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Welcoming Address
It gives me great pleasure to welcome you all to the Dublin Institute of
Technology and this, the second annual conference of the rejuvenated OMEP.
This is a particularly important occasion as it brings together – for the first time
in Ireland – post-graduate students who are all researching in the field of early
childhood care and education. The title of the Conference is ‘Lessons for the
21st Century: Research, Reflection and Renewal’ – the three Rs.
I have some other Rs I would like to talk about briefly. The first is Recollection
– I remember OMEP in its previous existence. It was a key Non Governmental
Organisation in Ireland at a time when there was little attention paid to the
important area of early childhood. OMEP was instrumental in raising the
profile of young children and in bringing the attention of parents, academics
and professionals to the important issues that were emerging for children.
From the beginning OMEP worldwide, and in Ireland, recognised the
importance of research. The international journal published by OMEP was one
of the first in the field. Ireland, under the direction of Dr. Anne McKenna at
UCD, edited this journal for eleven years. It would be fitting if some papers
from today’s conference and the work they are reporting on were to be
submitted to this journal as well as disseminated at a local level.
My second R is Reviewing. In preparation for today I reviewed the work of
OMEP, Ireland and its impact on developments in early education. I am
impressed by the amount of influence it has had. For example, I understand
that OMEP actively advised RTE on the development of the children’s
programme Bosco – which some of you might remember as very young
children?? Well, perhaps not!!! In addition OMEP – in 1977 – was responsible,
with the Eastern Health Board and the DIT, for the establishment of the first
training course for people working in day nurseries and other early childhood
settings. This course has developed from a one year certificate course through
to the three year degree programme now offered at DIT. In addition, OMEP
was very influential in the area of policy development. It was represented on a
number of Working Groups and Advisory Groups and its influence can be seen
in many of the documents and reports published over the last twenty years.
Furthermore, OMEP drew on its international links to bring key speakers, such
as Jerome Bruner, to Ireland. More recently OMEP was active in the
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establishment of the Children’ Rights Alliance – a NGO with an important role
in furthering the issue of children’s rights in Ireland. From this selective review
you can see the potential of an organisation such as this to influence the wider
areas of policy and practice. Informing such influence through high quality
research is critical.
This brings me to my third R!! Recruitment – for an organisation like OMEP
to grow and flourish it needs new members. Without enthusiastic advocates
who will work for and with children OMEP cannot continue to be influential.
There are many areas that still need attention – the development of quality
early childhood services, the influence of policy development on the lives of
children, the role of media, of new technology. All these areas and many more
are ripe for research and action. However, for research to have a positive impact
on the lives of young children it needs an outlet such as OMEP to move beyond
academia. I would encourage you to think of OMEP and how you could gain
from membership and contribute to its vision.
In the meantime can I wish you well in your presentations here today. I look
forward to reading the proceedings of this conference and to attending future
conferences such as this, which mark an important step on the path of
development of early childhood education research in Ireland.
Thank you.
Noirín HAYES
Head of School
Social Sciences and Legal Studies
DIT
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Introduction
It gives us great pleasure to be associated with this publication which brings
together the voices of key players in Early Childhood Education and Care in
this country at a time when Ireland is experiencing great change in this area.
The recent creation by the Department of Education and Science of the Centre
for Early Childhood Development and Education, which resulted from the
White Paper on Early Childhood Education (1999), is to be welcomed. The
Centre will co-ordinate, develop and enhance early education provision for all
children from birth to six years and will focus on disadvantaged and special
needs groups. It will also undertake and/or commission research and
development through which best practice in curriculum, teaching methodology
and parental involvement may be implemented and evaluated.
In tandem with this development is the work being carried out by the
Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform with respect to the creation
of the new childcare profession stemming from ‘The National Childcare
Strategy’ (1999). The ‘whole child perspective’ has been fully endorsed by all
the partners in Early Childhood Care and Education and the National Coordinating Childcare Committee (NCCC) has had a significant input into the
proposed new profession.
These important initiatives should begin to bear fruit as we progress into this
millennium. We thus enter a new era rich with the promise of historic progress
in the development of early years education and care services in this country.
Hopefully, this collection of papers will remind us of the critical importance of
that endeavour; will focus our thinking in relation to our overall shared concern
of improving the care and education we provide for all children; and will
further stimulate debate and research in the area.
Heretofore, there has been a dearth of Irish research on the Early Years and
these proceedings make a significant contribution in that they bring together
the work of twenty Irish researchers who have a passionate interest in the area.
Many of the contributors are reading for, or have completed, a postgraduate
degree and have acquired and developed research skills which will strengthen
and advance Early Childhood Education and Care in this country. Much of
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the credit for this must be given to the external donors whose benevolence
resulted in the Early Years Postgraduate Scholarship Programme in the
Department of Education at University College Cork. To them is owed a
great debt of gratitude.
We would also like to extend our thanks to our consultant Professor Áine
Hyland, Vice-President of University College Cork, and the Early Years
Postgraduate Studies Steering Committee, who always gave freely of their time
and expertise.
Finally, we would like to thank all the members of the organising committee of
the O.M.E.P. Conference and, in particular, Ann Fanning and Lorraine
Crossan who chaired the sessions.
Last but not least our thanks are due to Noirín Hayes, Head of School of Social
Sciences and Legal Studies at the Dublin Institute of Technology and
recognised expert in the world of Early Childhood Care and Education, who
gave the welcoming address and who, with her able colleagues, hosted this very
successful conference.
Mary Horgan
Francis Douglas
Department of Education, UCC
14th August, 2002
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A Brief Synopsis of the
Twenty Articles in these “Proceedings”
Mary Horgan in her article on curriculum poses a number of important
questions which underpin every other submission in this volume. As she says
“if we scratch the surface of educational practice ... we find not universal laws
but beliefs and values”. Further explication of these ideologies – beliefs, values,
attitudes, etc. is presented in the other papers in these proceedings.
Mary explores the concept of curriculum under four headings: curriculum as
content; curriculum as product or vocational; curriculum as process; and
curriculum as emancipation. She concludes by arguing for the centrality of an
appreciation of curriculum in all our endeavours, the lack of which is “not only
naive but dangerous indeed”.
Francis Douglas extends this by looking at the force that drives a child to be
active. He hypothesises that this stems from the child’s happiness. Having
considered the child’s emotions, both positive and negative from a medical
perspective, he links these through Hebb’s theory of arousal to motivation and
continues by illustrating how important happiness can be in a developmental
curriculum. He concludes by showing that true happiness can only occur where
the child is loved for him or herself and hence that the services of education and
care are services which should be driven by love.
The importance of emotion is again taken up by Mary Daly who postulates
that increasingly in our society there is an emotional sickness which is affecting
more and more people. She writes that today’s children are more emotionally
troubled than any previous generation. Emotional development, she says,
although biologically based, is also strongly influenced by learning and by
cognitive processes. Emotional development is characterised by the
development of concepts such as self-awareness, self-esteem, self-confidence
and self-reliance. Having dealt with each of these concepts with respect to
young children she shows their implications for emotional development before
considering psychopathologies and Early Years Education. In the latter she sets
out some of the things that an Early Years Practitioner can do to prioritise
emotional development in the Early Years setting. She concludes with a
heartfelt plea for children to both witness and experience different feelings, and
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she says that of all the judgements and beliefs that a child has, none are more
important than those he has about himself. “His belief in himself, which
develops as a result of how much he feels he is loved and respected, is the single
most telling factor in determining his success, happiness and survival”.
Mary Daly mentions gender in her analysis and this is taken up in much more
detail in a scholarly article by Maura Cunneen. In it she makes the point that
the dichotomy between mind/body and sex/gender, so beloved of western
philosophical thought, has impinged on every aspect of human life. She
continues by saying that since human beings do not enter the world fully
grown, the interaction of biology and socialisation has powerful effects on the
upbringing of children and on their eventual social role assignation. She states
that patterns of gender socialisation in early years education and care can have
a profound influence on children’s future life choices.
Maura commences her analysis by considering life in societies from hunters
and gatherers of 48,000 B.C. until the nineteenth century and with further
comment on non-industrialised states concludes that the common factor
was that inequalities in all these societies were gender-related. As education
became more important boys were trained for public life while girls learned
domestic skills. Part of the strength of this paper is that it provides a rare
historical insight into the role of gender in Irish society which is traced from
1000 B.C. until the present time. Of particular importance in this
development was the rise in patriarchal control as a result of agricultural
inheritance. The importance of a first-born son’s position in the family grew
as he was now sole inheritor of the farm. As longevity increased, a son might
have to wait many years to come into his inheritance, but a daughter was in
a much more subservient position. Having examined the growth of the Irish
educational system from 1831 until the present with its effects on gender
and socialisation Maura moves to an examination of parental influences on
their children. She examines toys and books, educators and the children they
teach, classroom interaction and concludes that all children, irrespective of
their sex, need to be valued and loved for themselves. Boys need to develop
their interpersonal skills, just as much as girls need to become independent
risk-takers. Differential treatment of girls and boys may inhibit them from
realising their full potential and parents, preschool practitioners and teachers
should be made aware of this fact.
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Fergus Hogan picks up the baton from Maura and considers the role that men
can play in the early years of children’s lives. He explores some of the core
aspects of men’s lives; what goes into making a man and what it is that men do
as fathers. He considers some of the social and personal inhibitors that may
have a negative impact on men being actively involved in parenting. He draws
one’s attention to the role of men as fathers in children’s lives and as professional
workers in the area of early childhood care and education and above all he sees
men as having a ‘beautiful care’ to give.
Fergus commences his article by reflecting on being a man before moving on to
consider oestrogen and testosterone in the brain development of girls and boys.
Having shown that hormones play their part he focuses in on the social
construction of masculinity and concludes that the male role is being
influenced by four key rules. Firstly, the repudiation of all that is associated
with femininity. Secondly, the importance of being a ‘good’ provider. Thirdly,
being rational, reasoned, unemotional and steady. And fourthly, ‘big boys don’t
cry’ they suffer in silence. From here Fergus moves on to consider the changing
roles of fathers and the changing family structures in Irish society and
concludes by looking at men’s involvement in their children’s lives, fathers with
respect to Irish law, re-remembering men as fathers and the beauty of being
loved as a father, the latter being illustrated with a love poem to his son.
The love of a father for his son leads easily into Rosaleen Murphy’s excellent
article on rethinking parental involvement in the Early Years.
Rosaleen commences her article by drawing attention to the fact that preschool
programmes which include parental involvement are more effective in the long
run. She does, however, strike a cautionary note in that parental involvement
needs to form part of a wider programme of support for families if these longterm effects are to be fully realised.
Starting with community playgroups which used to be considered the only
significant model making use of parental involvement in Irish Early Years
Education and Care she critiques their existence in the Cork area against their
evolution in the United Kingdom, her main finding being that there are
inherent problems with the self-help model when it is applied to families who
are under considerable stress and hence what many families actually need and
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want is something closer to a nursery school. With an increasing number of
mothers being employed outside the home there are less who are willing or able
to give their time to community playgroups. A further tension arises with
respect to the “professionalisation” of preschool services where voluntary or
unskilled help, while welcome, is no longer seen as an adequate basis on which
to run preschool services. Hence, while parental involvement in decisionmaking is fundamental to a partnership approach, it appears that many parents
have little interest in becoming involved in managing a group. She concludes
by saying that it is clear that involvement by parents in early years services must
take account of the ecology of the service and in all circumstances, the
importance of effective communication as the parents’ role in their children’s
learning and development cannot be overstated.
Rosaleen Murphy’s contribution is followed by a fascinating article from Shirley
Martin and Anne Fitzpatrick who explore parents’ relationship with service
providers both from a staff and parent perspective. They highlight the fact that
a number of studies involving parents and child care providers found that staff
and parents often have conflicting views.
Their research looks at the views of working parents in Dublin city whose
children attended full-time day care for at least 30 hours per week. They examine
private, publicly-supported and community provision. After examining the
relevant literature and highlighting the work of Bronfenbrenner as a theoretical
perspective the authors move on to the evolution of partnership where parents are
seen as a resource. The results of Shirley Martin and Anne Fitzpatrick’s research
showed that only 15% of parents reported knowledge of a written policy on
parental participation and that with the exception of playgroups and some
community centres, very few parents were involved at management level (3%).
Forty percent of parents were not interested in being involved. 95% of parents
felt that they were welcomed by the preschool services at any time (less than 10%
said that a parent room was provided for them). Half the parents received written
notes as a regular form of communication and over two-thirds of the parents
stated that the creche never organised parent-staff meetings.
In terms of parental attitude this study found that:
l
Most of the parents needed to feel that their help was wanted before
they would participate.
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l
l
l

A majority of parents felt that child care should be left to the professional.
30% of the parents felt that they would benefit from being involved,
while 70% felt that the children would benefit.
All fathers felt that their work acted as a barrier to parental involvement
as did a majority of the mothers.

