with children’ 
and 56% agreed that ‘people should be suspicious of a man working in childcare. 
(Daycare Trust, 2003, cited in Rolfe, 2006, p.111).  

Examining the reasons why some males choose to enter the childcare 
profession

As we can see from the literature, there are many reasons why men choose not to enter 
the childcare profession both in Ireland and across Europe. However, although there 
are very few men in the profession, those men who do enter it have given a number 
of reasons in favour of their decision to do so. One of the major reasons for entering 
and also, staying in the area of childcare is outlined by McElwee et al. (2003, p. 21) 
who state that “men who have had fulfilling careers in the field usually speak of a sense 
of calling, goodness of fit, and/or opportunity to learn” as being the reasoning that 
drew them to working with children. Another major factor that may entice more males 
into the childcare sector is the current economic climate. Hayes (2007) discusses the 
potential opportunity “for the employment of a further 17,000 childcare workers under 
the government’s National Childcare Investment Plan (2006-2010)” (Hayes, 2007, p.1). 
Furthermore, in research into the motivations behind many males’ entry into the 
childcare services, one of the major factors found has been that childcare is often seen 
as a second chance at a career for those men. Rolfe (2005) states that: “men are more 
likely than women to choose childcare as a ‘second chance career’, sometimes following 
a period of unemployment and a review of options” (Rolfe, 2005, p.8)

A discussion of the positive aspects of the increased employment of men 
in childcare    

Now that the statistics on men’s employment in the childcare sector both in Ireland and 
the United Kingdom have been presented and the possible reasons as to why the statistics 
of males in the childcare setting are so low has been suggested, it is now relevant to discuss 
the positive aspects of having more male educators present in the pre-school system and 
why the presence of a male could be of such benefit to both the male and the children 
who experience that presence. Torelli (1995), expresses the view that many childcare 
centres across the world have a missing element which he believes is “fundamental to the 
development of the whole child”, that is, the presence of male teachers and caregivers. In 
his study, the female teachers noted how the children really connected and opened up 
due to the fact that there was a male employee in the centre (Torelli, 1995). Torelli further 
states that the view that more men should be present in childcare is expressed by many 
centres and childcare organisations across Europe. Furthermore, a survey carried out by 
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Green (2005) in association with The Pre-School Learning Alliance, UK (2006), states that 
fathers would be more likely to get involved in events run by their local childcare services 
if there were more male staff present. They argued that there are many children under the 
age of 5 who are in desperate need of male role models. The purpose of this research was to 
encourage fathers into the area of childcare in an attempt to boost the percentage of male 
educators which currently stands at a dismal 2% overall (Green, 2005, p.4). 

Mixed-Gendered environment               

Apart from the fact that having a male role model present in the lives of young children 
can be of great benefit to them, another benefit of having more males present in the 
childcare workforce is that it creates the opportunity to have a more mixed gendered 
environment in the pre-school (Rolfe, 2006). This mixed-gendered environment brings 
with it more opportunity for the children to experience what are known as the more 
masculine forms of care along with the more feminine aspects. Jensen (1998) stated the 
importance of a mixed-gendered environment by stating: 

“The fact that boys and girls are different in some ways and choose different games 
and activities, give different challenges to those employed; both female and male. 
The daily pedagogical work must take these differences into account. This can be 
more easily fulfilled by a mixed-gendered workforce that will contain a greater 
diversity of masculine and feminine traits” (Owen et al., 1998, p.122)

  
Peeters (2004) describes how the Flemish government approved new regulations that 
stated: “Active attempts will be made to hire males as well as females and autochthonous11 
as well as ethnic minorities as childcare workers” (Peeters, 2004, p.155). Rolfe (2006) 
notes how a mixed-gender workforce would challenge the perceptions of childcare as 
‘women’s work’ and also, that having a balanced team of men and women can benefit 
the child greatly.

Sumsion (2005) explores the area of gender and the children’s portrayal of their male 
pre-school teacher in an Australian pre-school. It is stated that the images the children 
portrayed of their male pre-school teacher were extremely traditional. For example, the 
children tended to focus on certain activities that their male pre-school educator brought 
to the setting. These activities were seen as being very masculine and included such things 
as “wrestling, block play, construction toys, and enjoyment of the outdoors” (Sumsion, 
2005, p.63). The specific attributes associated with the male pre-school teacher were 
described as “adventurousness, fearlessness, physical strength, stamina and dexterity, 
outdoor responsibilities and an affinity for the outdoors” (Sumsion, 2006, p.62).

11 The Oxford Dictionary of English (2005) defines ‘autochthonous’  as meaning (of an inhabitant of a place) 
indigenous rather than descended from migrants or colonists 
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Men as positive role models

A study published in The Independent newspaper (June, 2003) examined the benefits to 
the presence of more males in the early years education of children in Ireland. It argues 
that having a mixed-gender environment and positive male role models for children are 
the key benefits for men working with children (The Independent, 2003). 

Furthermore, O’Sullivan (2004) expresses how, although, there is certainly an emerging 
attitude that fathers have more involvement in the upbringing of their children, much 
of the public still have the mid 20th century notion that men go out to work while the 
women look after the children. However, research carried out in the United Kingdom 
by the Equal Opportunities Commission (1996) show that “men in dual-earner 
families with children under the age of five now take on about a third of the childcare” 
(O’Sullivan, 2004, p.180). A statement made in The Green Paper (1998) entitled “Meeting 
the Childcare Challenge” states how: 

Working with children is seen as a predominantly female occupation. Yet male carers 
have much to offer including acting as positive role models for boys – especially from 
families where the father is absent”   

(Meeting the Childcare Challenge, 1998, p.24) 

An English study carried out by The Children’s Workforce Development Council 
(2009) and shows how 66% of single mothers said that they would like a man to be 
involved in their child’s development. The argument in favour of men in childcare is 
further supported in Ireland by the figures from the Central Statistics Office (2004), 
which shows how the number of lone parents in Ireland has risen from 60,700 in 1994 
to 117,200 in 2004. Furthermore, statistics show that from the 117,200 lone parents 
in Ireland in 2004, 90.9% of those lone parents were female (Central Statistics Office, 
2004). Moreover, a census carried out by the Combat Poverty Agency (2006) estimated 
that there are approximately 190,000 lone-parent families in Ireland with 86% of those 
families headed by single mothers . Therefore, there are thousands of children both in 
Ireland and the United Kingdom who may not be in contact with a male role-model 
either at home or at the childcare setting they attend. An article published in the Sligo 
Weekender (2007) specifically promotes the idea that men should consider a more 
prominent role in the area of childcare. The article states that: 

“It is essential that young men should consider childcare as a career option. Because 
of the limited number of men working in both early childhood settings and primary 
schools, young children are not getting equal access to positive male role models” 

(Sligo Weekender, 2007, p.9)
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Policy, provision and the promotion of men in childcare in 
Ireland

In order to fully examine this area, a number of key aspects will need to be discussed. 
First, an  outline of the policies and documents concerning gender equality in Ireland 
are presented and issues concerning the quality and implementation of these policy 
documents are highlighted. Secondly, the various organisations in place with the 
purpose of promoting equality in the workplace will be illustrated. Finally, a comparison 
between Ireland and Denmark in terms of the quality of their policies and promotion 
in relation to men in childcare will be examined, and some conclusions drawn as to  
what measures can be taken to ensure that the gender policy and promotion of men in 
childcare in Ireland is at its maximum potential.

Gender Equality Policy in Ireland               

There are a number of Irish policies concerned with gender equality both in an overall 
sense and more specifically in the childcare services. There is specific legislation in place 
targeted to combat any discrimination that either men and women may experience in 
the workplace. Owen (2003) discusses the issue of occupational segregation by gender 
and how the stereotypical views of the woman’s place in the workforce has constantly 
been challenged by women moving into traditional male occupations. It is argued that 
the “traditional male occupations tend to be those with more status, power and pay, 
whereas female dominated occupations, on the other hand, are more likely to be low 
status, lacking in power and poorly paid” (Owen, 2003, p.3). Therefore, it is sometimes 
stated that the only way in which to raise the status and pay experienced by childcare 
workers is for more men to be recruited into the occupation (Owen, 2003).

However, discrimination can often occur when discussing the entry of men into the 
childcare settings. Donoghue & Gaynor define discrimination as “policies, practices 
or behaviour which leads to the unfair treatment of individuals or groups because of 
their identity or their perceived identity” (Donoghue & Gaynor, 2007, p.233). As we 
have previously discussed, men who enter into the childcare services often experience 
the effects of the stigma attached to their presence in the childcare setting. Clegg (2008, 
p. 1) describes how: “there is still a huge stigma attached to men wanting to work in 
childcare. Even just for men who want to take a  more hands-on role in providing care 
for their own children”. Clegg (2008) also states that although 1 in 4 men would consider 
a career in the childcare services, they simply do not, and it is often because they feel 
emasculated and feel that their motives would be viewed with suspicion from parents 
and co-workers (Clegg, 2008).
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Legislation  

One piece of legislation in place in Ireland designed with the purpose of combating 
discrimination in the workplace is the Employment Equality Act (1998). This act sets 
out nine grounds on which discrimination may  occur  when the fair recruitment of 
staff is the issue. Those grounds are “gender, marital status, family status, age, disability, 
race, sexual orientation, religious belief, and membership of the Travelling community” 
(O’Connell, 1999, p.9). The purpose of this Act  is to ensure that no discrimination 
can occur within the workplace on any of these grounds.    
 
Another piece of legislation in Ireland that is designed to ensure that both men and 
women experience equal opportunities in the workplace is the Equal Status Act (2000).  
It states that each person should be treated on his or her own merits and not on the 
basis of a prejudice or stereotype (The Equality Authority, 2000). This Act is seen to 
complement the Employment Equality Act (1998) because of the fact that it is concerned 
with protecting any discrimination in areas other than employment using the same 
nine grounds cited above under the earlier Act.

When discussing the issue of equality in the workplace and in particular the childcare 
setting, a crucial document is the National Childcare Strategy, 2006-2010. It clearly 
states that “every service throughout the whole of Ireland should have a policy which 
ensures equal opportunities when it comes to the recruitment of staff within their 
setting”. (National Childcare Strategy, 2006-2010, p.24). Taken together, therefore, the 
Employment Equality Act (1998), the Equal Status Act (2000) and the  National Childcare 
Strategy (2006-2010) present childcare employers both with the opportunity to promote 
equal opportunities to both men and women in the workplace and an obligation to 
ensure that no discrimination on the grounds of gender or any other ground occurs in 
their service. However, although the policy and legislation is in place, unfortunately, 
there is still a major shortage of male childcare workers in Ireland. 

Promoting “Men in Childcare” in Ireland           

Throughout this paper, the area of policy concerning gender has been a key focus. In 
particular, the barriers and restrictions that men experience when entering the childcare 
area and what policies are in place to prevent these barriers have been discussed. The 
focus will now move onto the organisations in place that promote gender equality 
in the workplace, with particular focus on the participation of men in the childcare 
services. The National Childcare Strategy (2006-2010) examines the issue of diversity 
and equality policy and states that: 
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“An inclusive approach to education is not just a matter of making minor (or major) 
adjustments; inclusion is a process, which has to run through the whole curriculum, 
if it is to be genuine” 

(The National Childcare Strategy 2006-2010).

This inclusive approach is essential when discussing the issue of gender equality in the 
workplace. Furthermore, it is also vital that this approach is fully implemented into 
the childcare services, in order to enhance the statistics of men working in childcare in 
Ireland.

Attitudes towards male childcare workers                      
There is an extensive body of research concerning the attitudes that promote the  positive 
aspects of males in the childcare settings. For example, Wayman (2009) promoted the 
idea that it can be seen from the Scandinavian countries such as Denmark and Sweden 
that men bring a really important dimension to childcare settings. Furthermore, a survey 
carried out by the members of the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children found that the majority of men and women surveyed expressed the opinion 
that men have the suitability, professional practice and capability to be a positive role-
model in the early childhood settings (Sumsion., 2005). 

However, it is not always the case that men are met with acceptance and equality by 
their co-workers. Gordon & Draper (2005) discuss the idea that many male childcare 
workers can also be subject to biased attitudes because of their sex. It is shown that 
“some male day care workers report that they are being treated as being somewhat odd 
or incompetent by parents, supervisors, and fellow workers” (Gordon. & Draper,, 1982, 
p.215). Furthermore, Sumsion (2000) draws from her experience around the research 
of males working in the early childhood sector and notes  how it is often the case that 
many males working in childcare can experience much more serious negative attitudes 
and opinions from fellow workers and parents. It is stated that “men who choose to 
work in a capacity that requires intimate physical involvement with young children are 
commonly assumed to harbour paedophile tendencies” (Sumsion, 2000, p.259).

Organisations in place that promote men in childcare    
One organisation that has been established with the purpose of combating gender 
inequality in the workplace is the Equality Authority. This organisation was launched 
after establishment of the Employment Equality Act, 1998.  It  is an independent body 
set up with the specific goal of achieving positive change for those who are experiencing 
inequality in Ireland (The Equality Authority, 2000). Within the broad issue of equality 
in the workplace, the authority has also conducted extensive research on the specific issue 



109

An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

of gender inequality in the workplace. Examples of the work done on gender equality 
published by the Authority. include “Give Stereotypes the Boot”, “Discrimination in 
Recruitment - Evidence from a field experiment” and “Gender Inequality in Time Use 
- The Distribution of Caring, Housework and Employment among Men and Women in 
Ireland” (The Equality Authority, 2000). 

The Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme 2000-2006 (EOCP) was established 
with the purpose of facilitating parents to avail of education and training through the 
provision of childcare places. The EOCP also promotes the positive aspects of having 
more males present in early years services (Fine-Davis et al., 2005). In September 2005, 
a pilot-project entitled “Men in Childcare” was established under the EOCP. This pilot-
project was the first of its kind in Ireland and was “specifically designed to encourage 
more men into childcare” (EOCP, 2000-2006, p.1). It  did this by highlighting the facts 
that children benefit greatly by being in contact with male caregivers during the pre-
school years, that workers and parents expressed their interest in the idea of having 
more males present in the area, and that males bring different opinions and styles of 
caring in the pre-school area and this can be a major positive aspect in terms of the 
child’s overall development (Fine-Davis, et al., 2005).
   

Concerns        
However, one concern when examining the Equal Opportunities Childcare Programme 
(2000-2006) was that the funding came from Europe and not from the Irish 
Government. This means that even though the programme has been implementing 
projects concerned with the development of the childcare area, the specific promotion 
of the area of men in childcare in Ireland, unfortunately, is not their main focus (Fine-
Davis et al., 2005). Another measure carried out in an attempt to promote more males 
in the childcare area was the inclusion of a specific target in the European Commission 
Network on Childcare Action Programme (1996). The target stated that by 2006 “20% 
of staff employed in childcare across Europe should be male” (ECCN, 1996, p.30). 
Unfortunately, these statistics are far from the reality of what is being experienced in 
Ireland and across Europe in terms of the number of males in the childcare services. 
Peeters (2007) discusses the reasons why these targets were not accomplished and what 
can be done in the future to improve the situation. It was found that the main reason 
why there were not  more males recruited into the childcare services throughout this 
ten-year period is because of the existing severe gender imbalance in the profession. 
However, one suggestion made by Peeters, that is aimed at improving the statistics for 
future years, would be to organise “policy measures, men-only training courses, male 
mentorship of trainees, recruitment procedures that give equal opportunities to men, 
ways of re-modelling the sector and creating a men-friendly climate to make men visible 
in services” (Peeters, 2007, p.1).
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Despite the low numbers of males involved in childcare services in Ireland, one 
organisation that has been set up with the sole purpose of promoting male involvement 
in childcare in Ireland is the Men in Childcare Network Ireland. The network was 
established in 2004 through a conference hosted by the Kilkenny County Childcare 
Committee (Kilkenny County Childcare Committee, 2009). The Network is part of 
a global network whose aim is to encourage any men who are interested in a career 
in childcare. Their belief is that “children benefit from a gender balanced care setting 
and that it is optimum in terms of the social development of a healthy child” (Men 
in Childcare Network, 2004, p.1). Their intention is to implement this by executing a 
number of positive steps. First, the Men in Childcare Network plan to implement this 
through promotion of the increased contribution of men as carers for children in Irish 
society. Second, it will provide forums for men to discuss the issues that concern them. 
Third, it will support and encourage men to gain childcare qualifications and finally, 
the provision of resources and media that offer childcare as a “real” career choice for 
men (Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2006). However, one area of difficulty 
that was found when researching the area of men in childcare was that there were no 
concrete statistics to be found on their involvement in childcare throughout Ireland. 
Therefore, there needs to be further study carried out in this area, in order to provide 
sound statistical information on men involved in the childcare profession in Ireland.

A comparison of Ireland’s policy, provision and promotion of 
Men in Childcare with that of Denmark         
Thus far, we have discussed the organisations concerned with the promotion of equality 
in Ireland. We now compare the quality of those organisations with those from another 
country of the European Union, that is, Denmark, which is often seen as the benchmark 
when it comes to childcare policy and provision, and we highlight some measures that 
Ireland can take in order to increase the number of men working in childcare. There are 
some obvious differences between the two countries in terms of prevailing values and 
lifestyle; Crowley, (2006), notes how it is evident that in Denmark childcare is a priority, 
and that there is a huge emphasis on healthy eating and on being outdoors. 

Comparison of Statistics  

Statistics from the Men in Childcare conference (2009) held in Edinburgh entitled 
“Working It Out” show that in 2005, Denmark had the highest percentage of male childcare 
workers in Europe, with men making up over 8% of the workforce (Wohlgemuth, 2003). 
In contrast, Ireland has been found to have the lowest representation of male childcare 
workers in Europe (McDonagh, 2008). As mentioned previously, the available statistics 
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for Ireland suggest that the percentage of males working in childcare is less than 1% of 
the workforce (Kildare County Childcare Committee, 2006). One of the main reasons 
for the higher percentage of male childcare workers in Denmark is simply because of the 
schemes that are in place that have successfully promoted their involvement (Children 
in Scotland, 2009).  

The Vilborg Project        
The Vilborg College Project was set up in Denmark in 1995; its aim was to “attract 
males to this professional field and to provide a kind of counterweight to the growing 
feminisation of the profession” (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.4). They did this by focusing on 
the reasons why males do not enter the childcare profession. They found that the project 
had very mixed results. Their main finding was that, in 1995, the area of childcare was 
completely dominated by female staff. This was a contributing factor to men not entering 
the area as a profession. Another finding was that more males failed to participate in the 
profession because it was seen as being a low status and low pay profession (Wohlgemuth, 
2003). Moreover, the Vilborg College Project was met with hostility and resentment 
from the female students in the college. They felt the project was “provocative degrading 
of their own abilities and qualifications” (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.4). Overall, this project 
was seen and described as an example that “somebody did “something” and that this 
“something” did not work in the end anyway” (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.4). However, 
one positive outcome of the Vilborg College Project was that it opened the door for 
new innovations and schemes that would attract more men into the area of childcare 
(Wohlgemuth, 2003).        
 