Overall, it was the issue of lack of time which was the most significant factor in
the lack of parental involvement in preschool services in Dublin city.
The next paper by Marian Hanrahan, Maria Koehen and Cees van Woerkum
provides a very well-crafted account of an evaluation of the Mothers Inform
Mothers (MIM) programme in the Netherlands.
The authors contend that parenting is probably the most important public
health issue facing society. They argue that parenting is the single largest
variable implicated in childhood illnesses and accidents, teenage pregnancy and
substance abuse, truancy, school disruption and under-achievement, child
abuse, unemployability, juvenile crime and mental illness. Their hypothesis is
that community nursing will result in a significant reduction of severe
problematic youth behaviour and that the MIM programme is a nursing
contribution which will contribute to preventing a disturbed parent-child
relationship from developing.
The authors state that MIM is available for all first-time mothers living in the
catchment area of their local well-baby clinic and it lasts eighteen months.
Visiting mothers visit first-time mothers in their home on a monthly basis and
discuss information concerning the caring and rearing of infants and they use
an educational approach, reflecting on the information received from different
sources such as the well-baby clinic team members, girlfriends, family
members, or television, radio and magazines. Cartoons are much used as ‘topics
for discussion’.
The initial aim of the MIM evaluation was to:
Develop an appropriate model,which explained the success or otherwise
of the programme.
l
Integrate appropriate theoretical perspectives as a basis for the programme.
l
Give direction towards the analysis used in the evaluation.
l
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This paper then goes on to elaborate on the theoretical building blocks and
human ecology theory. It then progresses to a consideration of health
promotion versus health prevention, communication, informal social support,
social learning theory, the transactional approach and attachment theory, before
considering the materials, method and location which are used in the research
study. It was found that different social support indicators, such as partner’s
support with caring and household activities and the support of a wider social
network are central for first-time mothers finding their way into parenthood.
The model also found the child’s temperament to be a strong factor – maternal
perception of parenting confidence being largely influenced by the child’s
temperament and to a lesser degree by the gender of the infant.
The authors state that this is an important finding as it identifies the need for
visiting mothers to give special attention to first-time mothers who are finding
their baby ‘difficult’. The paper finishes with a discussion of the findings and a
conclusion.
Florence Dineen, in her article on “Joint Involvement Episodes with Babies:
Lessons from research for the new millennium”, makes the point that parenting
skills are not innate. There is much to learn. Joint involvement episodes, she
says, linked as they are with parenting and caring skills must therefore be at risk
of being misunderstood, taken for granted, mishandled and not given the
attention they deserve. Florence then considers the holistic development of the
young child before illustrating the rapid development that takes place during
the first year of life and the increasing mental appetite for new experiences that
parallels this development.
With respect to meaningful encounters she says that it is up to the adult to follow
the child’s interests to ensure that these take place. She highlights from research by
Smith in New Zealand that objects, toys, messy activities, caregiving routines and
book-related activities provide exceptionally rich contexts for joint attention
episodes. Children younger than two years, when given an opportunity such as
painting in a day care setting are capable of sustained attention to a task within the
context of careful scaffolding by an interactive and attentive adult.
Like Marian Hanrahan, she reiterates the notion that effective parenting
programmes influence family outcome. These programmes must start early in
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pregnancy and when mothers are young or first-time. She quotes from Dunn
with respect to experience on its own being insufficient as it was a negative
predictor of caregiver ratings of children’s social and cognitive development
while those with college qualifications in child care may have a positive
influence on children who attend day care. She also highlights, by reference to
Moss and Pence, that the constant upgrading of caregiving skills requires
ongoing in-service attention. The notion that all can be conquered with
‘responsivity and availability’ by parents together with an appreciation of
learning opportunities is the essence of this paper.
With Veronica King’s article on “Mathematics in Early Years Education: A
problem-solving perspective” the curriculum focus changes to a more subject
orientation.
Vera introduces her topic by drawing attention to the fact that poor learning
skills acquired when young can affect performance in second and third level
education. She uses an eclectic research strategy to investigate the salient
characteristics of early years mathematics in junior infant classes in the primary
school. She set out to investigate teachers’ attitudes to mathematical education;
to examine the teachers’ attitudes to the use of ‘problem solving’ as a satisfactory
approach to teaching mathematics; to explore the idea of the child as
‘mathematician’; and to study the present status of mathematics in the Irish
curriculum from 1971 to 1999.
She discovered that the majority of junior infant teachers have a low level of
self-confidence in their mathematical ability. Overall, only one-third of the
teachers surveyed used problem solving as an approach to mathematics
teaching despite the research literature which indicates that this is one of the
key elements in children’s mathematical thinking.
From the results of her activities with children, Vera found that when the children
were confident and articulate they participated fully in the mathematical games
that she set them. These confident children showed that they had grasped
concepts such as the conservation of number but where they were not confident
and articulate they appeared to be uncertain in their grasp of these concepts.
Vera then moves on to quote research from McNamara which indicates that the
aptitude and skills which children develop in their first three years lay the
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foundation upon which the children build their mathematical knowledge of later
years. She continues by saying that current thinking asserts that mathematics
should be treated as another language. When children learn their first language it
takes place in a pleasant context free from stress and if mathematics were learnt
in a similar context their negative attitudes to mathematics would be removed.
Children, through their interaction with others, pick up the rules of ordinary
language but this contrasts starkly with mathematics regarding which there is
little or no discussion in the home or in school.
Vera concludes her article with a discussion concerning mathematics in the
Irish curriculum and suggested recommendations for altering it in the light of
her research.
Brian Murphy in his article “Reading Development in the Early Years
Curriculum – Retrospect and Prospect” tackles another of the three Rs, saying
that the development of reading skills has historically been a strong feature of
infant classroom practice in Irish primary schools. This obviously contrasts
strongly with Vera’s article on infant mathematics teaching.
Brian then progresses to the bottom-up or traditional model of reading
development. He says that according to Goswami and Bryant, the phonic
approach to the teaching of reading involves teachers “showing children how
letters signify sounds and how collections of letters represent collections of
sounds, which add up to meaningful words”. Proponents of this view thus tend
to promote the deliberate teaching of letters, sounds and blends to children
using flash cards, drills and brief artificial texts until the children have
automated the decoding process and become reasonably fluent at reading
aloud. Children are thus able “to sound out the words”. However, he draws
attention to the fact that there is no research-proven best way to teach phonics
and that the value of teaching phonics to young readers in its current form is
not undisputed.
The second major classroom methodological approach, which arises from the
bottom-up model of reading development, is the practice of whole-word or
‘look and say’ approaches to word recognition. In this approach the children are
taught using flash cards, to recognise whole words as complete units, without
reference to the phonic components of the words. He notes that Goswami and
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Bryant say that “beginning readers can and often do read whole words without
analysing the grapheme-phoneme relations in these words”. Whole-word
approaches have received criticism for not providing children with independent
strategies for reading unfamiliar words and material, for encouraging rote
learning and for creating dependency on the teacher.
Having criticised the bottom-up model of reading development, Brian
switches to the alternative top-down model. This approach focuses on reassertion of the vital role of oral language in the process of learning to read.
Proponents of this model claim that defining literacy in terms of reading and
uniting abilities clearly emphasises literacy as a language process. Thus, if
literacy is a language process, consideration must be afforded to all language
skills, including spoken language skills to fully understand the concept.
Literacy is then seen as a process or ability which underlines the continuities
between spoken language and written forms of language. He continues with
a consideration of ‘metalinguistic awareness’ which acknowledges the
symbiotic relationship between these oral language skills and the
development of reading and writing skills and vice versa, which forms the
bedrock of the top-down model of reading development.
Finally, Brian contrasts the practical implications of the ‘bottom-up’ and ‘topdown’ models and considers them in the light of the 1971 Primary School
Curriculum and the Revised Primary School Curriculum (1999) and concludes
that the composite interactive model of early reading development – embraced
in the Irish primary curriculum avoids the excesses and extremes of either the
top-down or bottom-up models.
Anna Ridgeway, in her interesting article, looks at the way that assessment forms part
of the teaching/learning continuum in two preschool settings, one in the United
States and the other in Italy. She commences with the rather startling comment that
the primary duty of a pupil lies in finding out what the teacher wants and then doing
it. She says that it is commonplace for us as the educators of young children to tell
them what we want them to do and how they should do it, rather than share the
learning interactions with them before they commence work. Thus, children are
often denied the opportunity to be part of the assessment process. She states that
assessment is a key issue in the current debate on educational issues and this is
particularly so in relation to the Revised Primary Curriculum (1999).
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Anna continues her paper with a detailed analysis of assessment in the Project
Spectrum work on early childhood in the USA and the Reggio Emilia approach
in Italy and, in the final part of her paper, deals with her experience of
Assessment for Understanding at WideWorld/Project 2000: Feedback, Criteria
and Rubrics http://harvard@learnweb.edu. She concludes by quoting from
Gipps (1994) who argued that
“The original psychometrics were based on a theory of
intelligence, while multiple choice standardised tests were based
on a behaviourist model of learning: educational assessment for
the next century must be based on our best current understanding
of theories of learning.”
Annie O’Doherty, Dorit Wieczorek-Deering and Geoffrey Shannon raise some
very fascinating points in their article on “Consulting Children: Factors
influencing the interview process”, their starting point being rather like Anna
Ridgeway that up until relatively recently children have been effectively
excluded from the research process in the sense that their own perspectives have
not been sought or elicited. They argue that children were ignored because of
traditional assumptions of them being unreliable informants, highly
suggestible, and unable to distinguish fact from fantasy.
The authors then consider one body of literature which has examined in
considerable detail issues relating to interviewing children which is child
witness research, where issues relating to the accuracy and credibility of
children’s statements have been subjected to rigorous empirical study.
They then consider law and policy where perspectives have changed from
a focus on children’s needs towards a rights-based perspective since
children’s rights are now being addressed formally at policy level, stating
that the U.N. Convention on the Rights of the Child is playing an
important role in framing this change. This has brought about a new
departure in Irish law – to have, to hear and give consideration to the
viewpoint or wishes of a child. However, they say that as the caseload in
the area of child sexual abuse grows so does the pressure to facilitate child
witnesses to tell their stories. In these cases the child is the only witness
and, often with no corroborative evidence, the child’s testimony becomes
crucial.
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Annie O’Doherty et al then consider such topics as suggestive questioning,
child incompetence and the types of questions that do or do not work
according to the literature. From this the reader learns much about conducting
child interviews and discovers that “the most critical error that adults make in
questioning children is assuming that children use, process and understand
language in the same way as we do”.
The article ends with a consideration of how the child interview should be
planned, how to build a rapport with the child, how to formulate the questions
in an appropriate language and so on, challenging us with the rhetorical
question “Are we ready to hear what the children have to tell us?”.
The next paper by Miranda Cooke, Anne Fitzpatrick and Patricia Walsh
considers diversity education with respect to Early Years students in the Dublin
Institute of Technology. It explores whether diversity was an issue for these
students and if so in what way? The empirical work for this study was carried
out in early 1999 with the Diploma students in Early Childhood Care and
Education.
The aim of the Diploma course was to provide the students with the
appropriate knowledge and skills they need in order to develop high quality
early years services. There was a strong focus on working with a child-centred
approach and being aware of the role of families in the context of early
childhood care and education. Supervised placements were integral to the
course and were used to develop professional competence in the student.
The empirical research took the form of a case study which was based on two
focus groups with final year students and questionnaires were completed by
final year students, lecturers and tutors. The students involved were both parttime and full-time and totalled 25.
Diversity was found to be an issue for a high number of the above students as
they had come face-to-face with a variety of problems in this domain while on
placement. They believed that young children and their families could be
discriminated against and some had seen placement staff engage in
discrimination. Although many of the students were concerned with the issue
of diversity, they were not at the stage of advocacy as outlined in the literature.
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Some of them, however, may have been beginning to reach the stage of
advocacy. The majority of the students who said they would feel comfortable
with the case scenarios regarding the racist and homophobic comments,
revealed how they would address the issues with the children only. However,
several of the students responded to the case scenarios saying that they would
feel uncomfortable if they had to deal with the parents’ as well as the child’s
attitudes towards diversity.
Having considered in detail the literature and the findings from this empirical
study the authors chart a future path for course developers and trainers and
make recommendations as to how the D.I.T. could improve in this respect.
In the next paper by Sarah Quinn, Doirt W. Deering, Kathleen Kennedy and
Maeve Martin, child factors as well as factors in the child’s social and physical
environment are examined in relation to behavioural difficulties in the junior
and senior infant child (age range predominantly four-to-six years). The
methodology involved teachers in providing information on children whose:
l
behaviour teachers considered or perceived to be a problem, causing a
disruption, were difficult for the teacher to manage, were of concern to
the teacher;
l
behaviour that teachers perceived as affecting the teaching and learning
process in the class and/or affecting the acceptable levels of social
behaviour in the school;
l
behaviour that was both or either internalising or externalising in nature.
Teachers were asked to interpret the term ‘behavioural and/or emotional
difficulties’ in as broad a sense as possible. The existence of behavioural
difficulties indicated that the teacher had perceived one or more children in
his/her class as exhibiting behavioural difficulties (as described above).
Deviation from the norm referred to the extent to which the behaviours
displayed by the children with behavioural difficulties deviated from what the
teacher regarded as normal/acceptable classroom behaviour.
Having described the pilot study the authors move on to the questionnaire
design, the sample, and the administration of the project.
With respect to the results, 240 teachers (87.91%) reported having a
child/children with behavioural difficulties in their class while 33 teachers
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(12.09%) believed they had no such child. There was a significant difference in
the existence of at least one child in the class having behavioural difficulties
according to the geographical location of the school. More schools located in
Co. Dublin had children with teacher-perceived behavioural difficulties than
Co. Kildare schools.
The authors then consider the role of parents, gender, school supports, class size,
deviation from the norm, the socio-economic focus of the school, the location
of the school, and preschool attendance before concluding with a discussion.
Judith Butler changes the focus yet again with her article on the “Differences in
the social competence of children who attend integrated junior infant classes
and children who attend segregated learning environments”. Instead of
concentrating specifically on the child with a disability this research investigates
the development of social competence in junior infant class children without
identified disabilities as they experience different educational settings in:
l
A non-integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school;
l
An integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school;
In addition, Judith’s research also focuses on the development of social
competence in children with disabilities who were educated in:
l
An integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school;
l
A segregated junior infant class for children who present with disabilities.
She says that the rationale for her research lies in the fact that it is during the
early years of life that the foundation of a child’s social competence is laid.
“Relationships should be counted as the first of the four Rs of education”.
In her review of the literature, Judith shows that the ‘hot house’ educational
philosophy concerning preschool children in Hong Kong, where 98% of them
receive homework in the kindergarten, leads to worrying side effects. These
children have higher levels of dependency and anxiety, display more temper
tantrums, suffer more eating problems and have greater difficulties with
relationships than children in the western world.
Having described the methodology and the research instruments that she has
used, Judith draws some tentative conclusions from her research which is not
yet completed. She says that parents and teachers have stated that integrated
programmes offer additional benefits for children without disabilities. Such
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children display less prejudice, have fewer stereotypes and are more helpful to
others. In addition, class teachers have reported that children without
disabilities enjoy learning to communicate using sign language. She ends by
making a heartfelt plea for inclusion, “... to provide teachers, schools and all
children the support to which they are entitled and which is necessary if
laudable rhetoric is to become reality”.
Rosaleen Dempsey’s article follows Judith’s paper and considers a specific
disability, that of visual impairment in preschool children. She states in her
introduction that, in addition to her interest in early childhood education and
care, she undertook her research into this area because of her personal
experience of growing up with a condition called Albinism, which is associated
with a lack of pigment in hair, skin and eyes as well as visual disability.
Rosaleen considers what is meant by ‘visual impairment’ and defines visual
acuity. In an educational context visual impairment, she says, is measured in the
context of functional vision. This term refers to how well the child uses the
amount of vision he or she has. She says that it is very useful for practitioners
dealing with children with visual impairments to be aware of the child’s level of
functional vision and she continues her paper by looking at the “Snellen Eye
Chart” as a test of visual acuity, traces the “Model of Disclosure” as used in
Ireland and briefly mentions the type of support services available.
Targeting the 0-6 year old child she says that she intends to explore the
processes that are involved in the support and guidance of preschool children
with visual impairments and their families in the Munster area and then
changing tack, and echoing Judith Butler, she wishes to consider preschool
children who do not have a visual impairment. She says that using role-play can
be very helpful in educating children about disability in general. With respect
to increasing preschool children’s understanding of visual impairment she gives
an example where the children are blindfolded and asked to identify common
objects such as school stationery or coins. She quotes from the Irish National
Teachers’ Organisation who point out that:
“the focus on people interested in Special Education should turn
from one of increasing the level of integration of children with
disabilities regardless of the consequences for both pupils and
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teachers to one of deciding on the most appropriate placement to
ensure the optimum educational development of these children.”
And she concludes her paper with a beautiful poem written by her friend who
is blind, the sentiments of which we should all take seriously.
Orla Bannon, like Marian Hanrahan, takes a medical perspective with her
article on “Play provision in hospitals: pre- and post- Platt”. She makes the
point that admissions of young children to Irish hospitals each year averages
100,000, with a high percentage of these being under five years of age.
Orla’s article commences with theories on play, and moves on to play and
learning before undertaking a historical overview of the pre-Platt era. This leads
to the Platt Report (1956) which was produced in England by the Central
Health Services Council and was chaired by an orthopaedic surgeon, Sir Harry
Platt. His report, she states, was full of common sense with well-defined
recommendations. Among these was the notion of unrestricted visiting of
young children by their parents and that mothers should accompany children
under five. However, in Ireland, it was not until the National Association for
the Welfare of Children in Hospital (N.A.W.C.H.) was set up in 1970 that real
progress was made.
In the years after its foundation, N.A.W.C.H. (Ireland) worked on having
children cared for in specialised paediatric units as opposed to being mixed with
adults, allowing for their special social and emotional needs to be met. Play was
recognised as being an important factor in child development, having also been
highlighted by the Save the Children Fund in the U.K., which introduced the
first play scheme in an English hospital in 1963. The Association for the
Welfare of Children in Hospital (Ireland) thus advocated that a “playroom for
every ward was the optimum situation” and since 1974, the aims of the
Association have had the approval of the Department of Health. Play in
hospital has a special significance, as it is the one normal element of life in a
strange environment. The activity of play provides a means of interaction with
peers and staff with whom the children can identify in a lively positive way.
Many paediatric nurses report children moving again, despite pain and
discomfort, while playing post-operatively. Play has the double advantage of

22

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 23

encouraging mobility (minimising secondary complications) and thereby, the
length of in-patient stay, as well as providing suitable activity for the child’s
normal healthy emotional growth and development.
Orla concludes her article by saying that nurses caring for sick children often
give the reason of being “too busy” to provide play experiences, but this is often
a rationalisation. It is for the nurse to assess nursing care priorities, to examine
and evaluate ward routines. Unfortunately, organised play is not always given a
sufficiently high priority in the child’s total care, with the result that insufficient
time is allocated to its provision in the nursing care plan. In order to provide
time, routines need to be simplified and unessentials discarded.
Nessa Ryan shifts the focus yet again in her article on “Insights into the École
Maternelle in France: Implications for Practice in the Republic of Ireland”. She
first relates the history of French nursery education beginning with Oberlin’s
école à tricoter and continuing on with the salles d’asile and the development of
the modern école maternelle. Along the way she considers such figures as Robert
Owen and Pauline Kergomard, before giving an extract from a case study of one
of the écoles maternelles in which she observed. Among her chief
recommendations for the Republic of Ireland which resulted from her study are:
l
More small group settings should be used by teachers of Junior and Senior
Infant classes.
l
In order to provide a child-centred and heuristic approach to early years
education, the pupil-teacher ratio needs to be improved in both countries
to at least 15:1.
l
Appropriate materials and equipment need to be provided. Indoor and
outdoor equipment needs to be provided and Irish Early Years Education
is underfunded in this respect.
l
Irish local government needs to receive a ‘one-off ’ injection of capital to
create playgrounds, libraries and toy libraries for the under-sixes.
l
A greater percentage of Ireland’s G.N.P. should be devoted to Early Years
Education and Care.
l
Parents should receive all Early Years Education and Care free of cost.
l
With the rapidly changing nature of this sector, frequent
multidisciplinary inservice courses should be offered to teachers.
l
A less formal curriculum should be introduced in the Junior and Senior
Infant classes of the Irish primary school.
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The final article on “A study of the impact of the Child Care (Preschool
Services) Regulations (1966) on the quality of Early Childhood Services in
Ireland: The IEA pre-primary project revisited” has been written by Mary
O’Kane and Margaret Kernan and makes a fitting conclusion to this volume.
This study aims to identify the differences between the quality and
experiences in early years services offered to four-year-old children
attending preschools before the implementation of the Child Care
(Preschool Services) Regulations (1996) and six years after implementation
in 2002. The baseline data used for the purposes of this study was gathered
as part of the IEA Pre-primary Project which was a large cross-national
study into early childhood care and education. It aimed to investigate the
years prior to a child’s entry into school and the quality of care and
education that children from various countries received at this stage. It then
reviewed the transition of these children into primary school education. The
High/Scope Educational Foundation was the international coordinating
centre for the project. The conceptual framework was based on the
ecological systems model of development proposed by Bronfenbrenner in
which the child is seen to be just one part of a process of intervention
influencing his or her development.
This paper focuses on data from Phase Two of the Project in which 15
countries, including Ireland, participated. The Early Childhood Research
Centre at the Dublin Institute of Technology coordinated the Irish element of
the research. The aims of the Irish study were to:
l
Describe the quality of early years experiences of a sample of Irish four
year olds.
l
Examine designated disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged settings.
l
Build up a knowledge base in the field of early years services.
The study involved 109 schools and preschools all over Ireland and interviews
with the providers (1994-1995) revealed the following:
l
48% of staff had completed some form of pre-service training;
l
58% of staff had access to in-service training;
l
The mean group size was 14 children;
l
The mean adult-child ratio was 1:7, but the range was from between
1:2 and 1:36;
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l
l
l

77% of services had access to outside play areas;
Only 12% of services kept records of children’s development;
Hours in attendance were 13 hours per week, on average.

Mary and Margaret then look at The Child Care (Preschool Services)
Regulations (1996) in detail before moving on to explicate the critical nature of
the relationship between regulation and quality of service. They conclude their
article by describing their present study which is ongoing. Work commenced
on this project in December 2001. Data collection should commence in
September 2002 and be completed by the end of 2002. Data coding, entry and
analysis will take place in 2003, with the final study report expected by
December 2003.
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From automaton to activist:
a conceptual analysis of early years curricula
ary organ
Automaton ... robotic ... controlled from without ... mechanical processing of
information ... devoid of feelings ... lacking bodily co-ordination ... unidimensional.
It is argued in this paper that acceptance of and/or adherence to Categories I and II
and their underpinning ideologies reduces children (and, in the case of Category II,
practitioners) to the level of automatons rather than active participants in the
educative process. In contrast, Categories III and IV emphasise autonomous activity.
INTRODUCTION
Rugg (1936), one of the founding fathers of what is today called the field of
curriculum, once referred to the word as something ugly, awkward and
academic. Today, it still continues to be a term about which much confusion,
uncertainty and obfuscation abound. Curriculum is often described in an
idealistic sense, as if there were a perfect model of a curriculum against which
all individual curricula pale into insignificance. A variant of this is the view
that the curriculum is merely a syllabus, a book of instructions for teachers’
use. This, implicit in comments like “Would you please pass me the
curriculum?” equates the curriculum with a written prescription of what it is
intended should happen in schools. Perusal of the word’s etymology is equally
obtuse since it is seen as analogous with “running”, “a race course” or “a
chariot” (Cassell’s Latin-English Dictionary). In standard English
dictionaries, it is defined variously as “A course; spec. a regular course of study
or training as at a school or university” (Oxford English Dictionary) or as (a)
“a course, especially a specified fixed course of study, as in a school or college,
as one leading to a degree”, (b) “the whole body of courses offered in an
educational institution, or by a department thereof – the usual sense”
(Webster’s New International Dictionary).
The most common complaint against these conventional definitions of
curriculum is that they are too narrow and have resulted in a type of curriculum
planning which lacks any underpinning rationale and curricula which are “the
amorphous products of generations of tinkering” (Taba, 1962, p.8). Such
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myopia ignores deeper concerns such as “the purposes of such transmission, its
effects on the students and teachers and its attendant hidden curriculum”
(Kelly, 1989, p.11).
Though to many politicians, practitioners and pupils, curricula have “an aura of
permanence and inevitability” (Taylor and Richards, 1985, p.16) the curriculum
is not a concept but is, rather, a socio-cultural construction which must be viewed
as arising out of a particular set of historical circumstances and as reflecting a
particular social milieu. Hence, no curriculum has an a priori existence and “if we
scratch the surface of educational practice ... we find not universal laws but beliefs
and values” (Grundy, 1987, p.7). The ideological perspective is thus useful in
attempting to characterise the nature of current discussion in education, since
educational ideologies are representative of the various clusters of values, beliefs,
sentiments and understandings which endeavour to explicate the purpose of
education and its relationship to society (Taylor, 1982). Ideologies in education
can be plotted on a continuum from the most obvious, public and articulate
statement of purpose, content and rationale to the most subtle, private and latent
view. Indeed, when a particular ideology becomes pervasive or is not in overt
competition with another, it tends to become invisible, sometimes in an insidious
manner (Kelly, 1995; Eisner, 1996) [i.e. ideologies can distort and blur the
distinction between the cultural and the natural, so that that which is cultural,
and hence in principle open to chance, appears natural and thus impermeable to
alteration (Habermas (1970a)]. Although ideologies are rarely as watertight or
amenable to definition in practice as they are on paper, several attempts have been
made to categorise them.
Davies (1969), for example, offered a four-fold classification of major
educational ideologies which included conservative, revisionist, romantic
and democratic, while Scrimshaw (1983) in providing an alternative
typology, outlined five (progressivism, instrumentalism, reconstructionism,
classical humanism and liberal idealism). More recently, Eisner (1996,
p.306) has outlined six (viz. religious orthodoxy, rational humanism,
progressivism, critical theory, reconceptualism and cognitive pluralism) –
some indication of the validity of the assertion that the “school curriculum
has been described as a battleground of competing ideologies” (Kelly, 1989,
p.21). Nevertheless, while cognisant of the earlier caveat with respect to the
difficulties inherent in attempting to categorise these ideological stances,
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and at the risk of over-simplification, it is possible to see the above fifteen as
broadly falling into four main categories. Category One could be seen to
embrace the conservative model, classical humanism, religious orthodoxy,
rational/liberal humanism, and perhaps, liberal idealism, all of which, to
varying degrees, and with different agenda, view the curriculum as content
and the role of education as one of transmission. Category Two could be said
to include revisionism and instrumentalism, being concerned primarily with
the vocational, utilitarian and economic functions of schooling. The
Romantic ideology, progressivism and cognitive pluralism could form
Category Three, all stressing the complexity of, and necessity for, viewing and
supporting education as a form of personal development, while Category
Four, in essence a development of this, could be comprised of the democratic
ideology, reconstructionism, critical theory and maybe even its
phenomenological cousin – Reconceptualism. This approach to the study of
education and society has as its primary function the elucidation of the tacit
values that underpin the system as a means of consciousness raising or
“emancipation”.
These ideological perspectives encapsulate the views of different groups, each
striving for dominance, each seeking to ensure that its particular view of
education gets the upper hand. Thus, the conception of education in any
society is contingent upon the salience of ideologies and their ability to
attract public and professional support. Nevertheless, since ideological factors
are interrelated with others (e.g. social, cultural, technological), the relative
prominence of any particular ideology is not necessarily a reflection of its
inherent attractiveness nor of the activities of its proponents. Indeed, the
rivalry and struggle for dominance among the ideologies can be viewed as a
political one since it influences the distribution, exercise and justification of
power in education which “is itself a major agency for controlling social
groups” (Taylor and Richards, 1985, p.36). Viewed from this perspective,
curricula, rather than being inert syllabi or compilations of information, can
be seen to have considerable cultural and political significance. Finally, since
all political theories are underpinned (whether explicitly or otherwise) by
“views or stances taken on the nature and status of human knowledge along
with consequent views or stances on the issues of human values ...” (Kelly,
1995, xvii), attention must be given to the epistemological implications of
the above theoretical orientations.
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CATEGORY I
In ancient Hellenic society, Heraclitus (c.540-475 B.C.) reputedly held fire to be the
primary element, thus signifying his doctrine of eternal flux; hence, his contention
that just as “one cannot step into the same river twice” nor can one ever fully
comprehend or have true understanding of a world that fails to be immutable – this
stance is re-echoed by his successor, Socrates (470 - 399 B.C.) who, cognisant of the
impermanence of life, conceded to the notion of universal ignorance and embraced
the pursuit of eternal questioning. Nevertheless, his student Plato (427-347 B.C.)
who initially articulated his master’s ideas unquestioningly, later deviated from this
pattern as reflected in his final works which are increasingly expository with no trace
of the Socratic element. It was Plato’s contention that man was a rational being whose
purpose on this earth was to behave in a rational manner, exercising his intelligence
to extend and develop that rationality and hence to broaden the boundaries of
knowledge. The fundamental tenet of this stance was that man, to use a Steinerian
term, was a “trichotomous being” – comprised of reason, spirit and passions.
Moreover, it was possible through the stifling of bodily desires or passions to ‘tame
the beast’ which, in turn, would enable one’s spirit to be brought into line with one’s
mind, i.e. reason.
For Plato, therefore, the resolution to the perplexing question of the content,
acquisition and understanding of knowledge was to operate at a metaphysical level
of reasoning whereby one could “discern behind the shifting uncertainty of human
experience an unchanging and permanent reality and thus gain ‘true’ knowledge,
again in all fields, through an understanding of this reality” (Kelly, 1995, p.56).
Further underpinning this stance was a theological notion that since man was made
in the image and likeness of God, it was possible during the cataclysmic moments
of contemplation at the pinnacle of logic, to gain insights into the mind of God.
Knowledge thus became reified, God-given and independent of the “knower”,
existing in a timeless vacuum quite removed from the banalities of socio-cultural
considerations or other ephemeral concerns. This, the rationalist view, asserts that
since perfect knowledge exists and is accessible (independently of sense-impression)
by those whose rational faculties are the best developed, that nothing (including
human values) is a matter of opinion but rather one of fundamental truth.
Therefore, to focus more clearly on the epistemological theory of rationalism,
it is necessary to further explore and seek illumination on its concomitant
educational practices.
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As previously stated, this epistemological theory views the development of
knowledge as a linear progression towards a form of ultimate metaphysical
perfection. Furthermore, it glorifies knowledge that is highly abstract and
esoteric in nature, a perspective that has resulted in hierarchies of knowledge
where practical and artistic pursuits are relegated to the bottom-most echelons.
Finally, it copperfastens the dichotomy between body and mind, denouncing
the former while ennobling the latter, thereby, effectively making the
development of any coherent theory of one’s affective being virtually
impossible. “The unity of the human being is entirely lost in this account”
(Walsh, 1969, p.32). In other words, the emphasis is on states of knowledge
rather than ways of knowing, on acceptance rather than on speculation; on
convergent rather than divergent or innovative thought.
It has been argued that this is a very subtle, insidious method of social
domination, a policy of controlling if not appeasing the masses, akin to the
panis circique of imperial Rome since the ideology to be promulgated through
the education system will be that of the dominant group within society, the
group which controls the system and especially the school curriculum. Thus,
“how a society selects, classifies, distributes, transmits and evaluates the
educational knowledge it considers to be public, reflects both the distribution
of power and the principles of social control” (Bernstein, 1972, p.47). This
institutionalization of values, it is argued, “leads to ... social polarization and
psychological impotence” (Illich, 1971, p.9) making education an ideological
force of tremendous import (Frèire, 1972a; Apple, 1979, 1990; Harris, 1979;
Giroux, 1981; Goodson and Ball, 1984; et al).
Nevertheless, despite such castigation and vilification, the rationalist model has
always endured even at a latent, covert level when not explicitly stated. Its
protagonists have been many. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
for example, when this ideology was challenged by empiricism (see below),
there was an automatic, almost reflex-like, reaction to safeguard its virtue from
the onslaught.
This counter-attack was initially launched by Kant and taken up by his
successors (e.g. Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, in particular). Kant reinstated the
validity of the a priori knowledge which emanates uncontaminated from the
rational mind, reasserting the argument that experience based a posteriori
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forms of knowing are spurious. Indeed, perusal of Hegel’s work (Philosophy of
Right) which contains statements like “what is, is right, because it is” (op.cit.,
para.352), especially when cognisance is taken of their residual effect on the
despotism of Mussolini and Hitler, illustrates with great clarity the extreme
forms of dogmatism and subversion to which abuse of this model can
invariably lead.
Moreover, it was reinvigorated in the middle of this century by Peters (1965,
1966) and by others of similar genre (e.g. Hirst, 1974; Dearden, 1968; Hirst
and Peters, 1970; White, 1973; et al). Hirst and Peters reassert the Platonic
preoccupation with the development of the mind, although no attempt is made
to address or explicate how such development naturally accrues from exposure
to the pre-determined bodies of knowledge [viz. formal logic and mathematics,
the physical sciences, moral awareness and judgement, aesthetics, philosophy,
religious experience and ‘our awareness of our own and other people’s minds’
(Hirst and Peters, 1970) -Broudy (1961) and Phenix (1964) follow suit, albeit,
with different ‘realms’ or categories].
Their main focus of attention is the education of the ‘cultured gentleman’ just
as Plato’s was the education of his ‘Philosopher-Kings’ and, in exactly the same
way, it has resulted in a conflict between liberal and vocational forms of
education, overt hierarchical distinctions between certain kinds of school
subjects and, ultimately, pupils – a distinction which is palpable and discernible
in Ireland today where this dichotomy traditionally stratified our education
system into “high status” voluntary secondary schools versus “low status”
vocational; into “high status” third level institutions – universities versus “low
status” institutes of technology; and within those institutions into “high status”
disciplines, e.g. Medicine versus “low status”, e.g. Arts. Other proponents of the
notion of liberal humanism include Kerr (1968), King and Brownell (1966),
and Ford and Pugho (1964).
Finally, as previously stated, the inherent danger here is that discussions about
education may be circumscribed and, indeed, circumvented leading to a
semantic analysis of what the curriculum should consist of to the exclusion of
more fundamental issues such as the purpose of education in the first place.
Rationalism and liberal humanism despite their avowed interest in, and
emphasis on, the rational mind fail to consider its social and historical context.
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CATEGORY II
Nietzsche speculated that Christianity, based on a rationalist philosophy, gave
birth to science in the Christian’s obsession never to lie. Hence, in the
compulsion to tell the truth, came the systematic search for secular truth –
science. Truth was seen as existing somewhere outside human history to be
discovered through the rigours of the scientific method. Practice was no longer
to be determined by faith or ‘absolute’ knowledge, but rather was deemed to
follow one’s predictive cogitations on efficacious action.
It is of interest to trace the conceptual overlap between rationalism and its main
opponent which first emerged in the guise of “empiricism”. This latter
perspective challenged the fundamental claim of rationalism that knowledge
can exist which is independent of the experience of the senses. Thus, the basic
tenet of empiricism, in total opposition to rationalism, is that the only ‘real’
knowledge is derived from empirical observation or logical necessity.
Predicated on the view that knowledge is uncertain, tentative and
hypothetical, especially with respect to value questions, it would appear to
embrace a less dogmatic view of the curriculum than rationalism. However,
the main problem with empiricism as it has evolved into the twentieth century
is that it has been flanked and cross-fertilized by two other “isms” – namely,
behaviourism and positivism. Comte (1798-1857) is reputed to be the first
individual who subjected the social sciences (which include human, social and
moral value questions) to the same method of scrutiny as that utilized in the
study of the natural sciences, on the assumption that universal knowledge
would emanate from such scientific investigation. This, ultimately, resulted in
the production of unchallengeable, universal “truths” in all areas of the human
and social sciences (especially in psychology and sociology), a legacy which has
continued into this century. It is, therefore, possible to contend that positivism
in the social sciences is like rationalism – they represent two parallel tracks into
‘objective reality’, each resulting in the generation of immutable,
unchallengeable, universal certainties which are reached in a purely ‘logical’
manner which repudiates the affective domain.
According to Kelly (1995, p.77), this attempt to regard human issues, social,
moral or political as subject to any kind of scientific scrutiny or productive of
any form of reliable universals, is the inherent danger of positivism. It leads,