One example of a new scheme that originated from the work done in Vilborg, Denmark 
was brought about by the Danish Ministry of Education. A new specialised line of the 
curriculum within the Early Years courses in the colleges across Denmark was developed 
(Wohlgemuth, 2003). The new specialised lines included the regular curriculum that was 
being taught in the college along with more emphasis on the  inclusion of sport and nature 
with the aim of attracting more males into the field of childcare. “These specialised lines 
target the entire field of care which includes young children, older children, the elderly 
and the disabled” (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.2). In 2000, the Kolding College introduced the 
idea of childcare to their prospective students with a focus on the increased inclusion of 
sport and nature within the curriculum. This new approach had an immediate impact 
and very positive feedback. So much so, that “for the first time in 35 years, the students 
that enrolled in 2001 were characterised by men” (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.9). One class 
now had an equal balance of 50% males and 50% female. Furthermore, a survey of the 
males who entered the college found that their reasoning behind choosing to enter the 
course was that they assumed there would be more men, due to the greater involvement 
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of sport in the curriculum. Since the introduction of the specialised lines in 2000, “the 
overall percentage of men in the entire college has increased from 15% to just over 24%” 
(Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.9). This example was one of the numerous successes in Denmark 
in terms of attracting more males into the childcare area.     
      

What can Ireland do to improve?           

So far, the organisations and groups in Ireland that are promoting the involvement of 
men in childcare have failed to create any significant improvement in the involvement of 
males in the childcare workforce. This is because of the fact that they have not succeeded 
in counteracting any biased attitudes towards the area of childcare being “women’s 
work” (Rolfe,, 2006). We have seen previously, when discussing Denmark, the positive 
effect of broadening the curriculum and incorporating the increased involvement of 
outdoor activities such as sport and nature (Wohlgemuth, 2003, p.9). This process is one 
that could be implemented into the pre-school curriculum in Ireland. Furthermore, if 
this aspect of childcare is highlighted to Leaving Certificate students who are aiming to 
attend college, it may increase the number of male applicants in the childcare courses 
and thus increase the eventual number of males in the childcare services.  
     
As highlighted earlier, the majority of funding for research on the improvement of 
childcare services and policies in Ireland comes from the European Commission. In 
contrast, Denmark has a well co-ordinated high quality childcare system that has a 
considerable amount of services publicly funded by the government in order to ensure 
the maintenance of their high quality standard (Oberhaumer & Ulich,1997). In order to 
improve on the quality of childcare services in Ireland, there will need to be significant 
changes in the government’s priorities regarding early childhood provision.

An Irish case study

One example of an Irish case study involving the issue of male’s employment in the 
childcare services is entitled “Men in Childcare: promoting gender equality in children”. 
This study was carried out in Ireland in 2005 and was funded by the Equal Opportunities 
Commission in conjunction with the National Flexi-work Partnership. This project was 
developed “to highlight the need to desegregate a gendered profession” (Fine-Davis et 
al., 2005, p.1) and was the first of its kind to be carried out in Ireland. The first main 
purpose of the study was to encourage more men into the childcare profession through 
the FÁS Childcare Traineeship. The Childcare Practitioner Traineeship is targeted 
at persons interested in pursuing a career in childcare practice and in working as a 
member of a childcare team (Foras Áiseanna Saothair, 2004). It aimed to provide school 
leavers, mature applicants and unemployed people with the skills required to work in 
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the childcare sector. The second purpose of the project was to evaluate the effects of men 
as childcare workers through engaging with the managers, parents and children who 
experienced their employment. This would be done through interviews, questionnaires 
and surveys carried out throughout the course of the project (Fine Davis et al., 2005).

Numerous attempts were made by the members of the Men in Childcare Pilot Project 
in terms of recruiting males into the childcare services:  advertisements in newspapers 
and local  catchment areas, publicity from the NCNA (National Children’s Nurseries 
Association) and interviews carried out on RTE radio discussing the aims of the project 
(Fine-Davis et al., 2005). As a results of these efforts, approximately 40 men contacted 
the “Men in Childcare” project, with only 5 applying to the Childcare Traineeship. 
Following on from this recruitment, those five male applicants entered two childcare 
centres where their experiences, progress and overall involvement would be followed 
through contact with the male childcare workers themselves, the managers, parents and 
children (Fine-Davis et al., 2005).

The two separate childcare centres were located in the suburbs of Dublin. Centre A 
was a community based childcare centre mainly catering for children from a lower 
socio-economical background. Centre B was a privately owned childcare centre also in 
a Dublin suburb mainly catering children from a higher socio-economical background 
(Fine-Davis et al., 2005). A total of 42 people were interviewed for the study, 26 being 
from Centre A and 15 people from Centre B. The overall purpose of the project was to 
gain an insight to the attitudes of parents, managers and staff towards the male childcare 
workers who  were employed there (Fine-Davis et al., 2005).

The two childcare centres involved in this case study provide  examples of the fact that 
having both males and female employed in the childcare service can be of great benefit 
to all involved, especially those children whose experience it (Fine-Davis et al., 2005). 
It was stated in this report that not only did the female staff feel that male childcare 
workers were needed in order to introduce a more diverse working environment but 
also, the lone male childcare worker employed there also felt a fellow male worker 
would be of benefit to his morale and sense of belonging in a predominantly female 
environment (Fine-Davis et al., 2005).

“Yeah it was good when the other male childcare worker started as I didn’t feel so 
outnumbered... before that I was like ‘help’, I need somebody else here with me!” 
(Male Childcare Worker, Fine-Davis et al., 2005, p.18). 

Another example of the positive opinions expressed by parents on the involvement 
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of male childcare workers in their centres can be seen in the comments made by this 
parent whose child was enrolled in Centre B, where two male childcare workers were 
employed:

 “Yes. It would be an advantage, definitely... a corrective balance. The balance 
should be here and children should be brought up to see this. We didn’t have 
this growing up– we think it should only be women. It’s a changing time” (Parent, 
Centre B, Fine-Davis et al., 2005, p.16)      

A clear distinction  is made between the specific characteristics associated with male 
pre-school educators as opposed to those associated with the female educators by a 
parent whose child attends Centre A, where three male educators are employed (Fine-
Davis et al., 2005).  This parent says that: 

“He likes to play football and rougher games, so it’s good. It’s also good for the 
girls, to see both sides of the scale. Males can be more sympathetic and nicer to 
the kids- they’re softer to them” (Parent, Fine-Davis et al., 2005, p.18).

Clearly, these parents are in favour of an increased gender balance in childcare services. 
This in turn would be of great benefit to the children who experience it. 
As we have seen, a gender mixed environment brings many positive aspects to the 
overall development of the child (Rolfe, 2006). Moreover, with the idea of an increased 
involvement of males in the childcare settings, the opportunity for a more inclusive and 
non-stereotypical environment for all children will become a reality for many childcare 
centres across the country.

Recruiting “Men into Childcare”

After the pilot project on the recruitment of “Men in Childcare” (2005) finished, 
a number of managers were interviewed and asked what they found to be the main 
barriers to recruiting more males into childcare. The most common theme found was 
that they felt that the salary for a childcare worker is not sufficient to attract many males 
to the profession. One manager commented: 

“The money has gone up, but it is still not a very well paid profession compared 
to other jobs, such as computers. Males are still seen as the main earners in this 
country. So childcare wouldn’t earn enough money” (Manager, Centre A, Fine-
Davis et al., 2005, p.23).

A manager employed in childcare services that participated in these projects commented 
on the low wages found in the childcare profession. It was stated that the starting wages 
in the public childcare sector ranged between €19,000 and €22,000, whereas the private 
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sector wages started at around €16,800 (Fine-Davis et al,. 2005). Another manager 
stated: 

“...If you look at where the Government puts its money –it’s not into pre-school 
education. The Government needs to see it as essential first – for society and life. 
Then they’ll get more males” (Manager, Centre A, in Fine-Davis et al., 2005, p.23).

From studying these comments, the most common reason given as to why more males 
are not attracted to childcare is because of the position of the profession on the salary 
scale. These opinions are supported by the research and literature reviews carried out by 
Farquar, (1997), and by Barnard et al., (2000). This is a worry not only for the recruitment 
of males in the childcare services but also for the actual maintenance of those services. 
Privately owned childcare services are mainly dependent on parents’ fees. When there 
are cut backs on allowances and grants; it results in the cost of childcare being raised. 
This manager commented on how “the true cost of childcare is €260 – €270 a week” 
(Fine-Davis, 2005, p.23). Therefore, although it is quite clear to see that there are specific 
benefits to the increased involvement of males in childcare, it will not be until the 
profession experiences a significant increase in wages and working conditions that more 
males begin to participate in developing the profession.

Recommendation 1
The first recommendation is concerned with developing a nationwide awareness towards 
the positives that males can bring to the childcare services through their increased 
involvement in the profession. This could be promoted through giving presentations at 
regularly held seminars and conferences across the country. In this way, the potential 
awareness of the positives of male involvement in childcare will be spread across 
each childcare service in the country. The purpose of this awareness is to make the 
childcare profession and services more hospitable to any males who choose to enter it 
as a profession.

Recommendation 2
The second recommendation is aimed specifically at promoting the positive aspects of 
the childcare profession to potential male employees across the country. This work is 
currently being carried out by various childcare committees across the country along 
with the Men in Childcare Network based in county Waterford. However, the next 
step in this progression that has not been fully developed at this stage is to engage and 
converse with students, especially boys, at Transition and Leaving Certificate level with 
the purpose of promoting childcare as a career option. 
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Recommendation 3
Finally, the third recommendation is the development of  a specific course or module 
aimed at enticing more males in the childcare profession. Such a  course would be an 
attempt to entice males who may be experiencing unemployment or who feel it is time 
for a career change into looking at the area of childcare. Furthermore, because of the 
fact that this course would be specifically aimed at males, it may be more successful in 
terms of allowing the males who engage in it to be more open and accepting of the fact 
that a male’s involvement in the childcare profession should be one that is encouraged 
and supported by all.

Conclusion
In conclusion, it has been clearly expressed throughout this paper  that the involvement 
and employment of male childcare are valued in every way by those who experience it. 
The purpose of expressing these opinions is to give concrete support to the argument 
that an increased involvement from males in the childcare services is a positive step 
towards the progression of the childcare services in Ireland. Furthermore, one of the 
most essential arguments that has been made throughout this paper is that involving 
more males in childcare services can ensure that an increased number of Irish children 
can experience a positive male role model in their life.
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Children as Consumers: Influences and Issues
Patricia Radley

Abstract

Children have always been regarded as powerful and valuable members of the 
marketplace. In recent times, however, their role within the marketplace has 
become more defined and it is now recognised that children essentially constitute 
three markets: the current market, the influence market and the future market. 
This paper aims to outline the influences and issues concerning the role that 
children play in each of these three markets and how the child’s role within the 
marketplace is impacted on by the media and, in particular, by branding.
Keywords: children; consumers; marketplace; media; branding

Introduction

Children have become conduits from the consumer marketplace into the 
household, the link between advertisers and the family purse. Young people are 
repositories of consumer knowledge and awareness. They are the first adopters 
and avid users of the many new technologies. They are the household members 
with the most passionate consumer desires, and are the most closely tethered to 
products, brands and the latest trends. Children’s social worlds are increasing 
constructed around consuming, as brands and products have come to determine 
who is “in” or “out”, who is hot or not who deserves to have friends, or social 
status. 

(Schor, 2004, p.11)

The role that children play within the marketplace has evolved greatly in the last two 
decades.  Previously, children were not regarded as active participants within the 
consumer process and marketers focused their attention on parents and guardians – 
the gatekeepers of the family purse – when promoting and selling children’s products. 
A shift has occurred, however, and during the last twenty years children have come to 
be recognised as consumers in their own right, independent of their parents. This is 
due, in part, to the influence that the media and in particular, advertising, has had on 
the lives of children. The aim of marketers is to create cradle to grave customers and 
establish brands that children feel they cannot live without; to create something that is 
so important in the lives of children that they must have it, or if they do not have it they 
will be set aside as different from their peers.

This paper highlights the shift in thinking that has occurred in relation to children as 
consumers, and outlines the current role that children play in the current, future and 
influence markets.  It discusses what has brought about these changes, paying particular 
attention to the role of advertising and branding of products, and how such changes 
have affected the lives of very young children. 
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Children as Consumers: The Changing Roles 

Consumerism refers to a way of life structured around practices of consumption. 
These practices are not limited to the moment of purchasing a desired object. 
They also include processes of cultivating and acquiring desires for consumer 
goods as happens through viewing advertising images throughout each day; the 
processes of thinking about, anticipating and planning for a purchase; shopping 
and buying; using the object; and its disposal. In a consumerist society, the 
activity of consumption dominates everyday life. It is a source of identity and 
status, and provides people with a sense of creative power for which the act of 
choice making is key. 
             (Mercer, 2005, p. 26)

McNeal (1992) noted that either consciously or subconsciously parents in our society 
tend to encourage their children’s participation in the consumer role as soon as they can 
by taking them to the shopping setting early in life, allowing them to observe activities 
there, letting them make purchase suggestions when they are able to articulate them, 
providing opportunities for them to make product selections as they become able, 
giving them money to spend, and teaching them the rudiments of spending. Along 
this learning path parents supply the children with play materials with which they can 
simulate grown-up activities such as shopping (Bandura, 1962).  However, it is important 
to note that although young children learn by experiencing real life activities, parents 
are inadvertently perpetuating consumerism in children at a very young age. 

Caruana & Vassallo (2003) noted that children have come to constitute a very important 
group, one which influences family purchases of various products in many ways. 
Lindstrom, (2003, p. 1) commented that ‘...they are more connected, more direct and 
more informed. They have more personal power, more money, influence and attention 
than any other generation before them’. In acknowledging children as a primary market, 
an influence market and a future market children today are seen as different from past 
generations as shown by McNeal (1998, p. 39) who noted that as a future market, children 
have ‘more market potential than their primary and influence purchases combined’.

Belch and Willis (2001) and Kumpell - Norgaard et al., (2007) stated that family 
structures have changed and family communication and decision making have become 
more open and democratic, allowing children’s voices to be heard more clearly. One 
consequence of this cited by Tufte (1999) is that parents today pay more attention to 
the opinions of their children.  These changes in family communication have made it 
possible for children to exert influence on family decision making (Chan & McNeal, 
2003; Rose et al., 2002; Le Bigot 2000), a phenomenon (Moore et al., 2003) referred to 
as reciprocal socialisation, suggesting that children influence parents, just as parents 
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influence their children.

 Dotson and Hyatt (2005, p.35) noted that in the United States of America, ‘children’s 
direct spending of their own money has steadily increased for the past three decades and 
tripled in the 1990s’.  Children aged 4-12 years spent US $2.2 billion in 1968, US $4.2 
billion in 1984, US $17.1 billion in 1994, and over US $40 billion in 2002 (Centre for the 
New American Dream, 2002). The huge increase in children’s spending is characteristic 
of developing nations around the world. The figures highlighted above do not even tap 
into the influence that children have on their parents’ purchases. Neuborne (1999, p.86) 
noted that children raised in dual income and single parent households are ‘deeply 
involved in family purchases, be they groceries or a new car’. In 2000, children aged 
12 years and younger influenced the spending of US $500 billion in family purchases, 
an increase from US $188 billion in 1997 (Centre for the New American Dream, 2002). 
Chandler & Heinzerling (1999) pointed out that even with this growth in children and 
young peoples’ shopping and buying, the relationships that children have with products, 
such as how they form attachments to them or their perceptions of brand value, appear 
to be relatively unexplored. 

James Utah McNeal, a marketing professor and foremost expert on selling to children, 
is one of the main proponents of marketing to children. He believes that as a society 
we should move from thinking of children as ‘trusting impressionable humans to be 
protected’ to viewing them as ‘economic resources to be mined’. In fact, he says that 
‘children are the brightest stars in the consumer constellation’ (McNeal, 1998, p.36). 
Ruskin (1999, p.2) however, noted that McNeal’s ‘emotional response to this contrast is 
not the same as yours. McNeal sees the money in your kids and helps corporations to 
get access to it’.  

Schor (2004) noted that children have a long standing history as consumers, and products 
such as literature and clothing have existed for centuries. Historians report that as early 
as 1870 toys began to serve as status symbols. Throughout the 20th century, children 
have liked to shop and have also been avid consumers of popular culture offerings such 
as comic books, films and books. However, the sheer volume of children’s immersion 
in consumer culture today is unprecedented. In previous times, she reminded us that 
consuming was:

... modest in comparison to other activities, such as work, play, school and religious 
involvement. Now, marketed leisure has replaced unstructured socialising, and 
most of what children want revolves around commodities
                (Schor, 2004, p.15). 

It must be illustrated that today’s commercialisation coincides with major changes in 
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the nature of childhood itself. Contemporary children have earlier exposure to and 
more involvement with the adult world. Postman (1994) has written extensively on 
the blurring of boundaries between childhood and adulthood and coined the phrase 
‘the disappearance of childhood’, in his influential book of the same title. Evidence of 
the blurred boundaries between children and adults includes the decline in traditional 
children’s games such as marbles, or hand-clapping.

Influences and Issues
There’s been a shift in the predominant way our society thinks of children. Not 
long ago we considered children vulnerable beings to be nurtured. However, 
today we increasingly see kids through an economic lens. In our business culture, 
children are viewed as an economic resource to be exploited, just like bauxite or 
timber. 

(Ruskin, 1999, p.1)

Due to the increase in recent years in media aimed directly at infants and toddlers, and 
the accompanying advertising, the youngest members of society are being exposed to 
more forms of visual media (television, video games and Internet) than ever before. 
Pre-school aged children are uniquely susceptible to advertising, as children in this 
age group have problems distinguishing television programmes from commercials 
and also find it difficult to separate between reality and what they see on television, 
even if a programme is animated (American Academy of Paediatrics, 2001;  Bar-on, 
2000). Pre-schoolers are likely to view advertisements as objective statement of facts, 
that is, unbiased informational pieces designed to tell them about a toy or food product 
(Roedder-John, 1999) and the lack of ability to comprehend an advertisement’s intention 
to sell (Atkin & Smith, 2003)

Branding is an ‘advertising method designed to establish recognition and positive 
associations with a company name or product, with the aim of creating lifelong customers’ 
(Connor, 2006, p.1479).  A brand serves to add dimensions to a product in order to 
differentiate it in some way from other products which are designed to satisfy the same 
need (Keller, 1998).  Recognition of brands can begin as early as 2 years of age, especially 
when cartoon (Tony the Tiger) or cartoon-like (Ronald McDonald) licensed characters are 
used to sell products (Valkenburg& Buijzen 2005).  At three years of age, one out of five 
American children is already making direct requests for specific name-brand products 
(Centre for a New American Dream, 2002).  The aim of marketers is to reach very young 
children, but not to necessarily promote specific products; instead the goal is often to build 
lifelong loyalty to brands, on the basis that, the younger the age at which brand awareness 
is established, the stronger the brand loyalty will be as the child grows. 
McNeal (1999, p.212) showing his understanding of how children learn in the crucial 
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formative years commented that ‘brand marketing must begin with children. Even if the 
child does not buy the product and will not for many years…the marketing must begin in 
childhood’.  Ross & Harrdine (2004) noted that the earlier a child establishes awareness 
of a brand, the stronger brand associations are likely to be when the child becomes 
an independent consumer. Marketers have long acknowledged the economic potential 
of the children’s market and at the heart of the debate about children’s advertising is 
the ethical question of the possibility that children’s unique vulnerabilities being are 
exploited. Concerns about young children range from their inability to resist specific 
selling efforts to a fear that in the absence of well-developed critical thinking skills they 
may learn undesirable social values such as materialism (Macklin, 2003). It is interesting 
to see that marketing communications targeted at children are more readily integrated 
than in the past: advertising, entertainment and the brand experience reinforce and 
flow into one another (Moore, 2004, p.164). It is frightening to realise that, as Ruskin 
(1999, p.3) rather bluntly stated, 

advertising is a type of curriculum – the most persuasive in America today. It is 
one curriculum that kids are excelling in. The ads teach kids that buying is good 
and will make them happy. They teach that the solution to life’s problems lies not 
in good values, hard work or education, but in materialism and the purchasing of 
more and more things.