32

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 33

ultimately, to a form of curriculum planning where the curriculum is viewed,
consciously or otherwise, as a body of knowledge – content, and an implicit
system of values, which are to be transmitted to a ‘passive’ pupil body in a
manner which obviates challenge and inquiry on the part of the recipient.
In the early twentieth century, the philosophical triumph of positivism
facilitated the development of the technocratic tradition – the belief that
questions of human welfare were soluble through the application of science.
Thus, with respect to the school curriculum, technocracy entered the scene in
the guise of rational curriculum planning – underscored by the prevalent
psychological theory of the day -”Behaviourism”. However, before analysing the
manner in which this union led to what has been termed “The Objectives
Model” of Curriculum Design, it is interesting to pause briefly and introduce a
conceptual framework (Habermas, 1972) which is of use when attempting to
explicate the epistemological differences and nuances between this category and
the final two. Like his predecessors (i.e. earlier philosophers, such as Kant and
Fichte), Habermas contends that the most fundamental interest of the human
species is an interest in rationality. However, he also asserted that it was within
the speech act which determined ‘humanness’ that the interest in rationality is
discernible and further noted that rationality, as expressed through
“knowledge-constitutive interests”, can be applied in a number of different
ways to ensure self-preservation. “Thus, the manner in which rationality
manifests itself will determine what a social group is prepared to distinguish as
knowledge” (Grundy, 1987, p.9).
Habermas (1972) contends that three basic cognitive interests exist. These, he
labels, the technical, the practical and the emancipatory, each reflective of a
particular scientific conception and understanding of knowledge in society.
[Note: the “technical” interest encompasses Category 2 as outlined above; the
“practical” interest is, in essence, reflective of Category 3, while the
“emancipatory” interest embraces Category 4.]
According to Habermas, all interest is action-related. “Interest, in general, is the
pleasure that we connect with the existence of an object or an action” (1972,
p.198), so it is not surprising that the three interests outlined above (each
encapsulating a particular fundamental orientation of the human species
towards the preservation of life and knowledge) are seen to have their attendant
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form of activity or action. It is, therefore, the interweave of these specific forms
of understanding and knowledge with particular methods of behaviour which
constitutes the life structures of the species.
One of the earliest proponents of this model in education was Bobbitt (1918)
who argued that “an age of science is demanding exactness and particularity (in
education)” (Bobbitt, 1918, cited in Davies 1976, p.47 bracket added).
However, probably the best exponent of this design model, a man who
systematised it into a coherent rationale, was Tyler (1949). The Tyler rationale,
as it has become known, centres on four main cyclical stages which he believes
are imperative in the development of any curriculum. The first involves the
specification and clarification of goals, i.e. what it is hoped the curriculum will
achieve. These specific goals are intended to pinpoint both the type of
behaviour to be developed in the pupil and the area of content into which he
is to be introduced. [Closely formulated statements of intent of this nature are
termed “objectives” (as distinct from aims which are more general and nonspecific – see Mager, 1962; Taba, 1962; Kratwohl, 1965; Wheeler, 1967;
Popham, 1977; for arguments regarding even more complex levels of
specificity).] In the light of such objectives, the learning experiences to be
offered to the students are selected at stage two, and are organised (at stage
three) to reinforce each other, thereby producing a cumulative effect. The final
stage is that of evaluation, which investigates the extent to which the objectives
have been realised in practice, in effect a quality control mechanism as was
evidenced in a widespread interest in testing which dominated educational
development in the U.S. in the 1930s.
One of the major milestones in the study of objectives was an attempt to
produce a taxonomy of educational objectives which was conceived during “an
informal meeting of college examiners attending the 1948 American
Psychological Association Convention” (Bloom, 1956, p.4). The resultant
taxonomies in the cognitive domain (Bloom, 1956) and the affective domain
(Krathwohl, 1964) give a clear insight into how psychologists and
psychometricians tackled the problem. Moreover, Bloom and Krathwohl
stratify the educational objectives into a kind of hierarchy of goals. This is
apparent from the gradation of objectives in the cognitive domain from the
acquisition of the knowledge of specifics (at the bottom) through such higherlevel cognitive abilities as classification, comprehension, application, analysis,
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synthesis etc. to the making of evaluative judgements (additional ranking is
specified within each of these categories). Further evidence of this drive to
disentangle and classify what might otherwise be opaque is obvious in the
similar treatment afforded to the affective and, later, the psychomotor
domains. This model, which facilitates the pre-specification of objectives and
the hierarchical ranking of goals, has received much recognition in the U.S.
and the U.K. (see Kelly, 1989). Interestingly, in the U.K., it was utilised in
conjunction with the rationalist model espoused by Peters (1965, 1973) and
Hirst (1974). As stated earlier, these two models are not as mutually exclusive
as they might appear at first glance. Both the rationalist and the
instrumentalist models are concerned with the notion of “the man-in-the
making”, with the end-product of the process rather than with the process
itself – or its effect on or suitability for the recipient. Hence, the writings of
Hirst and Peters have been highly influential in legitimising the content and
organisation of academically-oriented, hegemonic curricula (Connell et al,
1982) in Britain and the Commonwealth.
In this respect, Rowntree (1982) quotes and upholds Ruskin’s statement that
“Education does not mean teaching people to know what they do not know. It
means teaching them to behave as they do not behave” (Rowntree, 1982, cited
in Grundy 1987, p.30). There have been many criticisms of the power
relationships implicit in this statement and, indeed, in this model of
curriculum design.
In the first instance, the technical interest implies certain power hierarchies
within the process of education. Ultimate power could be seen to reside with
those who formulate the objectives since the guiding eidos is within their remit.
Further down the continuum is the power vested in the practitioner albeit
curtailed by the restrictions of the specifications and the penalties accruing
from failure to perform. At the very bottom are found the students whose only
power is a reactive one.
Secondly, this view of curriculum theory rests on the assumption that there is
fundamental agreement on the aims and objectives of education. On the
contrary, these are taken as given, which precludes debate, and curriculum
planning is cast as the technical exercise of the design of learning in accordance
with pre-specified ends. Apple (1979, 1980, 1982) and others [see also

35

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 36

Bernstein, 1971, 1977; Young, 1971; Gramsci, 1971; Bowles and Gintis, 1976,
1977; Bourdieu et al, 1977, 1979] have taken serious issue with this
hegemony, arguing that the school through the curriculum has been utilised
as an agent for the creation and recreation or reproduction of the ideological
hegemony of the dominant classes and class segments of society, turning the
dominant culture into a commodity or “cultural capital” (Bourdieu et al,
1979) for domination in the curriculum, thus ensuring the perpetuation of
the status quo. Moreover, it must be acknowledged that behaviour
modification is inherent in this model. “Like the materials upon which the
industrial worker operates, children’s minds are to be fashioned by teachers
according to some preconceived blueprint” (Kelly, 1989, p.63). Admittedly,
there may be certain skills which are amenable to such psychological
sophistry, but when one enters the realm of values a cautionary note is
warranted. This enforced unquestioning passivity on the part of the recipient
which deprives him of critical analysis and individual autonomy has led many
to believe that the critical component of this model is not education but
indoctrination (ibid.).
Thirdly, it has been argued that the “product” approach makes the assumption
that all learning is reducible to statements of learned behaviour.
In higher order learning, whether cognitive or affective in character,
finite lists of behaviour are inappropriate because the achievements
are so complex that they can only be adjudicated contextually by
one who has knowledge both of the area of achievement under
consideration and of the learner’s relation to it.
[Golby, 1989, p.31]
In this respect, the technocratic tradition makes the mistake of
misrepresenting educational performance by reducing the range of evidence
for it. This is further highlighted by the simplistic notion that the student’s
cognitive, affective and psychomotor development can be disentangled and
contained in ‘watertight’ categories of specification. While conceptually neat
and manageable, this is realistically untenable given the interconnectedness of
the totality of one’s being.
Finally, Stenhouse (1975), arguing against the dogmatism that has been a
concomitant of the objectives model, through the certitude of some of its

36

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 37

proponents who believe it to be an educational panacea, states that:
It is one of the problems of theorizing that our minds are
beguiled by systematic tidiness and by comprehensive breath.
Hence, many people believe that the more systematic a theory
is, the more likely it is to be correct. In curriculum studies –
though perhaps not in the physical sciences – the reverse is likely
to be the case... (large-scale theories) can easily become the lotus
isles of our scientific journey.
[Stenhouse, 1975, p.71]
CATEGORY III
At an academic level, at least, the late twentieth century has evidenced a move
away from the prescription and dogmatism of the above two ideological groups.
It is a movement which is somewhat reminiscent of Heraclitus and Socrates, a
shift away from the certainties of positivism, rationalism and universalism
towards an acceptance of a more tentative, less dogmatic view of knowledge –
a transformatory rather than a cumulative view. Thus, “the western/industrial
world view based on certainty, predictability, control and instrumental
rationality has become fractured and incoherent” (Slaughter, 1989, p.255). The
Romantic (child-centred/progressive) view of curriculum is underpinned by the
assertion that knowledge is resultant from the creative, adaptive powers of the
individual mind as it organises experiences to form ever more complex,
personal systems of interpretations, intentions and recollections. Therefore,
knowledge is seen as emanating from a socio-cultural matrix, wherein the
individual perceives logical connections between data, categorizes experiences
and infers increasingly sophisticated chains of meaning. Knowledge as reified is
anathema to this orientation since it is regarded as subject to individual
interpretation and is, thus, in many ways unique to every human being, who as
a meaning maker is able to build data “into his own scheme of things and relate
it uniquely to what he already holds as experience” (Postman and Weingartner,
1969, pp.94-95).
The child-centred view of education was a revolt against the traditional view
which focused on the purveying of certain kinds of abstract knowledge and the
development of rationality. Although the continuum will be pushed back in
time to illuminate some earlier educationists and theorists who, in an
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embryonic manner, were moving in this direction, the fulcrum probably best
rests with Rousseau who in the eighteenth century first demarcated this
watershed with clarity and precision. This was further developed by his
successors, notably Froebel and Montessori, all who argued vehemently that the
focus for educational planning should be the child and his development, and
not primarily a consideration of the knowledge to be passed on or the economic
or utilitarian goals to be achieved.
Earlier attempts to pinpoint precisely what this entailed were criticised on the
grounds that it was all things to all people, laissez-faire in nature, and idealistic
rather than realistic. However, there have been two major twentieth century
developments which have endowed child-centredness with a more substantive
theoretical basis. The first is the new epistemological reorientation; the second is
constructivist psychology, substantiated in more recent times by medical research.
Kelly (1995) locates the emergence of the first development (i.e. this new
paradigm, this epistemological revolution) in three specific historical
movements. The first, existentialism, emerged in the nineteenth century in
opposition to German idealism, especially that propounded by Hegel. These
existential philosophers shared
the desire to re-establish the claims of the particular against the
universal, the individual against the varied kinds of collective,
whether class, state or even humanity as a whole, into which
rationalism and essentialism would dissolve him or her.
[Ibid., p.64]
It is, therefore, asserted that it behoves every individual to assert his own
existence as an individual since, according to Sartre, existence precedes essence;
the individual first exists as an individual and what he becomes is his own
responsibility and choice. The second main factor has been a “Revolution in
Philosophy” (ibid., p.65) which endeavours to establish a radical alternative to
traditional, essentialist, rationalist and positivist approaches and their
concomitant a priori metaphysically-acquired knowledge base. This new wave
of conceptual clarity has led to a recognition of the fact that value assertions are
fundamentally and logically distinct from scientific assertions so that the task
of moral philosophy is the analysis of the language of morals and of the
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concepts which moral language encapsulates, rather than the search for
“irrefutable moral prescriptions” (ibid., p.66).
The third major catalyst in the evolving intellectual climate of this century was
“the particular version of empiricism which was developed by John Dewey and
which he termed ‘pragmatism’” (ibid.). In essence, the main thrust of this
theory is towards the same kind of epistemology which the two previous
developments propounded, i.e. a rejection of dogmatism in all its forms.
Moreover, of seminal importance in the evolution of this model has been the
development and refinement of the study of child development which, more
than anything else, has further reinforced the critical importance of a childcentred perspective, revealing and clarifying not only how children best learn
but, more importantly, how their minds develop. It would be impossible to
collapse the cumulative work of hundreds of individuals into a few lines here.
Suffice it to say, therefore, that their work has led to the emergence not merely
of a new theory of learning but, much more crucially, to a new concept of
learning, one in which it is regarded in terms of the development of
understanding rather than the mere acquisition of knowledge.
These two major developments have thus consolidated the emergent belief that
a priori knowledge is an insufficient base for curriculum planning; they have led
to the view that educational planning must base itself on clear statements
concerning its underlying principles, i.e. the processes it seeks to promote
rather than the goals it is concerned to attain (Stenhouse, 1975) and, finally,
they have copperfastened the view that education should be seen as a process of
development and that, consequently, the fundamental values of education are
to be found in the nature of human development and its potentialities (Blenkin
and Kelly, 1981, 1988a; Blenkin, 1988; Kelly, 1995). In essence, therefore,
what emerges from the above initial consideration of some of the underlying
ideologies for this model of curriculum is that it does not purport to claim any
pseudo-scientific or pseudo-objective status for its concept of education.
Rather, it endeavours to explicate its own ideology in terms of both theory and
practice as a basis for planning education and the curriculum.
According to Habermas (1972), the basic orientation of this model is that of
the practical interest which “is towards understanding” (1972, p.310). This
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type of understanding “is grounded in the fundamental need of the human
species to live in, and as part of, the world, not to be – as it were – in
competition with the environment for survival” (Grundy, 1987, p.13). This
interest in understanding, tolerance, co-habitation and cooperation moves one
more clearly into the moral sphere. The development of knowledge through
understanding and meaning-making falls within the remit of the historicalhermeneutic sciences (i.e. the interpretative agendas of sociology and some
branches of psychology and historical and literary interpretation). It is argued
that hermeneutical understanding is a pre-eminent form of knowledge upon
which action can proceed. Rather than merely claiming that knowledge and
application of sets of rules is a sufficient basis for action (as asserted by both the
rationalist and positivist ideologies), this perspective stresses the importance of
reflection on and scrutiny of both the meaning of the rules and the situation in
which they are to be applied prior to acting on them (see, for example,
Gadamer, 1977; Ricoeur, 1979).
Once knowledge is redefined as a process of making meaning of the world, then
education changes from mere transmission to what Eisner (1993) describes as
“invention”. In similar vein, Buber (1980) refers to the ‘critical reflective
encounter’ while, for Frèire (1972a), knowledge involves a constant unity
between action and reflection upon reality. Thus, knowing and understanding
become a process through which the educator invites the learner to recognise
and then critically unveil reality, this dénouement contained in the dialectic
movement from action to reflection and from reflection upon action to new
action. Conceived in this way, knowledge becomes a mapping of ways of acting
and thinking that are viable and the educator’s role is a supportive one, helping
the child to learn “how to negotiate meaning in a manner congruent with the
requirements of the culture” (Lawton, 1983; Brüner and Haste, 1987, p.1).
Knowledge which is concerned with understanding is not to be judged
according to the success of the operations arising as a consequence of that
knowledge, but rather according to whether the interpreted meaning
facilitated the process of discerning how to act rationally and morally
(Habermas, 1972). Such knowledge is neither objective nor is it acquired
objectively. Rather, it is a subjective knowledge, acquired and developed
through interaction with the environment whether human or organic. In
other words, this is an interest in understanding the environment through
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interaction based upon a consensual interpretation of meaning. Hence, a
curriculum designed using the child-centred ideology is regarded as a ‘process’
through which student and teacher interact with a view to making meaning
of the world.
The type of interaction inherent in this ‘process’ is akin to what Aristotle called
phronesis – phronesis being the disposition from which emanated practical
judgement. It is difficult to capture the essential nuances of this Greek word
but, according to Gadamer (1979), it is essentially a combination of
knowledge, judgement and taste – the guiding eidos being the “good”. It follows
from the moral imperative associated with phronesis that the onus is upon the
practitioner to gain an in-depth knowledge of each individual child so as to
maximise that child’s understanding and powers of critical reflection upon
which moral and value judgements are predicated. In this way, education strives
to bring to fruition the developmental potential of every child to “function as
a human being, that is, as a creature with the greatest possible control over his
or her own destiny and thus with the widest practicable range of options and
possibilities open to him or her” (Blenkin and Kelly, 1996, p.10). Thus,
a process model (of curriculum development ) rests on teacher
judgement (i.e. knowing when and how to intervene to maximise
understanding), rather than teacher direction (in the form of
prescription). It is far more demanding on teachers and thus far
more difficult to implement in practice, but it offers a higher
degree of personal and professional development.
[Stenhouse, 1975, p.96, brackets added]
From ideas such as these about teaching and learning, a new paradigm – that
of a “mediating variable” – for understanding how students learn has been
constructed (e.g. Doyle, 1978; Lowyck, 1986; McDonald, 1988; Peterson,
1988). This orientation stresses the role of the learner in “determining what
is processed, how it is processed, and, therefore, what is learned” (Doyle,
op.cit., p.171). Built on the concept of a reciprocal teaching encounter, it
highlights how the teacher must constantly adjust to the student’s changing
needs, interests and understandings, a task which necessitates a flexible
concept of curriculum. This, therefore, while consistent with Piagetian
theory, is not as circumscribed by orthodox views of stage determinism and
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thus presents a more highly developed constructivist view of knowledge
(Resnick, 1989).
A further refinement of Piagetian theory is presented by the cognitive
structuralist perspective which, while accepting the necessity for activity and
discovery learning, contends that optimal learning takes place in an
environment which is “prepared”. Preparation, in this sense, is not prescriptive
but it appreciates the necessity for language use and disciplinary structure in the
pursuit of meaningful discovery. “Grasping the structure of a subject is
understanding it in a way that permits many other things to be related to it
meaningfully. To learn structure, in short, is to learn how things are related”
(Brüner, 1966; 1968, p.7).
Similarly, Vygotsky speaks about the “mediational means” which are the shapers
of the particular type of sense one makes of the world. He argues that
intellectual development cannot adequately be understood in epistemological
terms which specify the nature of the knowledge to be acquired nor solely in
psychological terms which focus on some supposed inner and spontaneous
developmental process.
Rather, he understood intellectual development in terms of the
intellectual tools, like language, that we accumulate as we grow up
in a society and that mediate the kind of understanding we can
form or construct.
[Egan, 1998, p.5]
This is what Brüner had in mind when he spoke of the “educational process ...
providing aids and dialogues for translating experience into more powerful
systems of notation and ordering” (Brüner, 1966; 1968, p.21).
CATEGORY IV
The central thesis (i.e. the politics of knowledge) of the main proponents of the
emancipatory model (e.g. Apple, Giroux, Frèire) has been addressed in the critique
of the first two categories discussed – it is thus unnecessary to revisit them in-depth
at this juncture. The main thrust of their argument is that education should be
harnessed to provide pupils and practitioners with the cognitive and affective skills
necessary to view their problems in a reflexive perspective, thus enabling them to
gain some control over their destinies – in other words, the necessity

42

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 43

to formulate a critical pedagogy committed to the imperatives of
empowering students and transforming the larger social order in
the interests of a more just and equitable democracy.
[McLaren, 1988, p.xi.]
According to Habermas, the approach of the critically oriented sciences
incorporates the emancipatory cognitive interest, emancipation being
identified with a state of autonomy and responsibility (Mündigeit). Although
emancipation, contingent upon the act of self-reflection is an individual matter,
it also moves beyond this to a societal level since emancipation is also linked
inextricably with concepts of justice and equality. Thus, a fundamental interest
in emancipation and empowerment has as its corollary, autonomous action
arising out of authentic, critical insights into the social construction of human
society (Grundy, 1987, p.19). This fundamental orientation is not only
compatible with the previous model (Category III), but is actually little more
than a development of it. Indeed, the key components of its underpinning
modus operandi, namely praxis (e.g. the importance of action and reflection; the
importance of interaction in the socio-cultural context; the importance of
contextualisation in the child’s experiences; the importance of meaning making
– see Frèire, 1972b, pp.96, 68, 66, 90; 1972a, p.31) – have been alluded to, if
not expressly argued, in the preceding section.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION
In essence, what is being argued here is that acceptance of the child-centred
model of curriculum design does not obviate the necessity for presenting the
students with knowledge content, nor does it discount the responsibility vested
in the practitioner to ensure that children acquire the requisite skills (e.g. literacy
and numeracy) to enable them to grapple with their cultural heritage and that of
others. Indeed, it would be morally reckless to do otherwise. Nor again, does it
bestow absolute freedom from structuring one’s work and having goals. However,
the critical difference between this approach and that of the first two models
presented is that the central focus is “on developing the understanding of the
pupil rather than on the transmission of predetermined content or the
achievement of prestated behavioural objectives” (Kelly, 1989, p.90).
Our understanding of curriculum, therefore, has implications not only for what
children experience in the preschool/school but also for the education of
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practitioners and quality assurance at every level. Hence, rather than being
relegated to the periphery as something ‘ugly, awkward and academic’, curriculum
theory should be centre-stage. To plan in the absence of a properly substantial and
indeed substantiated body of theoretical understanding; to plan on the assumption
that children’s development is a simple matter; to plan without consideration of
socio-cultural influences, is not only naive but dangerous indeed.
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The Moving Spirit: Spirituality and Young Children
rancis ouglas
“I am the promise that can never be kept, and that is just my charm.”
(Claudel, 1912)
INTRODUCTION
This article attempts to explore why it is that happiness is such an important
component of the force which drives us as human beings. Further, it attempts
to provide pointers as to how this can be achieved with the young children in
our care. The basic thesis is that, in essence, spirituality is our search for
ultimate happiness and it is this constant searching for happiness which drives
us on. The fulfilment of the potential of the human being, which is education,
involves mind, body and spirit but as Froebel said, the three cannot be
separated, and his concept of unity stands today as strongly as when it was first
written. In addition, the historical and present day case for the holistic
development of the child can take in one of its educational guises the form of
a developmental curriculum, and it is argued that the pursuit of this can lead
to happy children. However, in our search for children’s happiness we must
begin with their emotional state. Emotions are an aspect of our cognitive
functioning which result from a meeting of our mind, body and spirit. Positive
emotions contribute to happiness and negative emotions to unhappiness, but
true happiness can only result from a sense of being genuinely loved and
cherished for what we are.
The philosophy of this paper is predicated on the conventional Western
mechanistic view of the world based on the thinking of Descartes and Newton
but it moves towards a holistic spiritual view in the last section.
HAPPINESS
Epicurus (341 BC – 270 BC) was a Greek philosopher who promoted happiness.
He founded schools of philosophy, to which he admitted women, that survived
until the fourth century A.D. His first school was established in Athens in 306
B.C. and was known as Ho Kepos (The Garden). This school found itself in direct
competition with the Academy of Plato and the Lyceum of Aristotle although both
of these had by that time passed into the hands of successors.
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Unlike the two more famous schools Ho Kepos concentrated on a way of living
which taught the avoidance of political activity and public life and was quite
different from the connotations borne by the term epicurean today. Life in the
house and garden was simple and many of Epicurus’ methods made him
comparable to a religious figure. Indeed, during the first century the Roman
poet-philosopher Lucretias based his work on Epicurus and in the seventeenth
century the French philosopher scientist Pierre Gassendi brought about a
significant revival of Epicureanism with a Christian interpretation. In essence:
“Epicureanism espouses, in physics, Atomism and a largely mechanical
conception of causality, with the gods remaining extraneous, and in ethics, the
identification of good with pleasure and the absence of pain, utility and the
limitation of desire, and a withdrawn and quiet life enriched with the company
of friends.” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1991. Vol 4, p.522 ).
The absence of the gods makes it a very suitable model for the secular World
of today.
Put simply Epicurus said that happiness depends upon a) Friends b) Freedom
(A self contained life) and c) Analysis (A quiet reflective life style). It therefore
follows that for young children the cultivation of friends through their social
environment, freedom within limits (as espoused by Dr. Montessori) and
analysis by encouraging thought and reflection will lead to their overall
happiness as human beings.
THE HAPPINESS MECHANISM
A further insight into a child’s happiness can be found from medical science
where strong evidence suggests that endorphins are connected with the “pleasure
centres” of the brain. Endorphin is a generic title for any of a group of opiate
proteins with pain-relieving properties that are found naturally in the brain. The
main substances identified as endorphins include the enkephalins, betaendorphin and dynorphin which were all discovered in the 1970s. Endorphins
are distributed in patterns throughout the nervous system, with beta-endorphin
found almost entirely in the pituitary gland. As well as triggering pleasure,
endorphins have been found to be clearly involved in the regulation of pain. Such
substances are also believed to have some relation to appetite control, the release
of sex hormones through the pituitary and the adverse effects of shock.
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Endorphins work by changing the electrical properties of receptor molecules in
the membrane of the receiving neuron. Thus when a neural impulse reaches the
end of an axon the neurotransmitter molecules are released across the synaptic
gap but are unable to combine with the receptor molecules in the membrane of
the receiving neuron (Diamond and Hopson, 1998).
Of particular significance is dopamine which is a chemical that produces a
sense of pleasurable anticipation and motivates action. However, if a child is
consistently rejected, falling dopamine levels may be associated with pessimism
and depression, both of which can have long-term negative effects on health
(Carter, 2001). Depression has been linked to infectious diseases and, in later
life, cancer, premature aging, heart disease, dementia and suicide. On the other
hand, laughter and love are associated with a quicker recovery from most of the
above. It is therefore probable that when a young child is hugged by someone
whom they love, and who loves them, endorphins are released which give rise
to a greater feeling of happiness than hitherto experienced and any feelings of
pain will be reduced.
In addition, when a mother cuddles her young child and constantly touches
him or her she causes a mechanism to come into play which will determine the
rate of release of seratonin for the rest of that child’s life. Seratonin, like other
endorphins, acts like a dampener. It has been found that young children who
have many, or no, carers tend to have low levels of seratonin in their system as
adults. This has been linked to psychopathic and anti-social behaviour
(Discovery, 2002).
When a child experiences an intense emotion he or she may be aware of a number
of bodily changes which, in part, may be triggered by endorphins. These may
include rapid heartbeat and breathing, dryness of the throat and mouth,
perspiration, trembling and a sinking feeling in the stomach. Most of the
physiological changes that take place during emotional arousal result from activation
of the sympathetic division of the autonomic nervous system as it prepares the body
for emergency action. For example, expectation, anxiety and anticipation lead to a
release of adrenaline and noradrenaline, which cause an increase in blood pressure
and heart rate (Greenough et al, 1987). The sympathetic system gears the organism
for energy output. As the emotion subsides, the parasympathetic system – the energy
conserving system – takes over and returns the organism to its normal state.
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These activities of the autonomic nervous system are themselves triggered by
activity in certain critical regions of the brain, including the hypothalamus
and parts of the limbic system. Impulses from these areas are transmitted to
nuclei in the brain stem which control the functioning of the autonomic
nervous system. The autonomic nervous system then acts directly on the
muscles and internal organs to initiate some of the bodily changes previously
described, and acts indirectly by stimulating the adrenal hormones to
produce other bodily changes.
However, a child’s emotions or feelings, whether they be positive or negative,
are not just the result of autonomic arousal. There is a cognitive component
which brings endorphins and neural networking within the brain back into
focus. Endorphins and other chemicals may hinder or help this networking but
in one form or another they are likely to cause an effect. The cognitive
component of emotion consists of two processes each laying down a pattern
within the brain; these are Appraisal and Belief. If a young child is told by an
adult that they cannot stand the sight of them the child will become very upset
if they believe the adult but will disregard such a comment if they do not. This
obviously has a great deal to do with the child’s self esteem or levels of self
confidence. As Lazarus (1991) has shown our cognitive appraisal of a situation
determines the intensity of our emotional experience.
Cognitive Appraisal and Belief, based on prior experience, can of course also
give rise to a sense of awe and wonder which are two of the defining attributes
of spirituality in young children. Such experiences can be engendered and built
upon by the adult carer and the significance of this has long been recognised by
the World’s main religions.
Cognitive Appraisal may also be heavily responsible for differentiating the
emotions. Unlike autonomic arousal, the beliefs resulting from appraisal are
rich enough to distinguish among many different kinds of feelings, and the
appraisal process itself may be fast enough to account for the speed with
which some emotions arise. Also, emphasis is often placed on emotional
beliefs when describing the quality of an emotion. Consequently, the child
says, “I felt angry because she was unfair” or “I felt frightened because I was
abandoned” or “I felt happy because my Dad kissed me” – unfairness,
abandonment and love are clearly beliefs which result from a cognitive
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process. These observations suggest that cognitive appraisals are often
sufficient to determine the quality of emotional experiences. See Schachter
and Singer (1962); Maslach (1979); Marshall and Zimbardo (1979); and in
particular Zillman and Bryant (1974).
Thus in diagrammatic form we can summarise in a simplified fashion the
mechanism whereby a young child feels emotion.
Cognitive Appraisal