Paul (2002) wrote that advertisers who target children have three main objectives: to 
directly seek children as consumers, to work indirectly on parents through children’s 
‘pester power’ and/or to imprint the younger generation with positive brand associations. 

The Kaiser Family Foundation (2001) found that in the United States of America, 47% 
of children aged two to eighteen years have a television set in their bedroom and on a 
typical day these children spend on average 5.5 hours using media, including television, 
print, computer games and the Internet. In fact, the number one after school activity for 
children aged six to 17 years of age is watching television, which most children in this 
age category watch three to four hours of daily. This data transpires into approximately 
1,500 hours in front of the television per year, in contrast to 900 hours in the classroom, 
with each child viewing around 20,000 television commercials per year or roughly 55 per 
day (Centre for a New American Dream, 2002). For the last two decades the American 
Academy of Paediatrics (AAP) have voiced their concerns about the amount of time that 
children, and in particular very young children, spend watching television (AAP, 2001). 
These guidelines state that children older than 2 years of age should watch no more than 
one to two hours of quality programming and children under 2 years of age should not 
have any television viewing, as this is the most critical stage for brain development. 
Additionally, no media should be present in children’s bedrooms. A study carried out, 
in the United States of America, by Roberts et al., (1999) found that 32% of children 
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between 2 to 7 years of age and 65% of children aged 8 to 10 years have television sets 
in their bedrooms, leading to an estimated 3 hours per day of television viewing and an 
average of 6 hours and 32 minutes per day with various media use. 

Many researchers have asked the question ‘Why would parents allow media to be in 
young children’s rooms, with access to various channels and independent viewing?’ 
(Jusoff & Nadiah Sahimi, 2009, p.151).  One possibility might be that parents believe 
media could offer a positive learning environment and, that children are able to develop 
certain skills from viewing television and a study by Certain & Kahn (2002) found that 
the majority of parents of 0-35 months old believed that television could improve a 
child’s vocabulary. Anderson & Pempek (2005) commented that the production of more 
programmes specifically for young children has substantially increased the amount of 
foreground television that young children watch.  A study conducted by Pierroutsakos 
et al., (2004) of 100 parents on the amount of time that their children aged two and 
young watched television, and  reported that these infants were exposed to about 120 
minutes of television per day, 50% of which was infant or toddler programming, 40% 
adult programming, and 9% preteen programming. Early television exposure is now 
common and babies as young as a few months old are exposed to either foreground or 
background television and sometimes television may, in fact, be used as a babysitting 
service.

Research carried out by McNeal & Yeh (1993) found that as early as six months of age, 
babies are forming mental images of corporate logos and mascots and the Centre for a 
New American Dream, (2002) stated that at three years of age, one out of five American 
children are already making direct requests for specific name brand products. Such 
products include branded sportswear, for example Nike, Adidas or Reebok.  Early 
research on consumer socialisation consistently shows that there are three major 
socialisation agents that influence children’s consumer behaviour, parents, peers and 
mass media – particularly television (Moschis & Moore, 1979).  According to these early 
studies, parents play the dominant influence role until children reach adolescence, when 
peers become the favoured source of information (Moschis &Moore, 1980). The influence 
of television is steadier, but not as important in this process and Moschis & Churchill 
(1978) found that parents are the main source of rational influence on children with 
peers and media being primarily irrational influences. As this research is three decades 
old and the media landscape has changed so dramatically, contemporary research on 
consumer socialisation processes recommends that such traditional assumptions need 
to be reinvestigated (Dotson & Hyatt, 2005). In specific terms, pre adolescent children 
are now playing a greater role in household decision making and are making more of 
their own independent purchases at an earlier age (McNeal & Yeh, 1993).  Linn (2004, 
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p.51) wrote that:
Advertising works best if it can evoke from its target audience a strong and 
positive emotional response. Advertisers have the best chance of evoking an 
emotional response strong enough to influence viewers when people don’t know 
they are being influenced, or if they have a limited capacity for critical judgement. 
This describes very young children to a tee! 

Palmer (2006) stated very starkly that the marketing industry has recruited children 
even at the very earliest age to work on their behalf as they understand that ‘pester 
power’ or the ‘nag factor’ influences parents very strongly. The effect of this constant 
bombardment of adverts on our youngest citizens is obviously highly successful 
as Enrico (1999) pointed out that Ronald McDonald is recognised by approximately 
96% of American children and is used to sell fast food internationally in more than 
35 languages. Pre-schoolers also exhibit awareness of brand loyalty and pledge their 
allegiance to certain brands. A study carried out by Fischer et al., (1991) asked children 
aged 3-6 years to match 22 brand logos to 12 different products pictured on a game board. 
The children showed high rates of logo recognition and more than 90% recognised the 
logo for the Disney Channel, but also recognised logos for many adult specific products. 
More than 90% of the 6 year olds were able to match a cartoon of Old Joe (a cartoon 
character promoting Camel cigarettes which were very popular in the USA) to a picture 
of cigarettes. Robinson & Borzekowski, (2007) demonstrated in their research that even 
a single exposure to a television advertisement can influence preschool children’s brand 
preference. 

Valkenburg & Buijzen (2005) found that children as young as two years of age can also 
recognise brand logos for products.  In the same study, preschoolers who watched a 
great deal of television were more familiar with brand names than preschoolers who 
watched little television.  Pine & Nash (2003) found that brand recognition bred brand 
preference. In their study, they asked preschool children to select which product they 
preferred from a series of eight choices involving a branded option and a carefully 
chosen non branded option – all non branded options were pretested to ensure that 
they matched the branded ones in size, colour and other perceptual qualities. Results 
showed that 68% of the time children chose the branded products, and preschool girls 
showed stronger brand loyalty than preschool boys did. In an American study carried 
out by Robinson et al., (2007) preschoolers were presented with two samples each of 
five different fast food items including hamburger, French fries, milk. For each pair of 
items, one was packaged in McDonald’s wrapping, the other in plain paper. However, 
the food and drink inside the packaging was identical. Children were asked to taste both 
samples and decide if the two were the same or of one tasted better. The preschoolers 
showed a stronger preference for the foods and drinks that they believed to be from 
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McDonalds. This highlights that simple branding of the food items has a significant 
impact on children’s taste perceptions. 

Conclusion
Contemporary young children are very media savvy and live their lives surrounded by 
an increasing amount of digital, interactive media. It is our responsibility as parents, 
educators and carers to prepare them for this world but also to protect them from the 
undue influence of unscrupulous marketing. The primary aim of all marketing is to 
generate revenue and there are seriously ethical questions, which need to be addressed 
in relation to the nature, type and volume of media messages targeted at young children. 
This paper has looked at the influences and issues pertinent to this topic and I leave the 
final cautionary word to Schor (2004, p.20): 

the commercialisation of childhood is being driven by a number of factors, 
including broad social trends. But underlying them all is a marketing juggernaut 
characterised by growing reach, effectiveness, and audacity. 
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Abstract

This article examines the nature of bilingual language acquisition, and associated 
theories. The role of the Speech and Language Therapist (SLT) in assessment 
and management of bilingual clients will be addressed, as well as the challenges 
this client group presents for SLT in Ireland today. Atypical bilingual language 
development is also discussed, as is the workings of a Speech and Language 
assessment of a bilingual child presenting with language difficulties.

Introduction

Modern Ireland is emerging as a cosmopolitan European nation, and this is particularly 
evident in the influx of new languages and cultures into Irish society, creating a 
multilingual society. This has raised people’s awareness of the identity issues associated 
with language, including Gaeilge. Bilingualism can exist both at individual and societal 
level.  Fishman (1967, cited in Hayden, 2004, p.81) differentiates these as bilingualism 
(individual) and diglossia12 (societal). Ball (2005, p.43) develops this distinction:

Diglossia was initially meant to signify the coexistence of dialects within the 
same language, however it has been commonly extended to involve separate 
languages altogether. And, while diglossia is generally seen as the stable end of a 
dual-language continuum, it must be remembered that stability is relative.

This idea of ‘relative stability’ when it comes to the notion of ‘co-existence’ is particularly 
relevant in this country. Ireland as a state has two official languages. This is stated in 
Article 8, subsection 1 & 2 in the Irish Constitution where Gaeilge is recognised as 
the national, first language, and English as the second (Bunreacht na hÉireann, 1937). 
English is without question the first language for most of the population. The historical 
attempts to suppress and to revive Gaeilge, especially through making it compulsory 
in schools, along with the dominant position of the English language, have influenced 
attitudes to language learning and bilingualism. 

Ireland has a unique viewpoint when it comes to the issue of bilingualism. The 
bilingual community created by the Irish and English languages has forged a “linguistic 
12 Diglossia refers to the use by a language community of two dialects each used in a different social situa-
tion ( for example standard and colloquial Arabic), or of two languages (e.g. Spanish alongside many other 
languages in South America).  
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experience… likely to impact on their attitudes to bilingualism” (Hua & Wei, 2005, 
p.167).  The recent inward migration by people with a variety of linguistic backgrounds 
has added a new dimension.  As Wei, Miller, Dodd & Hua (2005, p.193) state,  “over half 
the world’s population is born and brought up in bilingual, or even multilingual, families 
and communities”. Paulston (2002; cited in Paulston & Tucker, 2003, p.394) describes 
how most nations in the world are multilingual, i.e., “they contain ethnic groups in 
contact and not infrequently in competition”. This aspect of multilingual societies 
is becoming more evident in Ireland, and could possibly be linked to the historical 
‘linguistic experience’ of the country in relation to the suppression of Gaeilge for the 
acquisition of English. National identity is embedded within any language, and is a 
main motivating factor for the maintenance of it within a bi/multi lingual environment. 
In the 2006 Census of population, almost 1.6 million people indicated that they could 
speak Irish; however, just over 1 million (60%) either never spoke the language or spoke 
it less frequently than weekly. It is a contentious issue, creating far-reaching positive and 
negative effects across any society. 

Speech and Language therapists (SLTs) in Ireland are now faced with a population with 
a significant number of multilingual and bilingual speakers. This notion of positive and 
negative attitudes to bilingualism affects the individual’s disposition towards language 
learning, and will be discussed further. Speech and Language therapists as a profession 
in Ireland are challenged to work towards creating cohesive assessment and management 
protocols for bilingual children who present with suspected communication difficulties. 

This paper will discuss the categories and process of early childhood bilingual 
acquisition, and the implications of these for the SLT profession in terms of service 
delivery, particularly at assessment level.

Definition and classification of childhood bilingualism

To successfully meet the challenge posed by these clients (bilingual children who present 
with suspected communication difficulties), it is necessary to “explore the nature of 
bilingualism in order to understand the process of bilingual development” (Kallen, 
1996, p.19). An initial distinction to make is between simultaneous and sequential 
childhood bilingualism. This distinction has specific implications for Speech and 
Language therapists. Simultaneous childhood bilingualism refers to a child acquiring 
two languages at the same time from birth. Sequential (successive) bilingualism is when 
a child learns one language in the home, then goes to a nursery or elementary schools 
and learns a second language (Thompson, 2000; in Baker, 2006, p.97). Hua and Wei 
suggest that simultaneous and sequential bilingualism require different processing 
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skills, and such differences should be taken into account when an SLT is assessing a 
child with suspected language impairment.

There are various types of childhood bilingualism, and Romaine (1995; in Hua et al, 
2005, p.168) classified six main variations of these. Five of them were also described by 
Harding and Riley (1986, pp. 47, 48). Romaine used the parameters of parental language, 
community language and language teaching strategy as means for differentiating 
between the different types. Hua and Wei go on to argue that these six different types of 
bilingual children would “grow up as different types of bilinguals with different mental 
representations of the languages and different patterns of language behaviour” (Hua & 
Wei, 2005, p.169). The six types described are important guidelines for creating a child’s 
complete linguistic profile following Speech and Language therapy assessment, and are 
described below.

Type 1: “One-person-one-language” describes a bilingual child with parents who 
have different native languages, with each having some degree of competency in 
the other’s language. The language of one of the parents is the dominant language 
of the community, and the parents each speak their own language to the child 
from birth. 

Type 2: “Non-dominant home language” describes a bilingual child similar to that 
of type 1, but the teaching strategy differs. Both parents speak the non-dominant 
community language to the child, who is fully exposed to the dominant language 
only when outside of the home. 

Type 3: “Non-dominant home language without community support” is when the 
parents share the same native language, which is not the dominant community 
language, and the non-dominant language is spoken to the child. 
Type 4: “Double non-dominant home language without community support” is 
similar to type 3 childhood bilingualism, but the parents have different native 
languages, both non-dominant in the community, and both of these are spoken 
to the child from birth. 

Type 5: “Non-native parents” describes a type where the parents share the same 
native language which is the dominant community language. The teaching 
strategy described in this type is that one of the parents always addresses the 
child in a language which is not his or her native language. 

Type 6: “Mixed bilinguals” is described by Romaine as a scenario in which both 
of the parents are bilingual, sectors of the community are bilingual, and where 
the parents use teaching strategies such as code-switching and regular mixing of 
languages (Romaine, 1995; in Hua et al, 2005, p.168).
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The success of bilingual language acquisition is influenced by many factors. Dopke (1988, 
in Hua and Wei, 2005, p.171) concluded that “there [are] two factors in particular that 
facilitated the child’s bilingual development: one was the parents’ consistency of choice 
of language and the other was their insistence that the child respects the ‘one-language-
one-parent’ principle.” By keeping the language input consistent, children should not 
experience the kind of language “loss or attrition [that occurs] if input in one of their 
languages suddenly ceases for [a] prolonged period of time” (Kessler, 1984; in Hua 
and Wei, 2005, p.169). It is important for the Speech and language therapist therefore 
to gauge the consistency of dual-language (DL) input, as it affects the rate of lexical 
(vocabulary) and grammatical development. Another central issue highlighted by Hua 
and Wei (2005, p.171) is the “relationship between a bilingual child’s two languages”. 

Language input level is a huge factor for both mono and bilingual linguistic development 
in children, and its role in its success is undeniable. However Hua and Wei introduce 
another dimension. “Language acquisition, bilingual or not takes place in social context. 
The impact of that context on the acquisition process can also be highly significant, 
especially in bilingual situations” (2005;171). Therefore, the context that a child exists in 
linguistically also has a huge impact on their language-learning opportunities, patterns 
and use. Another aspect of this social context is the social economic status (SES) of the 
family and of the language group in the wider community (Hua and Wei, 2005, p.171). 
The Speech and language therapist is challenged to thoroughly investigate the precise 
nature of each bilingual child’s context, and to create an assessment and treatment plan 
which is broad-based enough to function adequately within this context. This opinion 
is supported by Aburdarham (1987, p.154) who notes a 

strong bias towards a ‘holistic’ approach in speech and language therapy training 
and practice. The client’s emotional, cognitive, linguistic, educational, social and 
cultural needs and backgrounds are major considerations in any management 
programme. 

Acquisition Process of Childhood Bilingualism

It is vital to have a solid understanding of the process of bilingual language acquisition. 
When carrying out any assessment, the SLT needs to be aware of age-appropriate 
‘norms’ so that reliable and sound judgements can be made regarding the child’s 
language abilities. Taking into account the importance of input and context, Lambert 
(1980; in Baker, 2006, p.74) describes a “sociopsychological approach” to the process of 
bilingual language acquisition. It can apply to a bilingual child or an adult learning a 
second language. He begins by discussing how attitudes and aptitude affect motivation 
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for bilingual language proficiency to occur. These attitudes, he notes, can be positive 
or negative. This notion of differing attitudes affecting the perception of bilingualism 
can be applied to a point made earlier regarding the ‘linguistic experience’ created by 
Gaeilge and English in Ireland. Appel and Muyksen (1987, p.101) describe how “many 
people tend to associate bilingualism with problems: this will have detrimental effects 
on the bilingual”. It is important for the Speech and language therapist to foster notions 
of positive associations for children who are developing bilingually, as it has a huge 
impact on their motivation- a key component for successful therapy. 

Aptitude also feeds into motivation. Each individual has a different aptitude for different 
language learning tasks (i.e. conversational or grammatical understanding). Motivation 
to acquire a second language can, according to Lambert (1980), have an integration 
goal or an instrumental goal, where in order to get on in society, a second language is 
introduced. Attitude, aptitude and motivation feed into and create a bilingual language 
proficiency level. The child’s level of bilingual language proficiency has an impact on 
their self-concept. Creating a feeling of competence at language usage is crucial for a 
child, whether mono or bilingual. If a child is experiencing negative stress, or distress, 
when faced with understanding and using a language, it can have serious implications 
such as selective mutism and other social difficulties. Language is the medium for 
expressing wants, needs and perceptions of the world, as well as experiencing those of 
others. The Speech and Language therapist needs to get a sense of the bilingual child’s 
self concept – do they view bilingualism as creating additive or subtractive contexts? 
The distinction between additive and subtractive bilingualism is important to make. 
Baker defines the two contexts

An additive bilingual situation is where the addition of a second language and 
culture is unlikely to replace or displace the first language and culture… When 
the second language and culture are acquired with pressure to replace or demote 
the first language, a subtractive form of bilingualism may occur. (2005, p.74)

Additive and subtractive bilingualism extends to the cognitive outcomes experienced 
by the child as well. For example, a child displaying subtractive bilingualism could 
present with a profile where both languages are under-developed. When carrying out 
an assessment, the Speech and Language therapist has to be aware of this phenomenon. 
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Principles for creating an effective SLT assessment protocol for bilingual 
children

So which linguistic parameters is the Speech and Language therapist exploring when 
assessing a bilingual child? The importance of assessing both languages is paramount 
and should not be neglected. Hua and Wei (2005, p.175) suggest that, although 
monolingual and bilingual children’s language development is essentially similar, 
bilingual children’s acquisition of language will differ in some important ways which 
should be evident in any well-structured assessment. Taylor, Payne and Anderson (1987; 
in Wei, Miller, Dodd  & Hua, 2005, p.193) recommend that SLTs working with bilingual 
speakers should “engage in a number of assessment activities that involve cultural 
considerations”, such as familiarisation with cultural and linguistic norms of the two 
linguistic community, selection of appropriate, unbiased tests, and the preparation of 
a culturally appropriate natural elicitation procedure. For example, when assessing a 4 
year old child whose input languages included English and French (both parents spoke 
French and some English, one parent spoke English to the child, and the child was 
living in a community where English was the dominant language), the author used key 
French phrases to assess the child’s understanding of basic linguistic concepts such as 
prepositions, which the child had been having problems with. When asked to “Put the 
ball under the table”, the child would have more success when the French word ‘sous’ 
was substituted for ‘under’. Vocabulary in both languages was more impaired under 
closer inspection, but this method allowed for adequate assessment of each. Vocabulary 
development of the bilingual child may be slower that the monolingual child’s at first, 
but, according to Abudarham (1987, p.19), bilingual children’s vocabulary is comparable 
to monolingual children’s when the number of words known in both languages are 
included in the vocabulary count. However, the child in this case presented with 
vocabulary storage and retrieval difficulties, which preserved across both linguistic 
contexts. These observations were made during assessment, as part of a case study. Any 
conclusions reached are therefore case specific; however it concurred with the findings 
proposed by Hua & Wei. 