Emotional Belief

Eliciting Event

Experienced Emotion

Autonomic Arousal

Perceived Arousal

Components of an Emotional Experience (After Reisenzein, 1983).

Nevertheless, Kotulak (1996) indicates that emotions and cognition cannot be
separated and it cannot be stressed too highly that all aspects of our brain have
to work in harmony if we are to become fulfilled human beings. For example,
the importance of the wiring from the hypocampus to the frontal lobes is not
fully understood. However, there is a constant comparison of sensory stimuli
between the two and if this does not function correctly our mind starts to
disintegrate. Trauma, stress and depression at any age can lead to permanent
scars on the brain. However, mental scaring is more likely to occur in the
young, whose brains are more plastic. It cannot be disputed that understanding
how the child’s brain works is about understanding us as people – our brain is
what defines us.
HAPPINESS AND MOTIVATION
Being in an emotional state sometimes energises people, but other times
disrupts them – depending on the intensity of the experience. With regard to
intensity, a mild level of emotional arousal tends to produce alertness and
interest in the current situation. However, when emotions become intense,
whether pleasant or unpleasant, they usually result in some disruption of
thought or behaviour.
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Efficiency of Performance
Optimum Level

Increasing
Alertness

Increasing
Emotional
Disturbance

Deep
Sleep

Level of Arousal
Emotional Arousal and Performance (After Hebb, 1972)
At high levels of emotional arousal, our performance begins to decline,
probably because we cannot devote enough cognitive resources to the task. The
optimal level of arousal and the shape of the curve differ for different tasks. A
simple, well-learned routine would be much less susceptible to disruption by
emotional arousal than a more complex activity that depends on the integration
of several thought processes. During a moment of intense fear a young child
might be able to tell you their name but probably would not be able to tell you
the colours of the rainbow!
Sometimes intense emotions are not quickly discharged but continue to remain
unresolved. Perhaps the situation that makes a child angry (for example his
Father constantly striking his Mother) or worry (such as his Mother being
seriously ill) continues for a long period of time. While the physiological
changes that accompany anger and fear can have adaptive value (they mobilize
us to fight or flee!), when maintained too long they can exhaust our resources
and even cause tissue damage. A chronic state of heightened arousal can thus
take its toll on the child’s health.
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However, generally speaking Hebb’s inverted “U” Curve means that an excess
of joy can be as equally unmotivating as an excess of despair or anger.
Nevertheless, studies of psychopathologies show that childhood emotional
disorders occur in two broad categories:
a) externalising disorders characterised by anger and aggression and
b) internalising disorders characterised by sadness, anxiety, fear and depression.
An excess of joy may limit motivation but it does not have the potential
consequence of these negative effects.
Long term studies of children brought up in the most difficult circumstances
show that those most resilient to grinding hardship share key emotional skills.
These include a winning sociability that draws people to them, a feeling of self
confidence, the ability to recover quickly from upsets, an optimistic persistence
in the face of frustration and failure and an easy going nature (Garmezy, 1987).
When experiencing an emotion, a child tends to pay more attention to events
which relate to their mood than to those which do not. As a consequence, the
child learns more about the events that are congruent to that mood than to
those which are not. We know that we can learn new material better if we can
relate it to information already in the memory (Atkinson et al, 1993).
Imagine a young child who hears constantly from her mother that other
people’s children have failed at school. Yet at the same time she hears from
others of those who have been successful. If the child is in a pessimistic mood
their own failure experiences will come to the fore and the similarity of these
memories to what her mother is saying will make it easier to relate to them.
On the other hand, if in an optimistic mood her most accessible memories
may be too dissimilar to foster a relationship between her perceived memories
and what her mother keeps telling her. Hence, the child’s mood determines
what memories are more accessible, and those memories determine what is
easy for him or her to learn at that moment (Bower, 1981; Isen, 1985). This
has enormous implications for the education of young children.
In a further twist, the person’s emotional mood can effect his or her
evaluation of other people. Everyday experiences provide numerous
examples of this. For example, when we are in a good mood a child’s
behaviour will be seen as extrovert and fun while when we are in a bad mood
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such a child is seen as merely being “bold”. Our mood affects our evaluation
of inanimate objects as well. In one experiment, subjects were asked to
evaluate their major possessions. Subjects who had just been put in a good
mood by receiving a small gift rated their televisions and cars more positively
than did control subjects who were in a neutral mood (Isen et al,1978). It
therefore follows that happy children will view everything around them in a
more positive light.
Our mood also affects our judgements about the frequency of various risks in
the world. Bad moods lead us to see these risks as more likely; good moods
lead us to see them as less likely. Being in a bad mood, then, makes the world
seem a more dangerous place. Such a perception can reinforce the bad mood
and lead to greater mylinisation of the neural networks involved. Also, as
noted earlier, being in a bad mood leads us to selectively attend and learn
negatively related facts thus further reinforcing the bad mood. A similar
analysis applies to a good mood. It makes the world seem a less risky place
and leads us to attend to positively orientated information. Thus, the general
consequences of a child’s mood serve to perpetuate that mood.
HAPPINESS AND THE CURRICULUM
With respect to curriculum theory there are, put simply, two main schools of
thought. The first is known as the “product approach” where the child is “filled
up” with information which has been determined by the educator. The second
is known as the “process approach” where the process of learning – learning
how to learn – is considered more important than the end product. There is no
doubt that both are needed – we would not succeed in life without learning
some facts and acquiring some skills – but it is the joy of learning that is
promoted by the latter model (see Horgan,(1999) and the previous article in
this volume for a scholarly treatment of the different models of curriculum).
The different psychological models of learning also have implications for the
child’s happiness. In simplified form these are set out in the following diagram.
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COGNITIVIST
IN APPROACH

BEHAVIOURIST
IN APPROACH
The Adult’s
Contribution is
High

Social Constructivist Model

Transmission Model

(Vygotsky/Bruner)

(Watson, Thorndike, Pavlov, Skinner)

First the adult observes. Then the
adult supports the child’s learning.
Then the adult extends the child’s
learning. Observing and supporting
are emphasised.
Key concepts:
l The zone of proximal
development (Vygotsky)
l Scaffolding (Bruner)

The adult decides what the child
is to learn and then breaks it up into
manageable steps.The adult extends
the child’s learning. Observing and
supporting are not emphasised

The Child’s
Contribution is High

The Child’s
Contribution is Low

Laissez-Faire Model

Filling in Book Model
(A watered down version
of the Transmission Model)
This is a way of keeping the
children occupied rather than
a way of helping children to learn.
However, they will learn something
from stencils, worksheets, tracing,
templates, colouring in etc. and it
can be a very good method of
reinforcing learning.

(Rousseau, Gesell, Freud)

First, the adult observes.
Then the adult supports
the child’s learning. Extending
learning is not emphasised.
Creating the learning
environment is.