There are specific ethical considerations to be taken into account when working with 
clients with any language disorder. When working with bilingual clients, one of the main 
issues is that if relative norms are used to form diagnoses, standardised scores can result 
in invalid, unreliable and biased results (Crowley, 2004). Using qualitative and narrative 
descriptions is more appropriate when assessing this client group, and the SLT can 
derive a more individualised, realistic picture of the child’s communicative competence. 
For example, the case history session is a cornerstone feature of any assessment. In the 
case of bilingual children, Restrepo (1998; in Patterson and Rodriguez, 2005, p.234) 
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states that the case history should
Probe the nature of the family’s language-related history; an extensive family 
history of academic, speech, and language problems is crucial in identifying 
multilingual children suspected of having language difficulties.

Ultimately, the role of the SLT is to create a well-rounded picture of how the child is 
functioning on a day-to-day basis, and the effect of their communication strengths and 
difficulties on their cognitive, social and educational well-being. It is damaging to take a 
myopic view of the differing contexts of the bilingual child, all of which have important 
individual sociolinguistic considerations.  

Conclusion
Speech and Language therapists working in Ireland today are part of a changing 
community. The demands placed on the profession match the demands placed on the 
country as a whole to expand our knowledge of other linguistic contexts and cultures. 
Ireland must aim to promote a country where linguistic differences are valued. Speech 
and language therapists should never underestimate the importance of examining all 
the linguistic contexts that a child operates in, if best practice measures are to be ensured 
when working with this client group.
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A self-study action research approach towards developing 
dialogic pedagogies that support children’s capacity to think 
critically

Mary Roche NT MA PhD

Abstract
During several years of action research I sought a form of pedagogy that would allow 
me to live my educational values in my practice. I believe that children need to think 
critically and engage in dialogue together. In this paper I outline some of the rationale 
for deciding to change from a largely didactic pedagogy to a more dialogic form.  I 
was concerned with the dominance of propositional knowledge in Irish education.  My 
practice of encouraging children to think for themselves, and to come to know in ways 
that are appropriate for them, constituted an effort to address this very real concern.

Introduction
From 1998 to 2007 I engaged in self-study action research in order to develop a more 
democratic and dialogic form of pedagogy. I endeavoured to provide opportunities 
during the school day for my pupils to think critically and creatively, and to engage 
in dialogue together. I will outline some of the rationale underpinning my reasons for 
deciding to try to change my teaching practice from a largely didactic one to a more 
dialogic form.  

I ground my pedagogy in educational values that are critical, caring and emancipatory. 
Raz (2001, cited in Whitehead and McNiff 2006 p.85) explains how values remain as 
abstract concepts until they are transformed into living practices and thus have the 
potential for creating meaning. I valued enquiry learning and dialogue.  Yet, despite 
valuing classroom dialogue and learning through enquiry, for many years I persisted in 
a largely didactic practice. 

Through my study I arrived at new understandings about the nature and acquisition of 
knowledge. From an uncritical epistemological stance and a perception of knowledge 
as reified, I gradually came to view knowledge as provisional and in a constant state of 
evolution. School knowledge however, is still largely propositional, and, some would 
argue, becoming more so. While I accept that much valuable knowledge appears in a 
propositional form, I have come to see how propositional knowledge needs also to be 
contextualised within the living process of an enquirer’s attempts to come to know. 
Through engaging in dialogue with my pupils, over the years I began to critique traditional 
views of knowledge as existing separate from the knower, a view that appears to be 
dominant in Irish education.  My efforts to encourage children to think for themselves, 
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and to come to know in ways that are appropriate for them, therefore, constituted an 
attempt to address this very real concern. This practice was supported initially by a 
programme of weekly classroom dialogue called “Thinking Time” (Donnelly (1996).  

Critical thinking in the classroom

McCall (2009 p1) states that the dominant influence of Piagetian theories of cognitive 
development has resulted in school curricula, from the 1960s onwards, being stripped of 
‘abstract ideas and ambiguity’. Piaget’s influence resulted in the assumption that young 
children could not engage in abstract or critical thinking. Matthew Lipman critiqued 
this pervasive viewpoint in the 1980s, as did those who espoused Lipman’s ideas in the 
Philosophy for Children movement. Many others (for example Fisher, 1990, 1998, 2006, 
Haynes, 2002; McCall, 1990, 2009; Matthews, 1980, 1984; Quinn, 1997) have attested 
to the cognitive agility and articulate verbal prowess that young children display when 
presented with opportunities to think for themselves and discuss their thoughts with 
the peers. But teaching in a way that provides such opportunities for dialogue and for 
authentic engagement that recognises the child and teacher as co-knowers, is becoming 
more and more difficult. A technical rational audit culture now exists in many Western 
educational contexts and teachers struggle to attain ‘coverage’ of syllabi.  A culture 
exists in some primary schools where teachers are put under pressure, first of all to 
select lots of textbooks, and then to ‘finish’ those books.  A teaching colleague refers to 
it as ‘the pressure to be past the staples [in the centre of the workbook] by Christmas.’ 
(Research notes 30-03-07).

This poses critical questions about the nature of school knowledge, about who is 
considered a knower in a classroom, about what and whose knowledge is valued and 
valid, and ‘who says’.  It poses questions about teacher autonomy and about pedagogy.  
It poses questions about the dominance of the transmission model. For me, challenging 
this stance meant engaging in a reflective self-critique of how I teach and why I teach 
and what I teach.  Drawing on the work of Fromm (1979) I saw that rather than ‘having’ 
- or teaching children to ‘have’ - ‘critical thinking skills’, one learns instead ‘to be’ a 
critical thinker.  Eisner, (1999) says: “knowledge is …a living process that occurs within 
the human mind.  Books and other codified symbol systems are its prompts”. I began 
to use ‘simple’ picturebooks as prompts for rich dialogue, and I saw how, in an ordinary 
classroom, children and teacher can share in an authentic meaning making experience 
as they co-create knowledge by talking and thinking together about picturebooks.

Literature contexts
Grainger’s (2004) is one among many voices currently critiquing how governments 
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‘continue to profile narrow and prescribed curricula, accountability and control’.  These 
‘purportedly final vocabularies’ she says, ‘restrain both teachers and children alike’ 
(p2). Others who have recently expressed concerns about the rapid demise of creativity 
in school curricula include Craft, 2000; Frater, 2000; Leavers, 2000; Sedgwick, 2001. 
Earlier, Stenhouse (1975) suggested that the primary role of a teacher was to create a 
learning environment that took the form of an open-ended and reflective discussion. 
He contrasted such a learning environment with one structured in terms of deliverables, 
and instructional objectives.  Following almost ten years of research, I can attest that 
a dialogical classroom environment enables students to think creatively, critically and 
philosophically. It encourages and empowers them to express freely their own thoughts 
and to develop them further as they interact with and build on each others’ ideas. 

Wells (1992) also highlighted the centrality of talk and discussion in education. He, too, 
argues that the dominant model of learning in educational contexts in the developed 
world has been one of information transfer.  This model presupposes that children are 
seen as empty vessels or passive learners who are in receipt of blocks of information 
from their teachers.  Transmission models depend on predetermined prescribed content 
and the notion that teachers will determine the order in which these reified packages of 
knowledge are delivered, along with strategies for establishing how they will be learned/
memorised and how such ‘learning’ will be measured and evaluated.  I believe that such 
tight prescription and control actually create barriers to learning. 

Cleghorn (2002) identifies four main factors for tackling the barriers to learning, the 
final of which, he suggests, is the extent to which children are supported and challenged 
to think for themselves (p 1).  I concur, but would argue that a school wide culture of 
enquiry learning, in which teachers and pupils are encouraged to think for themselves, 
is necessary also. This, alongside dialogic practices that include structured classroom 
discussion which have ‘becoming a more critical thinker’ as a core principle, may well 
provide such a context. 

Dewey, Greene, JS Mill, and Bertrand Russell, all ground their ideas about the purposes 
of education in the concept of a liberal minded and caring citizen who makes an active 
contribution to society and the common good. Their notion of a good education is based 
in reconceptualising pedagogy as a transformative potential for society.  This concept of 
education is echoed in the work of McNiff and Whitehead (2002) and finds resonance 
in the critical literatures of Apple, Giroux, and Kincheloe.  It is compatible too, with the 
work of radical pedagogy proponents such as William Ayers, bell hooks13 John Holt and 
Jonathon Kozol. 

13  This is the author’s (bell hooks’) preferred orthography. 
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When I initially embarked on creating a space for dialogue in my classroom, I had not 
nread such literatures.  However, the values I held about education meant that at some 
intuitive or tacit level, I understood an exclusively didactic practice to be unjust.  As a 
talkative child, I had found being a silent pupil excruciating. When I began teaching I 
also felt it was unfair to expect children to sit silently in class and rarely speak except 
to answer a question. I realised implicitly that didactic pedagogies diminished the 
teacher-pupil relationship and constrained learning, but as a newly probated teacher, I 
did not have the confidence to challenge established classroom norms.   I was unaware of 
Flanders’ (1970) ‘two-thirds rule’ which suggests that two thirds of all talk in a classroom 
comes from the teacher; two thirds of teacher talk is in the form of questions and two-
thirds of those questions are closed. These findings were borne out later by Tizard and 
Hughes (1984); Edwards and Mercer (1989); Galton et al (1980, 1999); Alexander (2001).   
In Ireland, Murphy (2004) showed that pupil talk is seen by most teachers as a distraction 
from the ‘essential business of education, namely listening, reading and writing’.   In 
the mid-nineties I came across the work of Matthew Lipman and the Philosophy for 
Children movement when I was introduced to ‘Thinking Time’ Donnelly (1996).

Thinking Time
Note: extracts from Research Diary below are denoted as RD and appear in Roche 2007 
(pp 22-27)

In my classroom, the session became a discrete time for class discussion on a topic 
of interest to the children. The children and I would sit in a circle, and I participated 
both as facilitator and ordinary member of the circle. Many claims about the efficacy 
of Thinking Time as a dialogical pedagogical strategy have been made by Irish teachers 
who have adopted it in their classroom practices (Campbell 2001, Donnelly 1996, 2005; 
Hegarty 2000, Murnane 2000, J. Russell 2005). 

Lipman and Sharp (1994) assert that communities of enquiry that are encouraged by 
programmes that promote philosophical enquiry with children are grounded in values 
of reciprocal care and respect for others’ views. Throughout my research, I gathered 
data that demonstrated how I tried to live my values of care, freedom and justice in my 
practice and my data also showed the development of similar values in my students as 
they listened with interest and respect to each other in our classroom discussions. 

The excerpt below, for example, shows children reflecting on important issues such 
as imagination and the influence teachers can have on children, as they examine and 
analyse their conceptual understandings from multiple perspectives.  
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During a discussion on ‘school’, based on the story ‘Once upon an 
ordinary school day’ (McNaughton 2004) some children made insightful 
comments that displayed critical awareness about the importance of 
children being free to imagine possibilities.

M:  Everybody should get the chance to let their imagination go free … get 
the thoughts out of your head instead of having them just stuck …

           
A: … That teacher was fun.  Every child should have a teacher like that.  
That boy really needed to have a teacher like that for at least one year of 
his life.

M:  I think that imagination is like water.  It’s like water because it can be 
frozen and the only time it freezes up is when it’s not running and being 
used.  It freezes up if you don’t use it.

B: I think he did have an imagination all along.  The teacher didn’t give 
him an imagination, he just allowed him to use it by playing the exciting 
music…
S: … sometimes I start off with no ideas in my head when we begin our 
talking, but afterwards I often have loads, because I hear all the different 
thoughts from all different kids 
Along with my pleasure at the richness of the children’s thinking in 
general, S’s comment struck me as interesting. (RD 04-10-05,)

S’s response enabled me to understand why I persisted in carrying on with classroom 
discussions despite often being stressed by the time constraints of the curriculum 
and tempted to forego allocating time for discussion. Her response reinforced my 
commitment to living my values in my practice. In Roche (2007 pp 103-105) I show how I 
attributed importance to giving children space to reflect silently as well as opportunities 
to talk. My students often expressed their delight, as in the interchange here:

P: it’s fun … we’re thinking about solutions for all kinds of [problems] and 
for all kinds of reasons…!
CO: It actually gives your brain energy in it.
CF: One, it’s fun – children like it: and two, it brightens up your mind.
CM: I think sometimes it’s a bit of a challenge, because there could be 
yappers in our class and they have to be quiet as well.  But it’s also … good 
for the teachers because they sit down and listen to what the kids have to 
think and they could have been learning something earlier in the day that 
they could be mentioning now and you’d notice that they’d been listening 
in. (R D 21-04-06) 

W, however, insisted that Thinking Time was only fun because it ‘wasted school time’:
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W: I love [it] cos it’s a bit of fun … and it’s wasting time in school.
Me: I’m interested in that word ‘wasting’.  Is ‘waste’ the word you wanted 
to use there?

W: Yeah. (RD 21-04-06) 

Other children disagreed with W’s perspectives: Then A said

A: Well OK, you’re not working – not like in Maths – you’re not doing 
anything, just talking and thinking. (RD 21-04-06)

This comment later made me reflect on how I could develop dialogic pedagogies to make 
Maths more interesting. 

No ‘right’ answer

Perhaps for W, areas such as Thinking Time, PE, art and music, which he also liked, 
differed from ‘ordinary’ school work because they allowed for self-expression and were 
less likely than ‘regular’ class work to involve a child being requested to provide ‘right 
answers’. Discussing issues in a circle format presents many children, perhaps for the 
first time, with the opportunity to reach an understanding that for some questions there 
are no ‘right’ answers and that in fact, many answers can be right. It provides a freedom 
of expression that may not be available in didactic class work. The same dialogue 
transcript contains the following interaction:

DH: When someone talks you can have a new thought …when you’re 
thinking in Maths, still, that doesn’t happen.

Me: I’m interested in what D said about Maths …. that it’s a different kind 
of thinking. I agree, because in Maths you’re expected to get a right answer, 
and there’s only one right answer, whereas in Thinking Time there’s …

CF: (Interrupts) – ‘no right answer!’

Me: (handing over the microphone) Yes? What do you think?
Laughter from group

CF (smiling broadly): Well there’s no right answer, and it’s great! Cos you’re 
allowed to think freely and no one else is allowed to boss you around and 
it’s just … great! (RD 21-04-06) 
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Another example of the awareness of there being ‘more than one right answer’ occurred 
in a discussion following the reading of ‘The Whale’s Song’ (Sheldon 1997), in which 
conflicting views of whaling are presented: 

Em: Well I’ve got a bit of a problem here: see, I agree with Lily’s Granny 
that whales are splendid beautiful creatures and they must be protected, 
but I can also see Uncle Frederick’s point of view that whalers have to 
make their living too.  It’s terrible hard trying to decide who is right … 
Maybe they are both right! … Maybe more than one thing can be right at 
a time! I never thought about that before! (RD 06-12-06) 

Participating in a discussion with peers can also offer children the opportunity to 
reconsider their opinions in light of the beliefs and experiences shared by others. 

H: …when other people say something your ideas change and you actually 
start thinking more … when you read a story by yourself and you don’t do 
any thinking about it then you don’t get the point sometimes, unless they 
tell it to you, but in Thinking Time you get the point and other people’s 
points as well.
J: Thinking Time reveals thoughts. You might have a thought at the start, 
but by every person speaking you might change it slightly each time and 
you might end up with something totally different at the end. (RD 21-04-
06) 

There is an echo here of Bruner’s (1960, 1986, 1990) ideas about scaffolding learners and 
of Vygotsky’s (1962) ideas about how learning occurs in social situations. Observers of 
discussions in my classrooms have frequently expressed surprise at the ease with which 
children change their views as they assimilate others’ ideas. For example, P, an 8-year-
old child, announced in a discussion 

I actually completely disagree with myself now! (RD 15-10-05)  

In the dialogue from 21-04-06, featured above, W eventually said 

W: I’ve actually changed my mind, I disagree with myself: Thinking Time 
is fun but it isn’t wasting time, it’s using time in a fun way.’ (RD 21-04-06) 

When I ran a series of workshops for teachers between 2002 and 2004 this particular 
aspect of my videos – children disagreeing with themselves in the light of perhaps, new 
critical understanding that had been influenced by others’ thinking – often appeared to 
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be one of the most remarked upon aspects. A teacher with thirty years experience said: 

Hearing those children change their minds so honestly and matter-of-
factly is a humbling experience. I think many adults, [laughing] especially 
politicians, could learn from them in that respect. I wish I’d seen these 
videos when I began teaching. It would have changed my style completely. 
(RD comment by MR 27-08-04)

My data showed children engaging critically with and developing each other’s ideas. 
This resonates with Bohm’s (1998) ideas of how he understands a ‘spirit of dialogue’ 
or ‘a stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us’ (p.2).  Bohm 
describes how it is possible for new understandings to emerge from the dialogue, which 
can enable people to create and share meanings together.  I like his analogy of these 
shared meanings acting as a sort of social ‘glue’ or ‘cement’…

Even one person can have a sense of dialogue within himself, if the spirit of 
the dialogue is present. The picture or image that this derivation suggests is of 
a stream of meaning flowing among and through us and between us. This will 
make possible a flow of meaning in the whole group, out of which will emerge 
new understanding. It’s something new, which may or may not have been the 
starting point at all. It’s something creative. And this shared meaning is the ‘glue’ 
or ‘cement’ that holds people and societies together. (Bohm 1998 p.2)

While I agree largely with Bohm’s ideas, I am not so sure about the importance he places 
on distinguishing between discussion and dialogue:

Contrast [dialogue] with the word discussion … It really means to break things up. 
It emphasizes the idea of analysis … where the object … is to win and get points 
for yourself … but a dialogue is something more of a common participation in 
which we are not playing a game against each other but with each other. (Bohm 
1998 p.2)

From my research, I began to think it impossible to label interaction like this. Ironically 
such labelling also ‘emphasises the idea of analysis’.  When my students and I were 
engaged in lively verbal interaction I found I could not say: “This constitutes dialogue 
here, and this is discussion, and this is only conversation.” I do value informal or 
‘ordinary conversation’ (Noddings 2002 p.126) for its role in developing relational 
knowledge (McNiff 2000) but I suggest that when my students and I talked together, all 
these elements are often present, interweaving through each other. However an overall 
‘spirit of dialogue’ remained throughout. In our Thinking Time circles we were not 
concerned with trying to ‘get points’ or make ‘any particular view prevail’ (Bohm 1998 
p.2), but instead were intent on sharing thoughts and making meaning with each other.
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Thinking skills or ‘becoming critical’ (Carr & Kemmis 1986)

According to Nietzsche (1888), thinking has to be learned in the way that dancing has 
to be learned (Fisher 2006).  Rather than reifying thinking as a product, I am more 
inclined to subscribe to Fromm’s (1979) theory of having and being, wherein I locate 
critical thinking as a learning process that each person engages in for themselves at 
their own level. After several years of researching my classroom practice in relation to 
dialogue and critical thinking, I have come to the conclusion that it is probably more 
important for a child – and her teacher   – to learn to be a critical thinker rather than 
merely to learn how to acquire, or to have skills of critical thinking.  One may well 
follow the other, however.

The practice

What kind of thinking, then, is critical thinking? What does critical thinking and 
dialogue look like in classroom practice?  
Like this?

Or like this?

(image reproduced with permission)
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Facilitation

I sat in a circle with the children and read a carefully chosen picturebook. I consider 
picturebooks to be ideal for provoking questions, imaginative thought, philosophical 
engagement,  intense debate,  and of course, aesthetic enjoyment.  The images as well as 
the text need scrutiny and discussion. Lewis (2001) outlines the importance of teaching 
children to ‘read’ images and well as texts.  He argues, however, that analyses of pictures 
in picturebooks ‘always need to be fed into an understanding of the book as whole’ 
(p123).

The children would begin to discuss the book and ask questions about it. They would 
share their opinions with each other about concepts and ideas in the book.  They would 
try to see what the author is ‘saying’ to them. This was much more than mere conversation.  
It offered the exciting possibility that one’s own initial ideas and perceptions might 
evolve and change in the process. This kind of dialogical process begins to develop a 
‘community of enquiry’, wherein teacher and pupils learn and develop together.

Fisher (2006) suggests that children tend to expect to have their questions unequivocally 
answered by adults; they certainly don’t expect to have them discussed by other children. 
Yet this is what happens in philosophical discussion in the classroom. Children are not 
used to having their attention focused on a particular issue for a length of time.  They 
rarely have a chance to discuss questions in a systematic and sustained manner, or have 
opportunities to consider things from a variety of viewpoints. But if they have a stimulus 
(for example a picturebook) then even young children can respond to questions in ways 
that can be called philosophical. This may mean helping them to move from the concrete 
and literal aspects of the story to the conceptual and the abstract, moving as Fisher (op 
cit) says, ‘from what happened in the story and why, to thinking about what it means’. 
Philosophical discussion, according to Fisher, ‘makes thinking relevant to children’s 
personal needs and quest for answers. It is less a curriculum and more a way of life’.

Reading aloud using picturebooks

I read fiction aloud at every level of the primary school. For some children it was the 
‘best thing in the week’ (RD 20-02-06). Sipe (2008) explains how there are two major 
perspectives in the field of literacy that ‘give scant attention to the importance of reading 
aloud to children’ (p5). One the one hand, he says reading aloud is barely tolerated by 
some and widely misunderstood by others as a waste of time (much as W saw classroom 
discussion as a ‘waste of school time’ in the extracts from my research shown earlier 
in this paper). On the other hand, Sipe argues, reading aloud tends to be ignored and 
considered a middle-class, elitist practice. However, a caveat remains - for reading aloud 
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to engender ‘substantive talk and thoughtful literary’ (Sipe 2008 p5), or to provide a 
stimulus for children to make philosophical interpretations, teachers would need to be 
careful about their choice of texts and reflective in their facilitation of discussion. 

There is a perception that picturebooks belong only in the infant classrooms.  Not so.  
For example, the deceptively simple book “Yellow Bird, Black Spider” (Archer & Archer 
2004) has minimal text, and consists of a conversation between a somewhat anarchical 
yellow bird and a pedantic black spider. Children in middle and senior classes were 
intrigued by it:

J:  I agree with Ts and with A…You can be free and not free in lots of other ways 
too…like if you’re a child you’re free to play on the grass but not on the road.  So 
the road stops your freedom if you’re a child.  But a road can be a freedom to 
someone else …like if someone was driving going away on their holidays…

P:  I disagree with some people and I agree with others who said that freedom is 
doing whatever you want, but only in a way.  You can only have freedom if you’re 
alone.  Because if you were really free to think what you like and say what you 
like and do what you like it and there were other people around, it could be the 
baddest thing ever for them because you might want to do all bad things with 
your freedom...  Freedom could be sometimes good but sometimes it could be the 
baddest thing ever. (Roche, 2007, Appendix C6 p 15)

After reading this story aloud I ask: ‘What do you think ‘Yellow Bird, Black Spider’ is 
about? I do not try to influence the children’s thinking.  I do not say that I think the story 
is about independence, or being yourself, or about freedom.  The children come to these 
conclusions for themselves in varying degrees of awareness and sophistication.  They 
arrive at conclusions that echo philosophers such as Isaiah Berlin as in the extract above.  
It also engenders a deeper understanding of the world they inhabit and their place in it.

For example, following a reading of Child’s (2005) version of ‘The Princess and the Pea’ 
the following exchange occurred:

 E: D’you know what I was wondering? How come it was the queen who was 
 picking out the princess?  Why didn’t the Prince do it?

 A: I think I know the answer – maybe the Queen knew that the Prince and the
  King would sort of only be kind of looking at her …  emm…beauty… and all 
 that... cos like she’s already in the job and all, so like, she knew that you need 
 lots of other stuff to be a queen…

I noted that ‘children are gradually showing an increasing sophistication in their 
interpretation of injustices of all kinds – whether it is to do with age, race, gender or 
ability’. (RD 02-05-06)
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Through sitting in dialogue with them, a teacher learns a lot about the different 
intelligences and personalities of the children in her class – much more than she ever 
will from standardised tests.  Chambers (1993) argues that talking well about books is a 
high-value activity in itself.  ‘But talking well about books is also the best rehearsal there 
is for talking well about other things. So in helping children to talk about their reading, 
we help them to be articulate about the rest of their lives’ (p10). 

It is important that the teacher is an equal participant in the discussion, allowing the 
children to take the discussion where they want it to go.  They are given the freedom 
to contribute to the discussion or to ‘pass’.  They are encouraged to look beneath the 
surface of the story for underlying assumptions.  They are expected to respond carefully.  
They are given an opportunity to think as creatively and as critically and as rationally 
as they wish. I have  participated in discussions with children as young as Junior Infants 
where they argue and debate, agree and disagree or ‘partly agree and partly disagree’ 
with each other.  They disagree with me.  They disagree, sometimes, at the end of the 
discussion, with themselves. They say things like: ‘after hearing what everyone has said, I 
actually disagree with what I said at the beginning’. They supply reasons for disagreeing 
or agreeing.  One of the core principles of such discussion is that the children learn 
to say ‘I agree/disagree because….’  This ensures that as well as thinking ‘carefully’ –  
showing care for the topic under discussion and care for the procedure of the discussion, 
by treating both with dignity and respect – they are also showing care for each other by 
listening attentively and responding courteously. 

As the children became used to the process and conventions of dialogue, they began 
to agree and disagree with each other and with me outside of the formal discussions.  
A child might say: ‘I completely disagree with you Teacher because…..’ Rather than 
finding this threatening, I was heartened by it.  And my answer could be ‘I see where 
you’re coming from, but actually I disagree with you because ….’ Or I might well say 
‘Good point, I hadn’t seen it from that perspective before.’  Children also began to point 
out flawed reasoning in textbooks. For instance, when reading about St Bridget in their 
history textbook one day, my 3rd class students came across the sentence ‘Bridget loved 
the poor’.  C. interjected: 

‘That’s a very woolly sentence there – ‘Bridget loved the poor …what does that 
mean, ‘she loved the poor? ... Did she not love anyone else?’ Later, when writing 
about Bridget, it would appear that his comment had influenced two others. One 
wrote: ‘Bridget loved the rich, the poor and the people in the middle.’ The other 
wrote ‘Even as a child Bridget respected the rich, poor and in between.’ 

                                                                                             (Roche 2007 p.235)
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Critical thinking and the Irish curriculum documents

Despite the many references to critical thinking in the 1999 curriculum documents, the 
Irish education system seems predicated on the reproduction of propositional forms 
of knowledge (see Glenn, 2006; Lynch 1999). Murphy (2004) suggested that didactic 
pedagogies prevailed in Infant classrooms. These studies would seem to indicate that 
active critical engagement is not evident in practice in Irish classrooms. Over my thirty-
five years of classroom practice, I have witnessed an encroaching culture of workbooks 
and worksheets (Roche 2000, 2007). In many schools, the school day can be hectic and 
fragmented, so much so that teachers now complain of curriculum overload (NCCA 
2010). A culture of what Dadds (2001 p.49) calls ‘the hurry-along curriculum’ has begun 
to emerge, in which teachers’ concerns are more about teaching to ‘get through’ the 
subject area requirements of the curriculum than teaching for understanding or critique.  
This view is echoed by Brandt (1993 p.3) who says: “The greatest enemy of understanding 
is coverage. As long as you are determined to cover everything, you actually ensure 
that most kids are not going to understand.” Making time for classroom discussion 
appears to be a luxury that very few teachers feel they can afford. I believe that, through 
my research, I have shown that classroom discussion, which has critical thinking at its 
core, need not be seen as an ‘add-on’ to the curriculum.  I have found that encouraging 
children to think critically through discussion can be seen as a methodology that can be 
used to support nearly every curricular area.  

We are slowly beginning to recognise the importance of giving children time to think.  
The next crucial step is to make time for classroom dialogue in which children are 
challenged to think critically. Critical thinking might then become an intrinsic part 
of daily classroom practice. ‘Teacher-proof ’ manuals and worksheets might not then 
occupy such a dominant role in a dialogical and critically thinking classroom. 

Conclusion

So, what is critical thinking in the classroom about?  It is giving children the freedom 
to think for themselves; it is about taking time out of a prescriptive curriculum and 
presenting children with opportunities to reflect, to voice their opinions and to share 
their reasons for holding them. It is about perceiving learning as puzzle solving 
(Grainger 2009 p 7). It is about recognising a theory of learning and meaning making 
from a child’s point of view (Kress 2003). It is about the making of meaning through 
a collaborative process of construction. It is about allowing children to demonstrate 
their considerable capacity to be knowledge creators. As stated earlier, it is also about 
challenging assumptions and givens on what is viewed as ‘knowledge’ and who is seen 
as a ‘knower’ in a classroom. 
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Providing opportunities for thinking for yourself could arguably be the most valuable 
educational experience a teacher can give her class.

Author’s Biographical details
A former primary school teacher in Cork, Mary Roche completed PhD studies in UL in 
2007. Having lectured in Oral Language Development in MIC, Limerick, Mary currently 
works part-time in UCC and MIC and also as a freelance Education Consultant.  
Contact Mary at marygtroche@gmail.com  (See also www.eari.ie )
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From Principle to Practice: A Pre-School in Action

Agnes McEvilly

Editor’s Introduction

In this paper, Agnes McEvilly takes us through the year with the children and adults of 
a preschool set in the beautiful countryside of Co Galway. The practice she describes is 
not the result of chance; it is the expression of deeply-held philosophies and beliefs about 
children’s’ development. Her essential point is that human beings, in this case children, 
learn and access knowledge through the whole of their being and not the intellect alone, 
and the importance of a holistic approach to learning and the development of children’s 
inner dispositions as well as their intellects. The author details some of her influences 
from the field of early learning, most notably Montessori. She also cites the influence 
of Heidegger, whose conception of  the self as “inherently dialogical with an appetite 
and facility for knowledge,  reinforced by the sociological nature of much that is learnt” 
foreshadows current socio-cultural understandings of how children learn. 

The way in which these philosophies are put into practice reflects these two influences, 
and also echoes some other great thinkers on how children learn. The emphasis on 
friendships and learning from older peers invokes Vygotsky, while the importance placed 
on nature and the outdoors has echoes of Froebel and others, and both of these aspects 
might remind us of  Margaret McMillan, whose influence on the English nursery school 
tradition persists to this day. The author spent many years teaching in England; however 
she became disillusioned by what she perceived as the increasing bureaucracy that came 
with the move there towards a targets and outcomes model, along with the atomization 
of the curriculum that  such a model can engender. The curriculum framework she uses 
however reflects the traditional nursery school model, with its six developmental areas 
(based on the areas of learning for the Early Years Foundation Stage in the English pre-
school system).  The reader might like to consider how the examples she gives might 
fit into the broader thematic approach adopted in the new Aistear early years learning 
framework (NCCA, 2009) and how they might be adapted to suit other contexts (e.g. urban, 
multi-cultural) and with children from different backgrounds. It is always illuminating 
to see how an experienced practitioner goes about putting principles into practice, and 
the examples given in this paper show how a child-centred approach (which is at the 
heart of both Aistear and the practice described here) is in many ways timeless when it 
comes to meeting the needs and fostering the capabilities of the children in our care.  
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From Principle to Practice: A Pre-School in Action
 
Agnes McEvilly

Abstract                                                                                                                              

The Practice under consideration in this paper is grounded in the belief that human 
beings are not isolated autonomous selves, but interconnected, with an inherent desire 
and capacity for knowledge and understanding.  This understanding is derived from a 
reading of the works of Montessori and of the philosopher Heidegger. Other educational 
theorists such as Dewey and Vygotsky share the view that learning, for the most part, 
derives from shared social experience. This understanding of children as inherently 
social has important implications for young children’s education generally, and language 
development, in particular.  The paper describes how the cultural and social events of 
the calendar offer worthwhile opportunities for meaningful activities which satisfy this 
inherent desire for meaning, and how the pre-school year is organised around these 
events. Play is considered to be the central medium through which children express 
themselves and is given a central role in the overall development of the children. 

Introduction.

The Pre-school described in this paper is set in a small rural community, west of Galway 
City.  Though this paper was inspired by a particular parent, who encouraged me to 
catalogue my experiences at the pre-school, its conception has its roots in Martin 
Heidegger’s insights into the nature of human beings as social and interdependent, 
endowed with an inherent capacity to learn and understand, facts borne out by education 
experts such as Dewey and Vygotsky.  In this context, truth, knowledge, is as much 
revelation, disclosure, as it is purely categorical statements of fact (Heidegger, 1949, 
pp. 224 - 235).   Montessori (1949) highlights young children’s enormous capacity for 
learning, in her book, ‘The Absorbent Mind’. These insights have important implications 
for the development of language, not least listening skills, which are vital for authentic 
communication.  

In this vein, we base much of our work at the pre-school around the cultural and 
social events that impinge on, and shape children’s experiences; both Dewey and 
Vygotsky emphasise that real life situations like these should be the staple of the early 
years curriculum (Pound, 2005).  Typical of such real-life situations are the seasonal 
festivals such as Christmas-time, when the children’s energies are channelled into 
associated activities.   Language, which, in Heidegger’s parlance names what we want 
to say (Heidegger,1927) and is the key to understanding (Vygotsky, 1978), is therefore 
central to the curriculum, as is the development of those listening skills that facilitate 
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their natural attunement, connecting children to each other and the environment, in 
their search for meaning.  Story comes into its own here, with its unrivalled appeal for 
young children, music and art perhaps being the only other activities that come close 
to it in attraction.  Associated activities are introduced as soon as children are deemed 
ready, especially phonics.  Shape characterizes the environment, and is therefore a good 
place to introduce Mathematics.  Counting is a practical necessity, from the number 
of children in the class to the chairs needed for a particular activity.  Corresponding 
numerals can be introduced from the beginning.   Play is the means whereby children 
express themselves, and it is vital, though it is believed to be under threat nowadays 
from the exploits of the market (Palmer, 2006). 

Theoretical Foundations (1): Montessori (1870-1952) - Implications for 
today

Montessori’s life and work is so well documented that I will confine myself to a few 
thoughts on her theory of education and its implications for children today.  Essentially, 
Montessori believed that young children were endowed with an inherent desire to learn 
and to be involved in what was going on around them.  To this end she advocated study 
of the real world which included nature, cultures, dance, music, stories.  Practical life 
activities were made part of the curriculum.  As children learnt by manipulating and 
exploring the world around them - including the materials she designed herself - the 
development of the senses would lay the foundations for conceptual understanding.  
Given that young children showed particular interest in real life activities, it is not too 
surprising to find a corresponding lack of interest in toys per se in the Children’s Houses.  
Montessori tells us she got rid of them as was her custom, if particular materials were 
not being used.  In this vein, she introduced the sand-paper letters and the phonetic 
method, which she believed children would find meaningful and so enjoy.  Mastering 
the art of reading and writing was possible she believed in the early years, but it depended 
on children’s maturation and interest.  The self-correcting nature of the materials would 
so absorb children, Montessori believed, that discipline would not be a problem.  With 
energies ‘gainfully’ employed, children could manage themselves.  

Our understanding of young children today ensures that they are respected as individuals 
in their own right, with characteristics and needs in keeping with their stage of 
development, as understood by Montessori.   Essentially children have not changed over 
time. Most, however, arrive in Pre-School much more confident and experienced than 
their counterparts of yesteryear.  While the manipulation of the Montessori equipment 
is as satisfying and as beneficial now as in her own time, I am sure Montessori would be 
the first to supplement her designs with the best that modern technology has provided.  
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Montessori believed that language was key to a child’s development.   However, like 
Descartes, she espoused the view that learning was largely a lonely, individual enterprise.  
Today, young children are seen as social beings, whose need to belong and bond is as 
integral to their development, as the need to learn.  Role-play and interactive activities 
enhance mutual development.  Thus opportunities for speaking, listening, conversation, 
and role play, are seen as central to any early years’ curriculum.

Theoretical Foundations (2): Martin Heidegger (1889-1976)

Martin Heidegger14 was a famous German philosopher and charismatic teacher.  His 
most famous work, ‘Being and Time’ (1927), which incidentally he never finished, is 
regarded as one of the most important books of the twentieth century and probably one 
of the most difficult to understand.  His other numerous texts are thought by some to 
be but commentaries on Being and Time.  Being and Time has influenced some of the 
greatest thinkers of our time.  

Unlike Montessori et al., who derived their theories of early childhood education from 
the study and observation of young children, Heidegger drew his conclusions about the 
essence of human beings from his study of Philosophy, beginning with the early Greeks 
right through and including Medieval and Modern Philosophy, including some of the 
great early and later mystics.  It was his attention to words and their original meanings, 
when the layers of history had been peeled back, that revealed human beings as social, 
with intimations of their own possibilities (Being and Time, pp.154 -163).  Thus the 
primacy of the intellect as the sole arbiter of truth, in that Cartesian sense, was turned on 
its head.  People were not the detached observers that Descartes envisaged, but connected 
to each other and the world around them.  It was in their day to day transactions and 
dealings with each other that truth would be revealed, discerned, disclosed.  The fact 
that cognition is as much an inner disposition, as an intellectual one (Being and Time, 
pp. 214-215), grounds the individual within and at the same time draws us outwards 
in that quest for truth and understanding.  This is hugely liberating for the individual, 
with serious implications for education in general.  It is how young children are.  The 
reflective capabilities, perceptiveness, curiosity and exuberance, characteristic of young 
children, are but manifestations of this same dynamic.  Thus the job of educators is as 
much about the socialization of children and the honing of inner dispositions, as it is 
about their intellectual development. 

14 Martin Heidegger, while being widely acknowledged as of the most original and 
important philosophers of the 20th century, is also one of the most controversial.  His 
thinking influenced many others great thinkers, including Sartre and other existentiaists 
and such postmodern theorists as Derrida, Foucault, and Lyotard. However, his work has 
been overshadowed for many by the controversies surrounding his life, and in particular 
his membership of the Nazi party in the 1930s.   
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Putting Principles into Practice

1. The setting
The Pre-school is set in the countryside of Co Galway. It works on a morning only 
basis, and attendance can be five mornings or part-time, depending on the demand 
for Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) places. This arrangement allows us, 
over the course of the week, to cater for more than the thirteen children aged three 
to five that are permitted at any one time under the requirements on space in the Pre-
school Regulations, (2006).   Amongst the greatest assets of the pre-school is the space 
for play and adventure, coupled with the lush vegetation surrounding it which provides 
so many opportunities for investigation and learning.  It attracts local children and 
those in a radius of about five square miles.  We advertise in the local press but our best 
advertisement is the pupils themselves, as the majority come through recommendations. 