The Adult’s
Contribution
is Low

Four Approaches to Development and Learning (After Bruce and Meggitt, 1999).
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All of the above models are important and have their place in pedagogy but the
social constructivist model which requires the highest level of interaction
between the adult and the child, and child and child, holds out the greatest
promise for the development and refinement of relationships and working hard
which are at the core of spirituality (Kealy, 1994).
The combination of the process approach and the social constructivist view of
learning has led some curriculum theorists to view the child through the
perspective of development. In this approach the child will not be happy unless
he or she is the key focus of the curriculum. As Stenhouse (1975) says the needs
of the child must be put first. These needs are not necessarily the child’s wants
or interests. For example the child will not want to visit the dentist but he or
she may need to do so. The key to education thus becomes “If it is in the child’s
interest then interest the child”. In addition, if the child is to be happy, all
aspects of that child’s potential must be explored and developed to the
maximum degree. It is therefore necessary, in order that no aspect is missed, to
divide up the curriculum into a number of developmental areas. (The number
of developmental areas will vary according to the theorist) However, from an
extensive review of the literature, Dr. Mary Horgan and I have chosen the
following as a sound basis for the holistic development of the young child. (1)
Social Development (2) Linguistic Development (3) Creative Development (4)
Cognitive Development (5) Physical Development (6) Moral Development (7)
Emotional Development and (8) Spiritual Development. (See Project E.Y.E.).
These developmental areas are not discrete but are all interrelated. Neither
should such a curriculum be prescriptive for if the needs of the child are
paramount every situation will have to be tailored to suit that child. Only by so
doing will that child become happy.
(1) Babies begin their social development at birth (or even before) making
significant contact with their mother or caregiver. They always find people
more interesting than toys. During the period from six months to twelve
months of age they actively take part in social games where they interact
with their adult carer. Part of this concerns what Halliday (1975) terms
“shared meaning” which is an important component of later linguistic
development. As they grow older young children can exhibit difficulty in
separating from their parent/caregiver even leading, in extreme cases, to
refusal to attend pre-school. They can be solitary and lonely, lack
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confidence with other children and adults and be over dependent or over
confident. They can be self contained and self sufficient or crave for
recognition from a particular group. They can be self centred or
aggressive. All these traits, and many more, can inhibit the child from
achieving their potential as a human being. All are related to happiness.
(2) Linguistic development is, of all the developmental areas, the one that is
most influenced by significant adults. It is the area most directly affected
by social interaction and it is here that the pre-school educator can make
a marked difference. Young children learn language, sometimes more
than one language. They also learn through language. But they reason
and communicate with language, and upon this their happiness depends.
(3) Guilford (1959) says that the following characteristics are indicative of
the creative mind and can be encouraged: The desire to question; High
persistence; Delight in toying with ideas; Insatiable curiosity;
Willingness to put up with frustration; and High energy and Output of
work. Perhaps the most striking aspect of creative development is the
important part that personality plays (rather than just intellectual ability
(Torrance, 1962, Guilford, 1959). In some cases a child who daydreams
will be a source of annoyance, while in other cases it may be the
mechanism that makes that child creative. What is beyond dispute is
that the child who is frustrated in his or her creativity will be profoundly
unhappy. And conversely only happy children will be free to develop
their creativity to the full.
(4) Over the last fifteen years, the cognitive development of the pre-school
child has been a subject of research in University College Cork
(Horgan,1987; Dunlea, 1990; Douglas, 1993; Horgan, S, 1995; and
Dwane,1998). Most of the findings of these studies have been brought
together in the I.N.T.O. document, Early Childhood Education
(Douglas and Horgan, 1995). From these empirical studies, and similar
studies elsewhere, “structure” emerged as the single most important
variable enhancing the young child’s intellect. The most efficient
method of educating young children was found to be “structured play”
which provided intellectual challenge and security both of which
contribute to happiness.
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(5) Isaacs (1948) emphasised the value of physical development with respect
to emotional growth as it releases pent up stress and anxiety. On the other
hand Piaget (1967) suggested that physical play was devoid of functional
significance with respect to cognitive development although he did not
discount its importance for purposes of relaxation, nor the importance of
activity in learning (Piaget, 1962). Whatever its effect, there is obviously
a need for children to engage in strenuous physical exercise in enjoyable
and purposeful ways (Research from Exeter University has revealed the
likelihood of an increase in cardiac problems amongst today’s children as
they reach adulthood because they partake in too little exercise
(Armstrong, 1988). The most striking purpose is that through movement
a child identifies an important means of self discovery. Movement also
offers opportunities for developing language and imagination as well as
the more social skills of discipline, co-operation and awareness of one
another – attributes which have not always been appreciated yet which
lead to the development of a happy child.
(6,7,8) Moral development concerns a person’s relationship with other
people and therefore ties in with spiritual and emotional development.
All three are highly correlated with the attitude of the Early Years
Educator towards the children in his or her care. Emotions such as
enthusiasm, interest and love should be encouraged. Pretend play, for
example, should be stimulated as it is all part of healthy development
and allows the children to create miniature worlds for themselves. Other
activities in the pre-school serve the same emotional purpose. The area
of spiritual development can be enhanced by adopting a theme of
“togetherness”. The key to understanding spiritual development is the
practical notion of “To serve not to be served”. Activities in the preschool can either reinforce this or lead to its detriment. It is worth noting
that all the famous Early Years Educators – Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Froebel
and Montessori had a philosophy which was deeply spiritual. They all
believed in God and the sanctity of life. This philosophy pervaded all
they did, thought or said.
THE ULTIMATE HAPPINESS
The main point to emerge from the previous sections is that balance and
moderation in all things are the keys to happiness. This is what Epicurus meant
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by “a withdrawn and quiet life enriched with the company of friends”.
Furthermore for example, medical science has shown that there is a link
between an excess of dopamine activity in critical cell groups within the brain
and schizophrenia whereas a deficiency is linked with depression. On the other
hand, a deficiency in serotonin is linked with a lack of control in aggressive
situations, and an excess by the over stimulation of emotion. Motivation is
enhanced by being sufficiently emotionally aroused, but not too much so, while
the study of psychopathology tells us that negative feelings have negative effects
on the child’s health and personality. In addition, the balancing of the
curriculum to ensure the holistic development of the child and the realisation
of his or her full potential will have much to do with ultimate happiness.
Early Years Educators and Carers believe in children’s happiness. However, they
have to make living, concrete realities of something to which they aspire
profoundly but where they often do not see the results with respect to their
young charges. Making children happy is a leap in the dark which must be
taken again and again. This is all the more difficult when with quarrels at
home, bad weather on the road and a flat tyre, the Early Years Practitioner finds
it difficult to give of themselves!
The child seeks happiness but there is also the desire to be good. The child
learns through bitter experience that he or she may not snatch at happiness at
any price. If this were so it would not be happiness. A young child may crave
for an expensive toy but if they steal this toy from the shop they will not derive
true satisfaction from it. “Goodness” comes above “Happiness” if the child is to
be truly happy. Guilt and other negative emotions corrode the personality and
all human beings develop a conscience to some degree. The latter largely being
a function of upbringing.
When a child looks for his mother in a crowd, he does so perhaps because he
is experiencing the emotion of fear. He cannot do without her. However, this
does not mean that this is his only reason, his only emotion. It could be that he
is also driven by his love for her. When he finds her the negative emotion of
fear subsides but the positive emotion of love persists. As Virgil said more than
two thousand years ago:
“Incipe, parve puer, risu cognoscere matrem” (Smile, little one, as you begin to
know your mother)
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Love is one of the great forces for progress and although the intellect cannot
penetrate so far, it can recognise that love is the way to the great realities of life.
Faith in the importance of making children happy is a combination of love and
reason. Love is the greatest of all virtues. It is not the greatest in the sense in
which one house is bigger than another. It is the greatest in quite a different
way, by being present in all other good qualities. Perseverance, temperance,
friendliness, obedience, service – they are only valuable in so far as they have
love within them, in that they are a form of loving. However, love is not
primarily an emotion but an action. It is something that must be done together.
Love cannot always remain one sided although this cannot be used as an excuse
for not trying.
Education and care are services which should be driven by love and nowhere is
this more important than with young children. To treat children as
unimportant is to be self seeking. To regard children as things which can be
turned into copies of oneself is self seeking. Each child is someone special and
unique. It is a new human being, not a replication of ourselves. The pre-school
educator should serve this young life and set it free.
Education as service for the young must take the form of giving directions. The
educator cannot always give way, because then the child would not be itself but
become a slave to itself. Education for love may perhaps be summed up as
teaching the children the art of being happy with the joy of others and then
they will also stretch out their hands to the suffering of others.
The young child must be inspired with hope and this is only possible if the
ultimates in life give grounds for such aspiration. The opposing destructive
emotions are despair and distrust which lower and destroy the child’s self
esteem. Patience is very close to hope. It means to be on watch, lovingly but
soberly, to note every spark of goodness in the acts of the children and every
syllable of truth in their words. It is without bitterness and without rancour.
Every child that is born is haloed by happier expectations. Anything can
happen on this earth. Life is uncertain. So is happiness and the meaning of life.
Every child’s heart is set on total security, a love that lasts, an unclouded
happiness. This longing has never been fulfilled, but it stays with us whatever
we may do, and sets the tone for every day of our lives.
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There is a wonderful magic in educating young children. It is the experience of
the joy of mutual fulfilment which opens up wider perspectives. This happens
for instance when the child is filled with a great joy. It then seems to the child
that this emotion is no accident. He is filled with a sense of mystery and awe.
Must not something so splendid be in the safe keeping of something that is
perfectly secure, good and eternal?
This is the true nature of spirituality. This is the moving force.
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Emotional Competence – An Inoculation for Life
ary aly
INTRODUCTION
In our contemporary world, there seems to be a creeping sense of emotions out
of control. An emotional sickness is occurring with increasing numbers of
people including young children showing aggressive tendencies and also
suffering from feelings of depression and desperation. According to Goleman
(1996) today’s children are more emotionally troubled than any previous
generation. These emotional problems are seeping into and poisoning
children’s early experiences, and unfortunately emotional maladaption seems to
be a universal price of modern life for children. At present, many Irish children
are not happy emotionally and according to journalist, Conor Lally(1999)
some Irish toddlers are suicidal. He claims children as young as four and five
years of age want to kill themselves, while others are indifferent as to whether
they live or die. This headline may seem rather extreme, yet, it may be a fact as
more and more children are growing up not being able to deal positively with
their emotions. Louise Connolly (1999), Senior Registrar in Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry in St.Anne’s Children’s Centre at Taylor’s Hill, Galway
says that suicidal behaviour does exist in pre-school aged children. Also Dr.Pat
McKoen, Chairman of the Irish depression support group AWARE (1999)
states that children of all ages can suffer feelings of depression and some have
feelings of self-worth so low that they may want to harm themselves. Is this how
we want our children to feel?
Daily therapists and doctors try to draw attention to the widespread alienation
and fragmentation in the lives of children and adults. More and more people
are coming to the end of their emotional and personal resources and are
suffering from burn out, anxiety, desperation and from a plethora of stress
related illnesses. Greater output is demanded of everyone including children.
Yet, less and less support mechanisms are available. Today’s children have to
cope with pressures far more subtle and complicated than those experienced in
the past. Over the last four centuries science and technology have become
powerful cultural influences and the material and consumerist side of life are
stressed with a de-emphasis on what people feel. Yet, feelings and emotions are
the threads that hold life, and in particular mental life together (Hannan 1995).
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EMOTIONS AND EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Emotion is characterised by feelings:- for example, feelings of fear, anxiety, hate,
anger, love, joy or affection. Emotions stimulate a total human response or
reaction and involve the whole being:- the conscious, unconscious, psychic and
physical. During intense emotional reactions the nervous system becomes more
active and several physical changes can occur. Pupils may dilate, mouth may
become dry, heartbeat can increase, tears can be produced, adrenaline flows and
sweating can increase (Dworetzky 1994).
Our emotions are part of what makes us human and the range of emotions
experienced is very wide and also very deep. Experience of an emotion is very
subjective, no two children will feel an emotion in exactly the same way. Yet,
every child has his own emotional repertoire. Emotions help us survive. Also
they can be motivators and can help us to communicate with ourselves and
with others but if uncontrolled they can overwhelm us. Emotions arise in
situations that are meaningful to an individual and they are usually aroused by
changes in conditions. Emotional development is about the development of the
emotions and current research suggests that human emotions, although
biologically based are also strongly influenced by learning and by cognitive
processes. Thus, although our capacity to be emotional is inborn, the situations
that make us so often depend on our thoughts, learning and experience
(Denham 1998). Emotional development is characterised by the development
of concepts such as self-awareness, self-esteem, self-confidence and self-reliance.
GENDER DIFFERENCES IN EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Emotional development is impacted on by the sex of the child partly because
different messages about emotions are given to boys and girls. The work of
Dunn/Bretherton/Mumm (1987) clearly shows this. Other studies offer further
evidence to reinforce this finding. (Brody/Hall 1993/Kraemer 2000) Sex
differences have been noted in pre-schoolers’ expression of emotions and these
usually parallel differences in problematic emotions reported for boys and girls
at later ages, with pre-school boys expressing more anger than girls and girls
expressing more sadness. These early sex related experiences and consequent
emotional differences often continue into adulthood (Malatesta-Magai 1994).
Boys and girls experience separate emotional worlds while growing up. Each is
taught very different lessons about handling emotions. In general, parents
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discuss emotions more with their daughters than with their sons with the
exception of discussing angry emotions more with boys. Girls are exposed to
more information about emotions and from an early age boys are discouraged
from showing their feelings. How often have you heard two and three olds
being told that ‘big boys don’t cry’? Girls tend to be more aware of and explicit
about their feelings while boys tend not to be able to express their emotions and
often feel uncomfortable and awkward without knowing why.
Brody and Hall (1993) surmise that because girls develop language more
quickly than boys this leads girls to be more experienced at articulating their
feelings and more skilled than boys at using words to explore and substitute
for emotional reactions. In contrast, they claim that “boys, for whom the
verbalisation of affects is de-emphasised, may become largely unconscious of
their emotional states, both in themselves and in others” (p.456). This may
partly explain why girls become more adept at reading both verbal and nonverbal emotional signals, at expressing and communicating their feelings,
whereas boys tend to become adept at minimising emotions. This is not such
a good idea for the male species and can have negative repercussions. Kraemer
(2000) says that such research has implications for the upbringing of boys
and he says “If parents were more aware of male sensitivity, they might
change the way they treat their sons” (2000, p.1612). Perhaps, if early years
providers were more aware of it they might also change the way they treat the
boys they come in contact with.
SELF-ESTEEM
Having good self-esteem for both boys and girls means they can weather
almost all the personal storms and earthquakes that life throws at them. Life
is not easy and there are many emotional ups and downs which the child
must be able to deal with. Good self-esteem is self-sustaining and can help a
child cope when things go against him. If children are helped to understand
themselves better and come to feel more confident about themselves then
they will be in a stronger position to cope with the inevitable stresses of life.
The well-being of all human systems is largely determined by the level of selfesteem of the child (Humphreys 1996).
Self-esteem is a vital aspect of emotional development. It consists of the negative
or positive feelings a child has about himself and children prone to positive
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emotionality are relatively resilient and are more socially competent.
Eisenberg/Fabes (1992)/Hartley-Brewer (1998) link later life satisfaction and
happiness to high self-esteem while Denham (1998) highlights the repercussions
for children who have low self-esteem. She claims they are at long term risk for
depression, aggressiveness, violent crime, problems in relationships and parenting
as well as being at risk for poor physical and mental health. She also cites them as
being more prone to addictions and self-destruction.
Developing self-esteem needs both a supportive social milieu and the formation
and acceptance of realistic personal goals. Self-esteem is not fixed and can
change according to the people the child is with and the situations they
experience. In the early years it is the people who are closest to the child and
who have an emotional link to him who have the most profound effect on his
self-esteem. They are often described as ‘significant others’ and include family,
friends, carers and teachers. Young children’s views about themselves develop as
a reflection of the views transmitted to them in social interaction. Much
evidence exists to suggest that children who develop positive self-images and
positive feelings of self-worth and self-esteem have been surrounded in the vital
early years by unconditional love and emotional warmth. The adults in their
worlds have transmitted to them powerfully that they are valued by others and
so they come to value themselves as a consequence of this (Whitebread 1996).
Self-esteem is aided by respecting the child and encouraging him to respect
others and by providing praise rather than criticism. Getting the child to think
and talk about his feelings is also of tremendous benefit. Children tend to
become what they think as thinking determines self-image, which in turn
determines feelings and behaviour so it is vital to help children look more
authentically at their possibilities for greatness. However, positive self- esteem
is not enough in itself though, as self-knowledge is also vital for children to
develop both an optimistic and realistic view of themselves (Gura1996).
If children are to experience the exhilaration of success, they must also learn
how to cope with failure. Failing at a task does not mean we fail as a person. In
order to accept this, people’s attitudes towards winning and towards
achievement must change. The freedom to make mistakes, to cope with
frustration and to deal with failure are important aspects of emotional
development as when children are given the freedom to make mistakes they are
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given the freedom to grow. Being able to take risks and to accept both the
possibility and the responsibility for making mistakes is a prerequisite for
healthy development (Scott Peck 1990).
Mistakes and failures are relative terms and should be looked on as
opportunities for learning. Failure and mistakes are not the problems, it is the
reaction of others that is. Normal emotional development is a process of coping
with the experience of failure. It is an inevitable part of growing up and is the
first part of the process of becoming competent. Children must be taught to
cope constructively with frustration, failure and disappointment if they are to
develop emotionally. Effort should be praised and promoted, attainment and
competition should be de-emphasised where possible, as the pursuit of external
symbols of success is not particularly beneficial to emotional development.
However, being able to cope with problems when they arise or dealing with
failure when it is encountered is. In fact, it can mean the difference between
surviving or not surviving (Dyer 1998/Lewis 1995).
SELF-CONFIDENCE
Self-confidence is close to but different from self-esteem. It relates to a belief
not in one’s intrinsic worth but involves a view of one’s self as seen from the
outside. It is about trusting one’s own ability to form and sustain relationships,
to complete tasks well, to know that others value your abilities, to trust your
own judgements and common sense. Children who do not have a measure of
consistency and predictability in their lives find it difficult to acquire trust in
others and in themselves and so often do not become self- confident. Selfconfidence helps children to be open and outgoing and allows them to be both
trusting and trustworthy. It also helps them to be determined and perseverant
and involves having firm expectations of others and of self (Lawrence 1996).
Confidence is a characteristic that is valued by all and is one that parents really
want for their children. Confident children are well equipped to deal with life,
they are comfortable with themselves and have insights into their own strengths
and weaknesses. Conversely, under confident children find it difficult to cope
with all aspects of life. In a world that demands so much of them, children need
to feel confident from as early an age as possible. Children’s levels of confidence
are impacted on by their early experiences, by the thoughts they have about
themselves and by other people’s reactions to them as well as by the personality