Room Set-Up
The sky-blue walls and a large North -West facing window, opposite the French doors, 
make this classroom a welcoming space for the under fives.  Colourful boxes of differing 
sizes and shapes draw the eye to the shelving that lines the walls.  These are interspersed 
with thought provoking posters and photos of children at work and play.  Nestling in 
a corner to the right of the French doors, two yellow and blue settees, each seating two 
children, sit on a paler blue carpet.  Complete with a well-stocked bookcase, this area is 
suggestive of togetherness, friendship and story. 

A whiteboard, affixed to the wall, adjacent to the settees and the bookcase, is the only 
indicator that here things are not left entirely to chance.  A cursory glance at its dated 
contents informs anyone interested that inside this ‘Aladdin’s cave’, there is purpose and 
structure.  

A sand and water tray stands near the door, its blue circular lid doubling as a surface for 
any of a variety of activities.  By the window stands the painting table, where children 
are free to experiment with colour and design. Children have opportunities also for 
teacher- directed painting experiences, when a plant, flower, fruit or perhaps some object 
can be captured on paper. Rectangular tables and child-sized chairs invite children to 
linger and concentrate on any one of the activities or materials available at a given time.

Indoor Play
To balance children’s experiences, they have opportunities each morning - when the 
weather keeps us indoors - to play with a train, a garage, domestic and wild animals, 
puppets, dolls, cots, dressing-up clothes, play houses, a kitchen, castle, mini basket-ball, 
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croquet and table- tennis. To ensure interest is maintained, different combinations of 
these toys, coupled to props such as construction materials, writing tools, a phone, a 
cash register complete with money, ‘shop’ equipment such as bags and purses, empty 
boxes and bottles of all shapes and sizes, are available at different times.  These naturally 
lend themselves to greater social interaction and role play.  Some of these toys are taken 
out if the situation warrants.  

The Outside.

Looking out through the south-facing French doors, Mother Nature beckons.  Her 
variegated provisions afford the children safe boundaries and rich opportunities for 
exploration and fun.  A few steps climb parallel to the French doors, a little silver gate 
leads to further investigative possibilities for inquisitive minds.  To the left, a steep bank 
is host to heathers, small flowers and shrubs.  A pebbled path runs along the bottom.  
Opposite, fruit trees and bushes flank the raised beds where the seeds, germinating in 
the green-house to the rear, will be sown.  A stone feature stands atop a walled flower bed, 
where children can sit. More conspicuous is a willow tunnel that straddles the centre of 
the garden.  With oval and circular apertures woven into its fabric, it offers the perfect 
hide-out for the pre-school child.  Here, fantasy knows no bounds, except perhaps, for 
the seasonal changes it reflects.  Some ‘wild animals’ can be found sheltering in the 
tunnel.  These animals are very popular with the children and offer the perfect ‘prop’ 
for life outdoors.  

Outdoor Play

When the weather is fine, children can go outside and ride the bikes, slide, run, roll the 
wheel-barrows or themselves down the sloping grass, kick football, pick wild flowers or 
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examine God’s creatures with the aid of magnifying glasses.  The open-ended nature of 
the willow tunnel lends itself to endless possibilities, from a quiet ‘den’ to a hide-out for 
‘monsters’ to a nature ‘trail’.  The ‘wild’ animals hiding there are very popular ‘friends’.  
There is also a seated area with soft flooring, where children can role - play, rest, chat 
together, shelter from a shower, or play with toys, as the weather dictates!    

2. The Curriculum.

The Curriculum that is used in the pre-school aims to cover the key areas of children’s 
early development, as outlined below: 
•	 Personal, Social and Emotional 
•	 Communication, Language and Literacy, 
•	 Mathematical,
•	 Knowledge and Understanding of the world (includes Geography, History and 

Technology
•	 Physical Development 
•	 Creative Development.  

These areas of development similar to the areas included in the English early years 
foundation stage15. Due to the constraints of this short paper, only a snap-shot of how 
these areas of development are fostered is possible here.  Central to the curriculum is the 
principle that play is the children’s natural means of self-expression. 
Play as children’s natural means of self expression: 

15 Editor’s Note: The six areas of learning and development currently included in the Early Years Founda-
tion Stage in England are: Personal, Social and Emotional Development, Problem Solving, Reasoning and 
Numeracy, Communication, Language and Literacy, Knowledge and Understanding of the World, Physical 
Development, Creative Development. Note the similarity also with the areas covered by Project EYE (1999), 
an Irish curriculum for 3-4 year olds developed by the Early Years Research Unit in UCC and reprinted by 
OMEP Ireland in 2006. 
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The need for friendship.

Play is children’s natural way of expressing their interests. Equally it is informed by their 
need to interact and bond with others, making friends being of such huge importance 
for the pre-school child.  Observation and analysis is therefore vital in revealing 
children’s needs and interests, as much as it is for directing them as appropriate.  It is 
one of the most heartening features of the pre-school years, to watch friendships develop 
and mature into close friends.  Some young children have excellent net-working skills 
that can result in enviable social lives.   As a testament to these friendships, it is not 
uncommon for parents’ choice of junior school to be informed by these relationships.
 

How children work.

Free play time aside, children work for the most part on a one to one basis with the 
teacher, or in small groups, while the others choose from a variety of activities, guided 
by the Assistant, and/or sing and have story-time, depending on the needs of children 
at particular times.  Equipment available ranges from construction and other malleable 
materials such as Lego, bricks of differing sizes, dough, sand, water, paint and mark – 
making equipment, to puzzles, games, threading, books, and stencils.  Each piece of 
equipment has been designed for little minds and hands. For example,  ‘Tap-a-Shape’ 
(multi-coloured shapes and nails with cork boards) with its myriad possibilities, benefits 
the advanced learner, as much as those with special needs.  In manipulating these 
materials, young children refine the skills that underpin so much work in the classroom, 
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and at the same time acquire the ability to concentrate, so essential if learning is to 
occur. Creativity and their social skills develop simultaneously.   
        

Topic work:  Cultural and Social events.

Notwithstanding the fact that children learn whenever they interact and engage with 
materials alone, with peers, or when directed by adults, much of what we call ‘focused 
work’, one to one and small group activities, is inspired by the cultural and social events 
which impinge on their lives.  In this vein, work is prepared round each of the key events.  
Starting with Halloween in the Autumn with its bats and witches, all of the benign sort 
of course, in line with the drearier days of impending winter, through to Christmas with 
its glitter and glue, on to Life in the Arctic during the cold days of January, when a ‘snow’ 
scene complete with igloo, arctic animals and captivating books, provide a window into 
this world of ice and snow.  Valentine’s Day, characterized by hearts, cards and baking, 
never fails to delight even the most taciturn child.  On Saint Patrick’s Day, we take our 
place in the local parade in the village, draped in festive costumes and waving our home-
made flags or balloons in time to the band and carrying our banner which lets everyone 
know who we are!  The collection of our trophy, and posing for ‘that’ photo, terminates 
a most memorable experience for these young children.  As Easter and Spring coalesce, 
attention is drawn to the new life of emergent nature, when flowers and other plants 
are observed, vegetables or some other plants sown and farm life explored.  Weather 
permitting, the children follow the trail of the Easter Bunny in search of those coveted 
eggs.  In inclement weather, the bunny deposits in more sheltered habitats!             

Summer.

With its abundance of flowers, butterflies and curious creatures, Summer time offers 
plenty of scope for further exploration with the help of magnifying glasses.  
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Natural history and information books are invoked when necessary.  Play outside  
amidst the lush vegetation is great fun for young children, when a butterfly can be 
chased, flowerers picked or used as decorations for the adults, visiting cats fussed over, 
or fledgling swallows observed as they master the art of flight.         

Christmas:  a more in-depth exposition of how a topic evolves.

For about one month prior to the holidays, tinsel, glitter, ribbons and glue become the 
order of the day. What with the good will that surrounds the Nativity story and the 
coming of Santa, it is also a huge opportunity for wide-ranging work on language and 
for bonding and sharing.  Old Christmas cards are the staple that morph into greeting - 
cards, pictures and stockings, while kitchen tubes form the kernel for angels, snowmen 
and crackers. The joy these creations bring is palpable.  Interspersed with such industry, 
and sometimes simultaneously, the interactive crib is erected, a Bethlehem scene 
depicted for display with the aid of the children themselves, as books are trawled for 
images of that night long ago. Another exciting event is decorating the Christmas tree.  
This generates lots of discussion and reminiscences about the origins of the various 
decorations. 

The highlight of Christmas, and its memorable climax in the pre-school each year, 
are what we term the Christmas Celebrations. Here we re-enact the Christmas story 
in costume and carol singing, having made the Kings’ crowns and ‘presents’.  Weeks 
of practice both at school and at home, I am told, make for a rousing rendition when 
the time comes!  Before the party begins, we try a few of the old Christmas favourites.  
The children are usually helped along by one of our musical parents.  Santa’s visit, the 
unwrapping of gifts and party time, when the children can eat those buns made and iced 
with tender care, is probably the highlight for the children.  
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Topic work:  educational benefits.

As is evident from the foregoing, topic work of this nature touches on all the important 
areas of young children’s development; from the social and intellectual, to the creative 
and the spiritual. In the process, and perhaps most importantly of all, children learn to 
learn. Just as valuable, is the residual joy of work enjoyed and skills mastered that remains 
long after the topic is completed. It is feedback from parents and chance remarks from the 
children themselves, that reinforce my own view of the satisfaction small children derive 
from acquiring simple skills like cutting, making a card or artefact, growing a plant and 
seeing it flower, or ‘researching’ information in one of the many general knowledge books 
at the pre-school.  Of greater significance perhaps, and in line with the philosophical 
underpinnings of this paper, is that children appear to thrive best when they belong, when 
that thirst for knowledge, that ‘deep epistemic instinct’ as Abbs (1994, p.16) put it, is met.  
Vygotsky (1978) believed that social and cognitive development work together.  

Depending on the interests of different groups of children other topics such as dinosaurs, 
wild animals, and pets including birds, are topics we have also explored, the latter two 
when we have a preponderance of boys, who seem to take a particular interest in these 
topics.   

Implications for the teacher.

The implications of these findings, given the need for a stimulating and meaningful 
curriculum, are that teachers need to be observant and consistent in assessing and 
appraising each child’s needs, irrespective of age.  Dewey believed that observation of 
children and taking into account the implications for appropriate curriculum planning 
was crucial for children’s well-being. (Pound, 2005). 
 
Maturation and the child’s experiences at home of course also impact on their learning.
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Incremental learning: the benefits.

What is worth mentioning about such activities not withstanding their potential  to 
harness children’s energies in meaningful ways, is that invariably, children leave these 
activities, more focused, calmer, and more interested generally in what is going on in the 
pre-school. This is particularly noticeable in those children whose self control and social 
sense is less developed than their peers.  

Observing children apply what they have learnt, be it practicing letters or numbers while 
playing at the sand, water tray or copy books left around for their free use, showing 
interest in writing, assembling letter/number/ picture puzzles unaided, or browsing 
through books either alone or with friends, is reminiscent of the mind at work, and for 
the pre-school practitioner, one of the key indicators that children are learning.  Dewey 
is in accord; he thought that children learnt by doing. (Pound, 2005). 

 In these incremental ways, children progress on a daily basis, with heightened interest 
coming to pre-school.  Remarks by parents on notable progress, is reassuring.   

Language

‘Language is the clearing-concealing advent of Being itself ’ ( Heidegger, 1949, p.230).   
Language, the medium through which we derive meaning, is seen as ‘key’ to unlocking 
the secrets of learning for young children.  Stories hold a fascination for them, that in 
my experience, is rivalled only by music and singing.  From the point of view of essential 
meaning, as more disclosure than purely categorical statements of fact, (Heidegger, 1949, 
pp. 236-237),  language takes on connotations of attunement and listening.  Vygotsky’s 
(1978) belief that children intuited meaning, as it were, from the total context of the 
situation, that is, facial expression and body language and not exclusively from the 
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actual words spoken underscores Heidegger’s understanding of cognition as an inner 
disposition as much as an intellectual one.  The pre-school child is uniquely equipped 
for this more intuitive interpretation of truth, since at this stage of their development, 
children absorb huge amounts of knowledge through their senses without prejudice 
(Montessori, 1959). Dewey was the great exponent of education as a process of living, as 
opposed to preparation for life in the future (Pound, 2005).   

Unlike adults who manage time, children live time and are therefore more in tune with 
what is going on around them, hearing and seeing what often escapes adults.  How often 
have I observed these youngsters, peering over the tiniest creatures in the ground, or 
spotting tiny details in a picture that had equally gone unnoticed by the adult?  A four 
year old once alerted me to the mixed message communicate by the man ‘running’ in 
the exit sign at the pre-school and my consistent request that they walk in response to 
the fire bell.  The four year old in question remarked to me that ‘he is running’. 

Story

Story stands out as one of the most compelling mediums, in my experience, to arouse 
and sustain the interest of even the least motivated child.  As story captures the 
child’s imagination, ‘aids’ such as puppets and other gimmickry can, at times, be but 
distractions.   Having said that, props can help children to focus for longer periods of 
time.  It all depends on the maturity of particular groups of children and the nature 
of the story.  Paley (1990), found ‘story’ so irresistible, that according to herself, she 
left time for little else in her early years classrooms.  So what is it about story that so 
captivates young children?  Could it be that the imagination, which defines the child’s 
world, comes into its own here, unencumbered by rules or social convention?  Could 
it be, that in their innate desire for knowledge, children hope to glean from the story 
something key for their development?  Perhaps it is in the context of the story that young 
children can best exercise their propensity for philosophy?  (Matthews, 1980).  

Or, as ‘a cultural tool’ (Vygotsky, 1978), the story could be viewed perhaps, as the perfect 
context for the refinement and reinforcement of language familiar to the child, with the 
added possibility of learning something new?   

The Book corner.

The book corner is therefore a key feature of the classroom.  Here is where the soft 
seating and carpet make for a comforting experience, where children can rest, talk 
to friends, or choose from a wide variety of books. The topic in progress determines 
the factual books available at any one time, while rhyme, song and story books are 
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replenished when necessary.  Sometimes children make their own books on particular 
themes, which complement the general stock. It is here too that we gather mid-morning 
to recap on a morning’s work, look at and share books, and have imaginations further 
enthralled by new or favourite texts.  Children never tire of the old classics. 

Significant benefits of the story

Notwithstanding the importance of stories for the development of the young  imagination 
and the desire for knowledge, already referred to, the scope for  listening, sharing and 
‘debate’ on moral issues is endless16.  Likewise, young children love to hypothesize as to 
what might or might not happen next in the story, thus developing a reflective attitude 
towards what is read (Matthews, 1980, p. 82).   What is interesting about the stories 
read to the children is that these are the books they take special interest in afterwards, 
and at times fight over.  This signals the important link between the child, teacher and 
knowledge.  

Whatever the reason, we can only marvel at their allure.  If it is the story heard that 
inspires, it is to the pictures that the children return to rekindle the ideas that lead to 
conversation amongst themselves.

Discipline

The curriculum, no matter how inspirational, needs the support of appropriate 
expectations and sanctions to ensure its effectiveness.  Consistency is the key here.  
When children know where they stand, they are better able to engage constructively 
with others and materials, and are much more likely to conform to rules and regulations 
designed for their safety and well-being.  Equally, children tend to be happier and more 
cordial with each other when expectations are constant. 
16 See also the paper by Dr. Mary Roche in this volume on this topic.
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With their energies purposefully channelled, children can experiment or consolidate 
what they know.  The more children engage positively with their environment, the more 
likely they are to experiment and enjoy their experiences, and discipline much less 
likely to be an issue. Montessori thought that if children were engaged in meaningful 
activities, they could manage themselves ( Montessori, 1959).

Singing and Music

Bursting into song seems to come naturally to young children.  Gifted with primordial 
hearing and sensitivity that attunes them naturally to their environment, rhyme, 
rhythm, and song, are the ‘fuels’ that kindle the young imagination.   Music is the perfect 
antidote to the visual and the spoken, when the mind can rest and absorb.  It is not 
unusual for children at the end of their two years at the pre-school to have committed 
quite an array of rhymes and songs to memory.  

Regaling peers, family and teachers with their favourite numbers is a daily choice for 
some.   Therefore the Pre-School classroom is furnished with percussion instruments, 
rhyme, song books, tapes, and CDs to enhance the more formal music sessions, and to 
allow children opportunities for experimentation and practice. 

Gaeilge

The children are introduced to simple vocabulary and expressions in Gaeilge from the 
beginning of their time at the pre-school.  Methods used are drama and interactive 
activities.  It may take some children a whole year before they utter a word, but that 
is normal when acquiring a new language.  Observing the older children taking part 
is a wonderful incentive for the younger children.  What is important for the children 
however, is that their first foray into the language will make its study less daunting as 
they commence Junior Infants.

Lunch.

Lunch time not only heralds the end of the morning and that special time for reflecting 
on work, play and friendship, but it is also a time to talk and enjoy food together.   
The quiet reflection prior to the meal, which may be aided by soothing music such as 
‘Heavenly Lullabies’ (Kevin Mayhew), aims to awaken in children a sense of the majesty 
and wonder of creation, from which reverence, awe and gratitude are born.  Learning 
how to behave at meal times is all part of the lunch-time experience.
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Conclusion

This paper set out to document a pre-school’s practice, in so far as that is possible within 
the confines of a short paper.  Martin Heidegger’s conception of the self as inherently 
dialogical with an appetite and facility for knowledge, reinforced by the sociological 
nature of much that is learnt (as understood by Dewey and Vygotsky17), shifted our 
understanding of truth, knowledge, what education is ultimately about, to something 
akin to revelation or disclosure, in the ebb and flow  of life, rather than merely statements 
of fact.   This more holistic accessibility of knowledge, not only tallies well with how 
young children interact with others and connect with their environment, in a bid for 
knowledge and understanding, but has implications for education in general.  The 
teacher’s role as facilitator and role model is seen as crucial to the whole enterprise.  

In summing up therefore it  could be said, that when young children’s need to belong, 
to be loved, to be safe and secure and above all to learn, are satisfied, children thrive in 
all facets of  their being.  ‘Going to big school,’ becomes the general ‘mantra’, as children 
near the end of their time at the pre-school.  From all accounts, the majority make 
a smooth transition to Junior Infants and continue to enjoy school thereafter.  The 
enrolment of younger siblings and friends at the pre-school continues to make work 
there a worthwhile challenge. 
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Developing a school links programme with a mainstream 
school for children with autism and learning disabilities:  
Scoil Triest School Links Programme

Geraldine Bond (Principal, Scoil Triest)
Sarah O’Brien (Special Education Teacher, Scoil Triest)

Scoil Triest Special School was founded in 1983. Scoil Triest is a special school catering 
for seventy two students who have a diagnosis of autism and learning disability.  Students 
in the school are aged 4-18 years and have a moderate or higher level of cognitive ability. 
In the past four years the school enrolment has increased from forty two to seventy two 
students.

 The school is located on the Lota campus, a relatively isolated location, 
approximately three miles from Cork city centre. The Lota campus also houses 
the administration headquarters of the Brothers of Charity Southern Services and 
residential and adult day service facilities for adults with learning disabilities. Scoil 
Triest is the only school on the campus. 

Scoil Triest offers a broad and balanced curriculum which takes account of the 
individual strengths and needs of each child. Each child has an Individual Education 
Plan which is agreed in consultation with parents, teachers and multi disciplinary 
team member, when available, (i.e. speech and language therapist, psychologist and 
occupational therapist).  There is a strong focus on the development of communication, 
Scoil interaction, thought and behaviour.  These are defined by Wing (1988) as areas of 
impairment in people with autism and identified as the Triad of Impairments.  

 Teachers had been working for many years in Scoil Triest targeting the 
areas of difference of our students and whilst much progress was being made, there 
was a strong consensus of opinion amongst our teachers that something was missing 
from the school programme. All of our students have difficulties in the area of 
social interaction and communication but in the school environment they only had 
opportunities to communicate and interact with peers who had similar needs and 
difficulties as themselves.  As teachers we were also very aware that we never saw our 
students interacting with their normally developing peers and therefore sis not have any 
opportunity to assess fully their level of skills in this area.  We felt something needed to 
be done to address the feeling of isolation as a school community.
 
 In the summer of 2002 a number of teachers in Scoil Triest decided to make a 
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major effort to establish a school links programme with local mainstream schools. We 
had learned from previous efforts that success would be dependent on the commitment 
of mainstream schools and in particular school principals. It was decided that a personal 
approach was best for success. One of our teachers had personal contact with two local 
schools. She took the initiative of contracting the school principals of Scoil Mhuire 
Banrion National School (Mayfield, Cork) and Colaiste an Phiarsaigh Secondary School 
(Glanmire, Co. Cork).  Both schools are in neighbouring parishes to Scoil Triest and a 
relatively accessible.  Both school principals were extremely interested and enthusiastic 
at the prospect of setting up a school links programme with us.  For the purpose of 
this paper I will discuss further the development of the school links project with Scoil 
Mhuire Banrion students with our 7-12 year old students.

 In September 2002, the foundation stone for the primary school links 
programme was laid.  The principals of the two schools held several meetings to sort 
out the details of the programme. From the Scoil Triest perspective, we had no problem 
justifying the programme as it was easy to see the benefits it would have for our students 
with autism and learning disability.  However we had some concerns as to how this 
innovative programme would be received by the parents of the mainstream child.  We 
need not have feared as the parental consent was willingly received from every parent 
approached!  We also organised structured activities, suitable times, transportation and 
the numbers and ages of participating students from both schools.

 It was decided that the school links programme with Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
would take place on Tuesday afternoons from 1:30-2:30.  This time was chosen as 
Scoil Triest’s P.E. teacher (specialist teacher paid by D.E.S) was available at that time.  
Students from Scoil Triest are selected for participation in the programme on the basis 
of age (7-12 year olds) and also on their level of social competence.  We do not include 
students who present with challenging behaviour.  Mainstream students are from 4th 
class. Two groups of three mainstream students participate in the programme [Group 
1: September – February, Group 2: February – June].  Initially more able mainstream 
students were chosen but as the programme developed and as we saw school links as an 
opportunity for students to excel and to develop their self esteem, mainstream students 
are now selected using a variety of criteria and it is not always the more academically 
able who are chosen.

Initially the programme was one of reverse integration with the mainstream students 
coming to Scoil Triest every week.  As the programme developed and everyone became 
increasingly confident, it has now developed as a two-way link.  Presently, the teachers 
involved meet at the beginning of each year to arrange the calendar for the year.  Generally 
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this consists of three visits to Scoil Triest and one visit to Scoil Mhuire Banrion. Once per 
term a community based outing is organised for the school links group by either the co-
ordinator in Scoil Triest or Scoil Mhuire Banrion. Community based activities such as 
bowling, local playground, cinema, arts centre, science centre etc etc.  During the school 
year we aim to make four visits to Scoil Mhuire Banrion and three community visits. 
Activities in mainstream school are organised by the mainstream class teachers, special 
school activities are organised by Scoil Triest teachers. Community based activities 
are the responsibility of both teachers. Any major school events are also considered 
opportunities for school links, for example Scoil Mhuire Banrion invite us to their dress 
rehearsal of their annual school show and in turn they attend Scoil Triest’s Christmas 
Concert.

In Scoil Triest the programme has changed over the years to take account of the growing 
numbers participating. As a testament to the success of the programme the numbers 
grew and grew and we now have 18 children participating. Every class in Scoil Triest 
consists of 6 children, 3 SNA’s and 1 teacher. Putting 18 children together was not 
feasible due to a number of reasons

1. A lot of children would be sensitive to noise

2. A lot of the children would be wary of crowds

3. A lot of the children would require structured support from staff 

We decided that there would have to be two groups and so another teacher became 
involved to help run the programme. As mentioned above we have two groups of students 
from Scoil Mhuire Banrion [Group 1: September – February, Group 2: February – June]. 
We split the Scoil Triest pupils participating in the programme also into two groups of 
nine. Group 1 partake in School Links from September to February and Group 2 from 
February to June.  

We also looked at the classroom set-up for each session of school links. Structure is 
very important to our pupils, the structure of their day and also, equally important 
the structure of their environment – if the group is too large – there is less chance 
of spontaneous interaction. If activity stations are not clearly defined confusion and 
disquiet may result. For that reason we have two set ups that we use which we find work 
well for different activities.

The first set up is a 3x4, three clearly defined activity stations with four students at each 
station  (a pupil from Scoil Mhuire Banrion in each group with three pupils from Scoil 
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Triest) this works well for board-games, team games in PE and also art:

3 Scoil Triest pupils
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

1 Scoil Triest pupil
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

3 Scoil Triest pupils
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

4 Scoil Triest pupils
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

3 Scoil Triest pupils
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

4 Scoil Triest pupils
& 

1 Scoil Mhuire Banrion 
pupil

There is an alternative set up that we use when we feel that a one to one group would 
work better for a particular child:

We may use this set-up if a child has had a difficult day, has been out absent from school 
and just returning or if the child is particularly sensitive to noise/large groups. Also we 
may use this set up if we think that one child will be more able for interaction

Generally activities are arts and crafts, storytime, board-games, group walks.  Each 
session is begun with a group Physical Education (PE) lesson which is taught by a Scoil 
Triest PE specialist.  Lessons in the mainstream school include music, PE, art, cookery.  
Consideration is always given to the learning styles of our children with autism using 
special supports, schedules and physical organisation of each teaching areas to help each 
child access the optimum learning opportunity. The strengths and needs of each child 
(mainstream and special) are considered.  Most importantly a co-operative, fun-filled, 
happy ‘learning together’ experience is provided in both schools.

Transport is provided by the Scoil Mhuire Banrion teachers to bring the children to 
Scoil Triest every Tuesday.  The Parents Association, Scoil Triest, provide funding for 
buses to bring children to Scoil Mhuire Banrion and for community trips.

At the end of each school year, parents of all students in both schools are invited to a 
presentation of certificates to all the children involved.  A short concert is performed 
by all the students in the school links programme and certificates of participation are 
presented by both school principals.  This is an opportunity to create an awareness of 
autism and disability among the general population.
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It is important to note that the Scoil Triest School Links embodies age appropriate 
expectations, socialisation skills, peer support and encouragement, the modelling of 
appropriate behaviour, learning of new skills, development of play skills and self esteem 
for all.  Participating students get an opportunity to develop organisational skills, self 
esteem, problem solving, responsibility, collaboration. In an exciting and additional 
general educational context children get to chance to experience diversity and make a 
connection with a different learning environment. 

The following quotes have been collected from participating students and teachers. 
•	 ‘It’s about getting to know new people & being able to communicate with others’
•	 ‘It’s about having a good time with friends’
•	 ‘I like getting to know people who are different to me & learning how to interact 

with them’
•	 ‘It was fantastic to go bowling with our new friends last year’
•	 ‘I like going to another school’
•	 ‘I feel good about myself ’
•	 ‘I loved all the new friends & teachers I met
•	 ‘I like it because you get to meet children with autism’
•	 ‘It’s about doing fun activities & having a laugh’

They highlight many of the benefits of the school links programme,  for students and 
teachers in both schools. 
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Report on the 2008 Childminding Ireland Survey of Members

Introduction:

Childminding Ireland, the National Association for Childminders, www.childminding.
ie  is the only organisation in Ireland dedicated to working for Childminding, providing 
information, advice and support to Childminders and parents. It also works in 
collaboration with other early childhood organisations and networks, as well as the 
City and County Childcare Committees. It is a member of IFDCO, the International 
Family Day Care Organisation, an international network of members involved in 
Family Day Care. Patricia Murray, chairperson of Childminding Ireland, was President 
of the IFDCO from 2006-2009 and presided over the triennial conference of the IFDCO 
which was held in University College Cork in July 2009. Professor Francis Douglas 
of University College Cork, and a patron of OMEP Ireland, gave one of the keynote 
addresses at the conference. The PowerPoint slides of his address are available from the 
OMEP Ireland website, www.omepireland.ie    Reports on the conference and many of 
the other papers presented at it are available on the IFDCO website, www.ifdco.com. 

This is Childminding Ireland’s fourth annual Survey of its Members.  It is the only annual 
national snapshot available of the experiences of Childminders in Ireland. Previous 
reports have been printed in earlier volumes of An Leanbh Óg and it is interesting to 
look back on them and trace the development of the childminding sector over these 
years. 

The findings of the annual survey are used to guide Childminding Ireland’s focus of 
activity.

Aim of the Survey

The aim of this survey was to:

•	 Establish the type of services that members of Childminding Ireland wish to be 
provided with.

•	 Identify the members’ self-reported training and development needs.

•	 Annual surveys identify trends within the Childminding sector.
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The Sample

A questionnaire was posted to all Registered Members (815) of Childminding Ireland. 
The sample selection consisted of Registered Members actively engaged in Childminding 
who are members of Childminding Ireland. The response rate was 31%, our highest 
response to date. Due to the anonymous nature of the survey, no individual feedback 
was given to the respondents.
As regards geographic location, replies were received  from Childminders from 26 
counties. The respondents were evenly spread between rural and urban locations, with 
51% identifying themselves as living in an urban location, and 49% in a rural location. 
These figures have remained relatively unchanged since the 2005 survey.

The Findings

Demographics

The age spread of the respondents was as follows:

2008 2006 2007

34 years and under 32% 34% 32%

35-44 years 48% 44% 47%

45-54 years 14% 13% 15%

Aged 55 or over 6% 9% 6%

100% of the respondents were female Childminders.  The majority of respondents have 
been Childminding between 2-5 years (38%).  A further 35% have been Childminding 
for longer than 5 years.
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Childcare Qualifications

Qualifications in childcare are an important element of a quality service. Of those who 
responded to the survey in 2008, 58% had a nationally accredited childcare qualification 
e.g. FETAC. This represents a 20% increase from 2007. However 4% of respondents 
replied they had no childcare qualification, compared to 1% in the 2007 survey.

The success of the Quality Awareness Programme offered by the City and County 
Childcare Committees is shown by the fact that it had been completed by (59% of 
respondents, an increase from  52% in 2007.

•	 37% of respondents had training in Special Needs
•	 First Aid training proved to be the most common among respondents, with 85% of 

respondents having undertaken training in this.
•	 22% had a non-childcare related third level qualification.

Number of Children minded per Childminder

The average number of children minded by respondents was 3, a decrease on the average 
of 3.8 reported in 2007. Under the Child Care (Pre-School Services Regulations) 2006, a 
childminder working alone should look after no more than six children (including his/
her own) who are aged six or under. No more than three of these should be under the age 
of one year. Childminders who cater for three or fewer pre-school children in their own 
home are exempt from the Child Care (Pre-School Services Regulations) 2006, but may 
voluntarily notify their local Childminder Advisory Officer that they are providing a 
Childminding service in their own home and will then receive support to help enhance 
the quality of their services, including the opportunity to avail of the Quality Awareness 
Programme mentioned earlier. 

•	 Most Childminders (85%)work alone, the other 15% work with an assistant, spouse 
or partner. 

•	 79% of respondents were not related to any of the children they minded.  

Own Childcare Responsibilities

In response to the question “Do you have children of your own?” 81% had childcare 
responsibilities of their own. 42% of respondents had pre-school children, 58% had 
school going children.  Childminders have an average 1.6 children of their own, which is 
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a significant decrease on 2007 where the average number of own children was 2.1.  19% 
of respondents had no children of their own, which is an increase on the 2007 figure of 
13% who had no children.   

Types of Childcare

Respondents to the survey provided a variety of services: 

•	 52% of respondents provided after-school care
•	 40% of respondents provided care for a baby (under 15 months old)
•	 90% of respondents minded children aged between 15months and 6 years.
•	 7% of respondents provide overnight Childminding.
•	 9% of respondents provide weekend Childminding
•	 16% of respondents provide drop-in care
•	 23% of respondents have a play-group session as part of their service.

Children with Special Needs

9% of respondents mind a child with special needs.  The nature of the special needs 
varied, and included Autism, language delay, Downs Syndrome and visual impairment. 

Childminders’ Terms and Working Conditions 

Rates of Pay

Survey results revealed significant variances in fees for Childminding throughout the 
country. For the first year since we have started doing the survey, the national average 
rate for a full-time place has dropped.  It is now €148;  this represents a decrease of 4.5% 
since the last survey in 2007. Prices for full-time care range from €70 to €250, with a 
median value of €104.50. 

The average part-time rate was also lower than in the last survey; it was €5.40 per hour, 
representing a 12% decrease since 2007.

Of the respondents who minded siblings, 90% offered a discount for the second and 
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subsequent child(ren).  On average Childminders gave a 20% discount for the second 
child, but this discount ranged from 5% to 40%.

The following were included in the rates charged:

 Breakfast 57%
 Lunch  54.5%
 Dinner  51%
 Snacks  78%
 Nappies  1%

Most respondents (87%) had a Contract or Agreement in place with parents.

Hours Worked

On average, respondents worked 39 hours a week.  Many Childminders work part-time, 
35% work less than 40 hours a week. 65% of respondents worked over 40 hours, and 27% 
worked 50 hours or more each week.

Holidays & Sickness 

The responses to the question ‘Do you get paid, if due to parent or child’s sickness, the 
child does not attend?’ were as follows:

 Yes, usual rate   76%
 Yes, but reduced rate  8% 
 No    16% 

However 58% of Childminders are not paid for any holidays. Of the 42% who get paid 
for holidays, on average they received holiday pay for 15 days (3 weeks), with a range 
from 5 to 30 days.

Tax

There has been again been an increase in tax compliance since the previous survey. 77% 
of Childminders are now registered for tax. This figure has been increasing year-on-
year since our first survey, and reflects the increasing support available to Childminders 
wishing to move into the formal economy. 53% of respondents avail of Childminder’s 
Tax Relief.
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Garda Vetting
38% of respondents have applied for Garda Vetting. Childminders who come under the 
notification requirements of the Child Care (Pre- School services) regulations, (i.e. those 
who mind four or more children) are required to be vetted by the Gardaí. However, 
the vetting is not mandatory for childminders who mind 3 or fewer children, or mind 
children related to the childminder. However, many of them have applied for it on a 
voluntary basis, and Childminding Ireland encourages all its members to do so. 

Grants

47% of respondents have successfully applied for the Childminder Development Grant, 
a decrease on 2007.  Of those that applied, all were either successful, or their application 
is pending. This grant provides a maximum of €1,000 to qualifying childminders to 
enhance the quality of their childcare, through, for example, installing safety features 
in their home or garden or buying new toys or equipment. It is conditional on the 
Childminder completing the Quality Awareness Programme or an equivalent or higher 
childcare qualification. 

8% of respondents had applied for a Capital Grant, and only 1 was unsuccessful.
No Childminders applied for the Mother-Toddler grant from the Katherine Howard 
Foundation.
Vacancies

The demand of for Childminding is reflected in the fact that most Childminders had no 
current vacancies (66%). Of the remainder, most had one vacancy, but a few had three. 
The average time a vacancy remains unfilled in 4 months.

Sources of Support

The respondents to the survey mentioned using a variety of supports, often gaining 
advice and support from multiple sources.

•	 Local County Childcare Committee:  85% are in contact with their local C/CCC, 
an increase of 3% on 2007. 

•	 Childminder Advisory Officer: 60% are in contact with their local CMAO 
•	 Pre-School Inspector: 24% are in contact with a Pre-School Inspector 
•	 Public Health Nurse: 13% are in contact with a Public Health Nurse 
•	 Local Partnership: 3% are in contact with their local Partnership 
•	 Mother & Toddler:  15% are members of their local Mother & Toddler group.
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•	 Local Childminding Networks: 51% of respondents are members of a local 
Childminding Network.

Other sources of support cited were: 
•	 other childminders encountered on training courses, 
•	 Barnados and
•	 library playgroups.

Notification & Inspection

85% of respondents had notified their service to their City / County Childcare 
Committee, and another 2% are in the process of doing so.

65% of respondents are notified to the HSE. Many Childminders who are notified to the 
HSE also use their local County Childcare Committee for support.

82% of Childminders who have been through the inspection process found it a positive 
experience. Comments on the inspection process covered a range from “straight 
forward…unobtrusive & respectful…thorough… positive…great advice” to “over-
long….standards too high….awful…. daunting”. 

Issues, Concerns & Challenges 

The following issues were highlighted as being challenging regarding the managing the 
professional aspect of the respondents work:

•	 Childminders continue to struggle with dealing/negotiating with parents.  44% 
of Childminders cited this as a challenge.  

•	 There has been an increase in the number of Childminders struggling with 
Book-keeping (36% from 29% last year);  this may be due to the increased 
number of Childminders who are tax compliant and unable to avail of the 
Childminder’s Tax Relief which, under certain conditions, exempts those 
earning €15,000 or less per annum from tax. 

•	 42% find it a challenge to keep up to date with legislation.
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Other challenges relating to their work mentioned by some respondents were: 

•	 Keeping child records (15%)
•	 Meeting standards for inspection (18%)
•	 Isolation
•	 Difficulty in getting paid
•	 How others view the role of Childminder
•	 Filling vacancies
•	 Tiredness
•	 Parental timekeeping

Some aspects of childcare itself were also challenging for respondents:

•	 Children’s eating habits and patterns (22%)
•	 Children’s sleeping habits/patterns (6%)
•	 Providing  a range of activities for children (26%)
•	 Getting out and about with children (36%)

Although more Childminders are bringing the children out and about than last year. 
(excluding school pick-ups), this is still an area that needs to be improved: 

Children are taken out and about:

 Daily    30%
 At least twice a week  32%
 Less often   28%
 Hardly ever   10%

Other issues cited were managing children’s behavior, supervising homework and 
balancing Childminding with the care of the Childminder’s own child/ren.

When respondents were asked what was the most important issue for them as 
Childminders, “Being valued by parents” was identified by 77% of them as the most 
important issue. 

Training and ongoing professional development is also important to them (60%).  Other 
issues viewed as important were information on regulations and quality improvement 
(47%), insurance (43%), pay rates (31%), tax (26%) and marketing (11%).
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Limitations of Survey

All respondents were members of Childminding Ireland; not all childminders are 
members of the association.  As with all questionnaires / surveys, there may have been 
some bias due to the respondent effect (i.e. giving the answer you think the researcher 
wants) and to subjective self-reporting.

Acknowledgements:
Childminding Ireland would like to acknowledge all the busy Childminders who took 
the time to complete and return the long questionnaire for this Survey.
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Appendix:

International Family Day Care Conference: University College Cork – 
July 2009

Message from outgoing President of IFDCO Patricia Murray

The IFDCO Conference was a great success, with excellent feedback from the delegates, 
particularly with regard to the quality and range of keynote speakers and seminar 
presentations.

Even the weather was kind!  It rained as we were in plenary sessions and the sun shone 
as we move about the splendid UCC campus and for the tours.  

There were 200 delegates from all over the world, with strong representation from 
Australia, New Zealand, USA, and Japan.  Europe, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and England were also represented.  Many delegates made a family holiday, taking in an 
extended holiday in Ireland. 

This conference marked the end of the Irish IFDCO Presidency 2006 – 2009 and the 
World Presidency has now passed to Australia – to Grace McDonald in Brisbane.  Grace 
will host the next IFDCO International Conference there in 2012. 

The task of putting the conference papers on the IFDCO and Childminding Ireland 
websites is underway with seminar titles such as the ‘Positive Role of Husbands in 
Childminders Homes’, ‘Make your Childcare Setting Eco Friendly’, ‘The Pedagogy of 
Childminding’ and keynote speakers addressing ‘Building Learning Power’, ‘Finding 
your Smile Again’ and ‘Movement Rich Outdoor Play’. These presentations among 
others can be seen on www.ifdco.com as can the out-going President’s reflections on 
the conference.

A big thank you is due to the Board of Directors of Childminding Ireland who were 
enthusiastic about hosting the conference and the commitment of staff time involved.  
Without this support and encouragement, and without the support of our sponsors, the 
conference would not have been possible.  Our thanks to all our sponsors.
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The Voice Of  The Special Child

Julie Doherty

Abstract

This paper presents the author’s experience of working in an early intervention 
preschool setting that provides for children from three to five years with intellectual 
disability. This work placement was undertaken as part of her degree course in 
Early Childhood Studies at University College Cork. She found this experience a 
life-changing one, and here she presents an account of how she became aware of 
the role of the early years practitioner in facilitating communication for children 
with intellectual disability.

Introduction

The topic I had the privilege of presenting at the OMEP Ireland 2009 Annual Research 
Conference was entitled ‘The Voice Of The Special Child’ and aimed to highlight the 
process of effective communication between childcare practitioners and children with 
intellectual disability. The importance of communication for all children, but most 
especially for the special child, was emphasised. Issues relating to the concept of effective 
communication were outlined. All areas discussed in the presentation were gleaned 
from interactions with staff and children during placement in Rainbow Lodge, COPE 
Foundation, Montenotte, Cork, undertaken as part of a degree in Early Childhood 
Studies from University College Cork.  Rainbow Lodge is an early intervention preschool 
setting that provides for children from three to five years with intellectual disability. 
Three specific communication methods highlighted during personal interactions 
included Lámh Sign Language, the TacPac Programme and the Hanen Programme.

The importance of communication

According to Giddens (1993, p739) “Communication is the necessary basis of all social 
interaction”. He also goes on to state that communication in face-to-face contexts 
usually relies on the process and usage of language. Research has shown the importance 
of communication for all individuals in the social world, but this body of work seeks to 
emphasise the need for facilitation of communication for children with an intellectual 
disability. The areas of special needs and intellectual disability were ones that I always 
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held a keen interest in throughout my years of early childhood work. Upon completion 
of year one in the Early Childhood Studies Degree course in University College Cork,  I 
looked forward to placement in year two and requested to be situated in a preschool for 
children with special needs. My request was granted and I found myself being truly blessed 
to be given a position within a preschool for children with mild to severe intellectual 
disability. My experiences within this setting have truly been life changing. My time 
in this preschool not only increased my knowledge and understanding of intellectual 
disability, it moulded me as an individual. It gave me the tools and opportunities to 
interact with children with mild to severe intellectual needs and to work alongside and 
learn from an early intervention team. Most importantly, this placement encouraged 
me to analyse my role as an early years practitioner. For the purpose of this research 
paper I wish to highlight the one significant area I gleaned from this placement.  This 
area is the early years practitioner’s role in facilitating communication for children with 
intellectual disability. According to Dare and O’Donovan (2002. p286)  “…for a child 
to gain the maximum benefit from play, education and his social relationships, he will 
need to communicate effectively.”

A Right to Communicate

States Parties recognize that a mentally or physically disabled child should enjoy 
a full and decent life, in conditions which ensure dignity, promote self-reliance 
and facilitate the child’s active participation in the community. (UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, 1989. Article 23.1)

 The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) highlights many areas of the 
child’s life including the aspects of being heard, protected, provided for and included 
in all areas that concern their well-being. Article twenty-three has been given specific 
mention within this paper as it signifies the importance of provision for children with 
a disability. From this quote I wish to focus specifically on the area of ‘facilitate’. We as 
practitioners in the area of early childhood must be aware of and open to the notion of 
‘facilitating communication’. All children, including those with disability have the right 
to be included and involved in the area of their care and well-being.

Programmes To Facilitate Communication

The first programme I was exposed to within my settings was the Lámh Sign Language. 
This signing system is based on the Irish Sign Language (ISL) and designed specifically 
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for children and adults with an intellectual disability. Lámh is used alongside speech 
and not in place of speech. This programme emphasises that the use of signs for 
children with intellectual needs helps to give them the visual as well as auditory cues 
necessary for communication. During my placement I was taught many of the Lámh 
signs pertinent to the children. These signs included ‘food’, ‘drink’, ‘toilet’, ‘play’, ‘more’ 
and ‘good’. The use of these signs gave me the confidence to join in with the children 
during their activities. For many of these children the area of spoken language was a 
major difficulty. All of the children had complete reliance on the signs from the adults 
to initiate play, engage in activities and progress from one task to another. The benefits 
to using Lámh were highlighted to me when I began my placement and within a few 
weeks I had the opportunity to witness the actual benefits myself. The use of the signs 
within the preschool setting made the children’s attempts at communicating easier to 
understand. It gave them a means in which they could express their needs, wants and 
interests to the adults. (Lámh, 2008)

The second programme I came in contact with is known as TacPac: Communication 
through touch and music. It is a multi-sensory process of tactile play for children 
with severe and multiple learning difficulties. The main focus of the programme is on 
sensory reinforcement of seeing, hearing and touching. TacPac sessions with the adult 
and child are carried out over a number of weeks and are assessed on a continual basis. 
The sessions help in determining the children’s likes and dislikes as well as introducing 
them to the aspects of turn taking, anticipation and the interaction process necessary 
for communication. TacPac materials include basic household items such as sponges, 
dusters and pieces of material. (TacPac, 2006) This programme focuses on the non-
verbal impulses of the children. It links their bodily movements and facial expressions 
to the sensory stimulants used and determines if the children perceive them as a ‘like’ 
or ‘dislike’. When reading about this programme it is important to acknowledge a quote 
by Abercrombie (1968, p258) who states that “We speak with our vocal organs but we 
converse with our whole bodies”.

The third and final programme to be mentioned in this paper is the Hanen Programme. 
This programme focuses specifically on language development and aims to aid parents 
and practitioners in facilitating communication. One aspect of the programme 
designed for parents and used within my placement setting was ‘It Takes Two to Talk’. 
It highlighted the importance of early language intervention and social support. The 
three main strategies within the programme are child-oriented behaviours, interaction-
promoting strategies and language-modeling strategies. These strategies highlight the 
role of the adult in observing and waiting for the child, of taking the child’s lead, asking 
questions and in highlighting and expanding the child’s existing language. According 
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to Pepper and Weitzman (2004,p2) “learning more about how your child communicates 
is the first step toward helping him become a better communicator”. Within the preschool 
setting this programme encouraged childcare practitioner to observe the child and 
engage in their play at opportune moments. It also taught the practitioner how to create 
simple moments of play into moments of communication. (Hanen, 2007)

The Role of the Practitioner

This paper has so far outlined the importance of communication for children with 
intellectual disability and highlighted the methods in which communication is 
facilitated within this childcare sector. I now want to draw your attention to the role of 
the practitioner in communication. Her attitude and input into the area of facilitation 
is crucial to the child’s development and progress. Many can pay a ‘lip service’ to their 
role in facilitation but it is the calling and work of the dedicated and truly committed 
practitioners that I encountered, who can be proud of the work they accomplish. 
I have mentioned how my placement has had a unique and life changing experience 
for me. Many discussions with other practitioners around the area of facilitating 
communication has brought me to the conclusion that the role of the practitioner is a key 
component. According to Burke and Cigno (2000. p114) “Communication difficulties 
place a major responsibility on carers, first, to understand individual needs, and second, 
to communicate such needs to people in positions of power.” 

As such, we as practitioners play a key role as advocator for these children and interpreter 
of their needs, wishes and wants. I have struggled to find a way to best sum up my 
feelings in the aspect of the practitioner’s role. The most salient example I can give to the 
reader in this area is to encourage you to read the piece of work by Emily Perl Kingsley, 
a mother of a child with a disability. ‘Welcome To Holland’ (Kingsley, 1987) is written 
from a mother’s perspective and highlights the initial feelings and reactions of having a 
child with a disability. She uses the analogy of planning a trip to Italy, but then suddenly 
arriving in Holland instead, when a child is born with a disability.  

When you’re going to have a baby, it’s like planning a fabulous vacation trip - to 
Italy. You buy a bunch of guide books and make your wonderful plans… After 
months of eager anticipation, the day finally arrives. You pack your bags and off 
you go. Several hours later, the plane lands. The stewardess comes in and says, 
“Welcome to Holland.”

“Holland?!?” you say. “What do you mean Holland?? I signed up for Italy! I’m 
supposed to be in Italy. All my life I’ve dreamed of going to Italy.”
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But there’s been a change in the flight plan. They’ve landed in Holland and there 
you must stay (Kingsley, 1987) 

She states that this place is new, unexpected, different but very unique, and takes a lot of 
adjustment. But while the pain that comes with the loss of a dream will never go away, 
nevertheless if you spend your life mourning that loss,  “you may never be free to enjoy 
the very special, the very lovely things ... about Holland” (Kingsley, 1987). The full essay 
may be read at http://www.our-kids.org/Archives/Holland.html 

I believe it is important for the childcare practitioner to relate  these parental feelings to 
work in the area of special needs. When working in this area the practitioner has also 
arrived ‘in Holland’. The people, environment, language and tools used are different 
but the wonderful parts of Holland begin to show. They may not be seen at the very 
beginning but they are waiting to be discovered if the visitor is open to it.

Constructing this paper has given me the opportunity firstly to highlight the right 
children with special needs have to communicate, secondly, to demonstrate the 
various programmes used within my placement settings to facilitate communication 
and thirdly, to express the crucial role the practitioner plays in the facilitation process 
of communication. To refer back to Kingsley (1987), I believe that I initially was 
not prepared for ‘Holland’, though I thought that I was. I landed there and my first 
reaction was of awe and wonder at this truly different yet unique world. I was shown 
that many beautiful things were present within each child and waiting to be discovered 
by the visitor/practitioner. In order to find these beautiful things one must allow the 
child to lead at all times and one must learn to speak the child’s language. Effective 
communication is the key to facilitating “the voice of the special child”.

Bibliography

Abercrombie (1968) cited in Bob Gates (ed) Learning Disabilites: Toward Inclusion 
(2003) 4th Edition. London: Elsevier Science Limited.

Burke, P. and Cigno, K. (2000) Learning Disabilities in Children. France: Blackwell 
Science Limited.

Dare, A. and O’Donovan, M. (2002) Good Practice in Caring for Young Children with 
Special Needs. 2nd Edition. United Kingdom: Nelson Thornes.



An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

200

Giddens, A. (1993) Sociology: 2nd Edition, Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hanen. (2007) (Internet) Available at: http://www.hanen.org/web/Home/
EarlyChildhoodEducators/tabid/56/Default.aspx

Kingsley, E. (1987) Welcome to Holland. Available at: http://www.our-kids.org/
Archives/Holland.html

Lámh Communication Augmentation Sign System Ltd. (2008) Available at: http://www.
lamh.org/About-Lamh.aspx

Pepper, J. and Weitzman, E. (2004) It Takes Two to Talk: A Practical Guide for Parents of 
Children with Language Delays. Canada: A Hanen Centre Publication.

TacPac. (2006) Available at: http://www.tacpac.co.uk/TP-about.htm

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)  Available at: http://www.
cirp.org/library/ethics/UN-convention/



201

An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

A B O U T  O M E P

An Leanbh Óg
The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies.

 
Vol 4 and Vol 5, April 2011

OMEP IRELAND

An Leanbh Óg

The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies

Vol 3 • Issue 1 • April 2009

Published by OMEP Ireland

Edited by Rosaleen Murphy



An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

202



203

An Leanbh Óg . Vol 4 and Vol 5

About OMEP

OMEP (Ireland) is a registered charity (Charity Number CHY 14213) dedicated to 
working for children’s needs in Early Education and Care.

Membership of OMEP (Ireland) is open to any person or organisation that supports its 
aims, including professionals from any discipline with an interest in the well-being of 
children and their families, administrators, parents or politicians.  The benefits of full 
membership include the annual OMEP (Ireland) journal, An Leanbh Óg, the OMEP 
Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies, the twice-yearly International Journal of 
Early Childhood, and reduced fees for the annual OMEP Ireland conference and other 
regular OMEP events. Group membership is available to any organisation with an 
interest in early childhood. 

OMEP (Ireland) is affiliated to OMEP – the World Organisation for Early Childhood 
Education. This is an international, non-governmental organisation, founded in 1948 
to benefit children under the age of 8 years throughout the world. OMEP is currently 
established in over 70 countries and has a consultative status with UNESCO, UNICEF, 
the Council of Europe and other international organisations. The aim of OMEP is to 
promote for all children the optimum conditions that will ensure their well-being, 
development and happiness in their families, institutions and communities.

OMEP (Ireland)’s Aims and Objectives

OMEP (Ireland)’s aim is to promote the optimum conditions for all children, in order to 
ensure their well-being, development and happiness, both within their family unit and 
the wider communities in which they live.

OMEP assists in undertakings that have the objective of improving early childhood 
education and care in its broadest interpretation. 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
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•	 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 assists any undertaking to 
improve early childhood education, and supports scientific research that can influence 
these conditions.

CONTACT OMEP
Dr. Maura Cunneen, President, OMEP Ireland
Email: info@omepireland.ie
URL: www.omepireland.ie

PLEASE SEE OUR WEBSITE (www.omepireland.ie) FOR OMEP NEWS,
INFORMATION, LINKS TO EARLY YEARS WEBSITES. YOU WILL ALSO
FIND FULL DETAILS OF OUR PUBLICATIONS ALONG WITH ORDER
FORMS AND MEMBERSHIP FORMS

OMEP: World Organisation for Early Childhood Education

OMEP: An Eagraíocht Dhomhanda um Oideachas agus Chúram Luath-Óige

OMEP Éireann: An Eagraíocht um Oideachas agus Chúram Luath-Óige
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Notes for intending contributors           

An Leanbh Óg- The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies is a journal 
presenting research on topics relating to young children. An Leanbh Óg welcomes 
articles relating to the field of early childhood studies in the broadest sense, including 
those relating to early years education and care, social studies, child health, child 
development and policy issues. An Leanbh Óg especially welcomes papers from 
practitioners, and those with an interest in relating theory to practice. For examples of 
previously published papers, please see the OMEP Ireland website, www.omepireland.
ie where Vol 1 of An Leanbh Óg is now available to download free of charge. Authors 
should note that it is the intention of OMEP Ireland to make each further volumes 
available on our website with a three year delay from the time  it  first appears in 
print: i.e. the current volumes will not be put up on our website until  2013. 

Submission of Papers: 
Papers submitted should meet the following criteria in terms of presentation and 
content:

•	 Papers should be original; they should not be under consideration by another 
journal and they should not have been published elsewhere. 

•	 Style: Papers should be written in a clear straightforward style, avoiding technical 
jargon as far as possible. They should include an abstract of approximately 100 
words, summarising the content of the paper. 

•	 Length: Papers should not exceed 3,000 to 5,000 words in length; shorter papers 
are acceptable. 

•	 The name, address, institution or affiliation if applicable, and contact details (phone, 
e-mail) of the author(s) should not appear on the paper itself, but should be given on 
a separate sheet, along with an abstract of 100 words.

•	 Ethical considerations: It is the responsibility of authors to show that they have 
considered and addressed any ethical issues that may arise in connection with their 
research and that they have obtained the necessary consent from children, parents 
and settings if they wish to include photographs, examples of children’s work and so 
on. A statement to this effect should accompany papers submitted. Please note that 
the Journal, in PDF form, will be available to download from the OMEP Ireland 
website as well as being distributed in print format.

•	 Format of papers: 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 
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recommended to enhance readability. Diagrams, tables etc should be clear and 
legible. Any photographs or other illustrations should not be incorporated into the 
text, but should be sent separately, with the place where they are to be inserted 
clearly indicated in the text, e.g. Photo 2 here. 

•	 Referencing: All works cited in the text must be included in the bibliography. The 
author, date system should be used for citations in the text, e.g. Murphy, (2006). 
The required style for references and citing works in the text along with the other 
academic conventions in papers is to be found in Exploring Children’s Lives: A 
Handbook of Early Childhood Research  (2006), available from OMEP Ireland, c/o 
Dept of Education, University College Cork. 

Academic papers received will be sent for peer review, and authors will be notified of the 
results and provided with the comments of the external reviewers. 
Non-research based papers or papers of a non-academic nature (e.g. suggestions for 
activities to promote early learning or factual accounts of programmes or visits) may 
be submitted for publication in Part 2 of the journal, From the Field, which is not peer-
reviewed. 
The editorial board will have the final decision on the suitability of papers for publication.

All papers should be submitted to the Editor, Dr. Rosaleen Murphy, by e-mail to 
omepireland@eircom.net , with a copy also to info@omepireland.ie All papers received 
will be acknowledged.  

Dr Rosaleen Murphy, 
Editor, An Leanbh Óg- The OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies
School of Education,
University College Cork.

April, 2011.
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OMEP Ireland publications:

EXPLORING CHILDREN’S LIVES:  A HANDBOOK OF RESEARCH 
IN THE EARLY YEARS 
Available to purchase from OMEP Ireland: contact info@omepireland or download the 
order form at http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html 
 

PROJECT EYE –a Curriculum for the 3-4 year old child,  designed by practitioners 
for practitioners.  A set of nine volumes.
The activities presented in this nine volume set may be adapted for the younger/older 
child. Additional information on Project EYE available at www.omepireland.ie 
Available to order from OMEP Ireland: contact info@omepireland or download the 
order form at http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html 

AN LEANBH ÓG- THE ANNUAL PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL OF 
OMEP IRELAND.

 It contains many of the great variety of papers presented at the Annual Conference 
each year. Vols. 1-5 now available to purchase.
Available to order from OMEP Ireland: contact info@omepireland or download the 
order form at http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html 

Vol. I of An Leanbh Óg  also available to download at 
http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html
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CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS 2002-2005

No longer available in print. May now be downloaded free of charge from the OMEP 
Ireland  website, at http://www.omepireland.ie/publications.html 
 

1. Lessons for the 21st Century: Research, Reflection, Renewal. Proceedings of the 
OMEP Ireland Conference held in DIT on 20th April, 2002. Edited by Mary 
Horgan and Francis Douglas

2. Transformations: Theory and Practice in Early Education. Proceedings of the 
OMEP Ireland Conference held in UCC on 5th April, 2003. Edited by Noirin 
Hayes and Margaret Kernan

3. Children of the Global Village. Proceedings of the OMEP Ireland Conference 
held in DIT on 24th April, 2004. Edited by Mary Horgan and Francis Douglas

4. Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood - Proceedings of Conference held in 
St. Patrick’s, Drumcondra - April 23rd, 2005.  Edited by Noirin Hayes. 
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