70

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 71

they inherited. Children’s confidence is linked closely to becoming aware of
themselves (self-concept), by developing a view of themselves, either positive or
negative (self-esteem), by getting to know about their strengths and weaknesses
(self-knowledge) (Dowling 2000).
Confidence is also impacted on by new situations, new experiences and new
people as these can result in self-doubt. As the young child develops, he starts
to learn about himself and about what he can do. He begins to recognise things
that he finds easy and things that are more difficult. Early on, the child has
limited self-insight and he looks to others to provide information in particular
regarding his behaviour. The small child who is confident of being loved and
who learns to adopt behaviour which is approved of, will receive further
recognition and will grow to value himself. To develop positive emotional
feelings, children need to experience feeling in control. This feeling of
empowerment is vital to children developing positive attitudes to themselves
and is of particular importance to their view of themselves as learners. The
reverse is also true. When children become unsure of themselves and become
anxious, they feel sorry for themselves, demand attention and feel they are
helpless and useless.
Heyman et al (1992)/O’Donnchadha(2000) claim that children show either
helpless or mastery patterns of behaviour when confronted with obstacles in
learning. Children who show a mastery approach are confident and have a
positive view of themselves. They seek new challenging experiences and believe
that they can succeed even in the face of difficulties. Children who show
helpless behaviour are unsure of themselves and constantly seek approval from
others. They give up easily and when things do go wrong they believe that they
are no good. It appears that the crucial thing in developing a willingness to try
is the attitude of the parents and teacher to the child’s mistakes. If the response
is one of negative criticism and judgement, the child will be afraid to try again
because of fear of failure. The child must have the confidence to try with the
knowledge that it will be alright even if he fails. If the child is afraid to try or if
he feels others do not have confidence in him he will become unable and
unwilling to try resulting in a dependency call ‘learned helplessness’.
Components of self-confidence include the willingness to become a risk taker,
the ability to challenge one’s self and the capacity for courage and assertiveness.
Self- confidence is built by action and by doing, not by worrying, dithering or
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by being fearful. However, self-confidence is a relative term as every person is
more confident in some areas and not in others. Yet, children must feel
confident enough in all areas in order to be willing to learn and to be open to
new people and new experiences. A child’s success as a learner is dependent on
his feeling secure and on having opportunities to experience and try things out
for himself. Does our education system foster such endeavours?
Implications of emotional development
Prioritising human emotions is vital for many reasons. Our inner world is very
different from our outer world and part of that world involves the development
of the emotions. Inner development is different for every child and the
development of one’s inner world as a self-accepting human being involves
taking full responsibility for that inner world. One of the most important
lessons for children to learn is that it is necessary to take full personal
responsibility for their inner development. No one else is capable of controlling
what goes on inside them. Failure to accept this will result in children who
blame, complain, whine, seek approval, who believe they don’t have the
capacity to make decisions or to cope with the inevitable ups and downs of life.
Children who learn to handle their emotions in an appropriate manner are
more effective at soothing themselves when upset and get upset less often. They
also become more biologically relaxed having lower levels of stress hormones
and lower physiological indicators of emotional arousal. Such children are also
more popular with and better liked by peers. They are better able to focus on
the task at hand and can harness emotions they do experience more
productively. They are also seen by other adults and teachers as more socially
skilled, are rated as having fewer behavioural problems and can pay attention
better so are more effective learners. Thus, they are better prepared both for life
and for learning (Humpreys 1996).
All children need help in forming a positive self-image, in learning to interact
in relationships and in experiencing emotion as an integral part of their
everyday lives. Whether such emotions become a rich, life enhancing source of
experience for the child or whether they become a frightening,
incomprehensible array of feelings, is impacted upon by how parents and
schools help the child to develop his emotions. Thus, the nature of the early
childhood curriculum, its developmental appropriateness and the emotional
tone its practice creates are vital.
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Schweinhart et al (1993/1997) through their longitudinal study showed the
positive long-term implications that a quality early years setting can have on
holistic development. In particular, it resulted in improved emotional
development. Also, the work of Siraj-Blatchford(1996), Donaldson (1978) and
Vygotsky (1978) have all highlighted the need to, and the benefits of become
emotionally competent. In essence, optimum emotional development is a vital
element in our increasingly pluralist society as emotional competence enhances
human survival.
PSYCHOPATHOLOGIES
Many if not most mental disorders are emotionally based. Mental health is
optimised by emotional order and what mental health problems often reflect is
a breakdown or ceasing of emotional development. Mental illness or
psychopathologies are defined as the experience of severe and distressing
psychological symptoms. The experience of which means normal functioning
is seriously impaired and the person experiencing the symptoms can no longer
cope (M.HA.I.2002). Neglect of emotional development can result in the
development of psychopathologies and mental illness. Researchers claim that
childhood emotional disorders occur in two broad categories a) externalising
disorders characterised by anger and aggression and b) internalising disorders
characterised by sadness, anxiety, fear and depression.
The Department of Health (2002) in Britain claim that between 10 and 20 per
cent of children have a psychological problem that is severe enough to require
help. They also say that two in every one hundred children under twelve are so
depressed that they would benefit from professional help. No figures are
available here in the Republic of Ireland, however, we have no reason to believe
that the incidence is any lower here.
Yet, this incidence could be decreased many researchers claim by prioritising
emotional development and by teaching children how to deal positively with
the emotions they experience. Brian Mooney, President of the Guidance
Counsellors of Ireland backs this contention. He says he is at a loss to
understand why we continue to neglect emotional development. Recently, he
was at a conference listening to men and women who had spent years dealing
with the consequences of mental illness. Listening to them he felt an
overwhelming sense of the sheer waste of human life involved. Most of them
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attributed their eventual illness to feelings of anxiety, inadequacy and lack of
self-esteem dating from childhood. He suggests that if these people had
received the proper guidance and help when they were young their lives might
have been different. He goes on to say that even today there is indifference in
Ireland to the emotional and personal problems of young children and their
families. Henry (2001) agrees with him saying that psychological and
emotional problems in Irish children continue to receive much less attention
than they deserve. Mooney asks why are we not providing our children with the
necessary support structures to build self-confidence and self-esteem (2001).
I also wonder why we refuse to support children’s emotional development. The
research highlights six principal stresses or risks for childhood
psychopathology:- conflict between parents, parental depression or other
psychiatric problems, neglect, abuse and other such features in the parent/child
relationship, poor socio-economic status, large family size and parental
criminality (Oatley/Jenkins 1996). By prioritising children’s emotional
development, through quality pre-school experiences, the effects of these
stresses could be lessened and the prevalence of psychopathologies decreased. So
why aren’t we doing this?
IMPORTANCE OF EARLY YEARS
The development of the basic processes of emotional inference begin quite early
on but undergo a long period of refinement and development continuing into
adulthood. Brazelton (1992) claims there is a growing body of evidence which
shows that success in school and in later life depends to a surprising extent on
emotional characteristics formed in the first four to five years of a child’s life.
That is, in the years before children enter formal education. Thus, it appears
that the best opportunity for shaping and encouraging children’s emotional
development is in the earliest years as though these capacities do continue to
grow throughout the later school years, the emotional abilities that children
acquire and develop in later life build on those of the earliest years.
Dyer (1998) backs Brazelton claiming that emotions and feelings are one of the
most important aspects of a child’s life. Yet, Dyer goes on to say that the
emotional aspect of child development is almost completely ignored because of
the over emphasis on cognitive development even though emotion takes
precedence in almost all of life’s important decisions and situations. The first
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three or four years of life are a period when a child’s brain grows to about two
thirds of its full size. It evolves in complexity at a faster rate than it ever will
again. During this stage, vital kinds of learning are occurring, emotional
learning and development being amongst them. Severe stress or neglect at this
vital time can damage a child’s learning centres and though this can be
remedied to some degree the impact of early experiences and learning is
profound. The human brain is by no means fully developed at birth and it
continues to be shaped throughout life. However, children are born with many
more neurons than their mature brain will retain so through a process called
pruning the brain loses some neural connections that are used infrequently.
Thus, experiences in childhood sculpt the brain and this massive pruning and
sculpting of neural networks in childhood may be an underlying reason why
early emotional traumas and hardships have such pervasive and enduring effects
(Goleman 1996).
EARLY YEARS EDUCATION
Issues relating to the well-being of young children are of increasing public
importance and this creates new challenges for all involved in early childhood
education and care. The potential value of early education is emphasised by a
growing body of research evidence which shows the benefits of carefully
structured, quality, play-based settings which are staffed by suitably qualified
professionals (Kelly 1994). Children’s emotional development can be
significantly affected for better or for worse by the quality and emphasis of early
childhood programmes and early childhood professionals can be a potent,
essential influence on young children’s emotional development.
Unfortunately today, much of early years education is tied more and more
with questions of economy and productivity. Its value for society, for parents
and for children is not at the top of the agenda (Moss/Pence 1994). From the
moment of birth, indeed from conception, the looming spectre of points and
college is a defining influence in the way Irish children are educated. The
excessive importance attached to the end product of college and work is
denying children the process of experiencing childhood. There are many
dissatisfactions with this view of education with its over emphasis on academic
learning and on end products. This emphasis on formalised instruction has
created undue stress for young children and is undermining their
opportunities for holistic development. At present schools emphasise left-
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brain thinking concentrating on aspects of knowing and training. Yet, current
research shows that this kind of approach is only dealing with half the
potential of the child. The right side of the brain needs to be developed
equally. The bias in favour of left-brain skills and activities has resulted in
neglect of the right: the intuitive, creative and emotional side (Hart et al.
(1997)/O’Donnchadha(2000). This needs to be redressed.
Education is its fullest sense is not just about learning in the sense of acquisition
of knowledge but is rather about that human development which properly
planned learned can promote. Education should be seen as development and
development education is not so much how or what to teach but why. It starts
from a view of what education is rather than what it is for and it acknowledges
that children are affected by the context in which learning takes place, the
people, the values and the beliefs embedded in it. Thus, the planning of
development education is human in character rather than technical, it is an art
rather than a science. If education is to optimise children’s emotional
development it must be shaped more by the need to create genuinely human
interactions and negotiations of meaning rather than by the demands of an
intellectual/cognitive content. We are not sure precisely what the knowledge
and skills that children of today will need in the future. However, we do know
that flexibility, self-esteem, self-confidence and the ability to get on with others
are attributes that will be needed no matter what challenges children may face
in the future. As Lawrence (1996) says self-esteem enhancement is a
worthwhile teaching aim in its own right and the aim of all education must be
to develop well-rounded whole people not just intellects.
It appears that at present children’s emotional development is not being
optimised. Many changes need to be made if early education is to reach its
potential in the enhancement of human potential and in particular if it is to
enhance children’s development. The British Department of Health gives a list
of strategies to stave off and/or cope with emotional and psychological
problems. Being creative, scribbling, drawing, painting, making a collage, these
are all seen as being good ways of converting a negative feeling in to something
more positive. They advise people to let out their emotions; to cry, be angry,
scream. They warn against bottling up emotions as this only causes more
problems. They suggest listening to music, seeing a film, going for a walk,
giving yourself time to think. See friends they say, its good for mental well-
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being. Get active, exercise is a good way of converting anxiety and negative
feelings into positive energy. Talk about your feelings, find someone you can
tell your worries to. (wiredforhealth 2002) All these are strategies which could
easily be adapted and developed for use in the pre-school and infant class. They
would enhance emotional development as well as helping those who are already
developing emotional problems. So what does this mean for the early years
professional? It means making emotional development a priority in the preschool classroom. There are a myriad of things we can do to prioritise
emotional development in the early years setting. The following are some ideas
which might be of benefit.
l

Do not label a child no matter what type of behaviour he exhibits: no
bullies, no stars, no troublemakers, no best, no worst, no winners, no losers.

l

Use a key worker to ensure that one person has the prime responsibility
for establishing a relationship with each child and inform parents of who
that person is.

l

Consider how your spoken and body language affects the children in
your classroom: pursed lips, tensed body, toe tapping, cross tone of voice
communicate stress and irritability. A genuine smile, relaxed body
posture, good eye contact, a gentle touch and a warm voice
communicate approachability and friendliness. For the days when you
are stressed, unwell or irritable be aware of it yourself and tell the
children how you feel. ‘I’m a bit sad/cross/worried today’ and reassure
them that it is not anything they are doing that is making you feel like
this.

l

Show that you are interested in and have time for every child. Get down
to their level when talking to and listening to them. Don’t interrupt or
ask them to hurry up. Ask for their opinions and allow them to be part
of the decision making process.

l

Make up a collage of each child’s life. Ask children to bring in photos of
their families, pets and of themselves on their own. Get them to do a
hand/foot print with paint. Ask them about their likes and dislikes, the
food they eat, the clothes they wear, their favourite activities at home and
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in the play-school. Get them to cut pictures out of old magazines and
toy catalogues of the toys they like. Stick all their ‘bits about me’ on a
large page. Hang it on the wall in school under heading ‘All about ...’ or
make it into individual book for the child to keep.
l

Observe children’s friendships and see who are the most popular and those
who have difficulties in making relationships. Encourage and scaffold these
children to have at least one special friend. Talk with parents and see if
children could visit each other at home or could go to McDonalds together.
Give new children who start mid-term a ready-made friend on arrival.
Emphasise the importance of the role of the ‘friend’ and encourage the
friend to take real responsibility for the new child.

l

Allowing children to sit quietly and be still is good for all children but is
most pertinent for those who are suffering from stress or who have
attention problems. An introduction to mediation and reflection is
achievable in the pre-school classroom. If children can successfully shut off
external stimuli they will experience a state of deep quiet. Stilling the mind
is not easy but with regular practice children can learn to achieve calm.
When children learn to mediate they show less overt anxiety, more
tolerance for frustration, less restlessness and greater ability to attend to a
task. In essence they can cope better. Lighting a candle and getting children
to focus on it can be a help in getting children to quieten down.

l

Sit down and work with small groups of children using puppets and
miniature dolls to enacts scenarios and provoke discussion. Encourage
children to talk about their feelings. Help them see the benefits of social
skills, taking turns, being kind and offering to play with a new child. It is
also a good time to talk about different aspects of life; death, birth,
sickness, going to the hospital. Small group, pair and individual settings
are shown over and over again to be the best settings for children. Large
group settings are not beneficial to children’s emotional development and
circle time should be the only time when children are together as one
group. Small groups discussions are of value in satisfying all of children’s
needs but are particularly of benefit in giving children who normally
command little attention an attentive audience and greater personal
esteem. Having a pretend microphone that is passed from one person to
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the other when it is his turn to speak is of benefit in ensuring that
everyone not just confident and talkative children get a chance to speak.
l

Provide individual children with areas of responsibility, keeping the book
area tidy, checking that all the jigsaw bits are together, giving out the
juice. Have rotas so that every child is allowed to have responsibility.
Educate the child to take responsibility for themselves. Frequently
remind children of their responsibilities within the classroom and at
home and in the larger community. Being respectful of own and others
property, carrying out requests, tidying up, hanging up bag/coat,
communicating with others in a respectful way and at an acceptable
volume, sharing toys, picking up papers, recycling, playing with others
in a safe way all encourage emotional development

l

Organise a broad range of activities that will enable children to express
their feelings in different ways. For example have a punch bag to vent
anger on, a set of worry beads for children who are anxious or worried,
some soothing classical music for children who are stressed. The Early
Learning Centre do a ‘Mini classics-classical music for kids’ tape which
is suited to pre-school aged children.

l

Have posters of people showing different emotions around the room and
ask children to point to how they feel. Use the language of feelings; sad,
happy, angry, excited, gloomy, worried, fed up, bubbly. Encourage children
to use a wide vocabulary in relation to their own and others feelings.

l

Clay, dough, woodwork, sand, water, large blocks should be available daily.
All children in particular, those with aggressive or disruptive behaviours will
get satisfaction from being legitimately constructive and destructive.

l

Teddies, dolls, and all soft toys are particularly good for children who are
lonely, upset or distressed. They give comfort, companionship and security.
They can help the child work through a problem at second hand in the
same way as books and stories.
Large indoor and outdoor toys, tractors, trampolines, climbing frames,
bikes are a necessity for emotional expression. These can give excited,
tired or over-active children a chance to gain some feelings of physical
and mental well-being.

l
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l

Role and pretend play is vital for all areas but is a necessity for emotional
development. Shops, home corner, dressing up, these are good for
everything but especially for co-operation, for differentiating self from
others , for building up tolerance and patience, role taking perspective,
seeing and accepting difference.

l

Books and stories are a brilliant way of enhancing emotional
development. In particular Barnardos offer a range of books which are
useful. Death:helping children understand, Someone to Talk to:A
Handbook on Childhood Bereavement, Selina’s Story, a book about a
little girl affected by HIV/AIDS, their Special Needs series is also good
at addressing differing emotions. They also have a very good board game
called ‘All About Me’ which helps children approach sensitive areas such
as divorce, abuse, illness and death. The game helps children to unravel
the facts surrounding the events and the feelings these events have
generated for themselves and for others. The British ‘Self-esteem- The
Chalkface Project’ is also good, as are the ‘How do I feel’ series, e.g.
‘Bullies and Gangs’(How do I feel) by Julie Johnson and ‘Dealing with
Racism’(How do I feel about) by Jen Green. Other useful books include
‘What Makes Me Happy?’ by Catherine and Laurence Anholt, ‘I like it
When’ by Mary Murphy, ‘The Bad Tempered Ladybird’ by Eric Carle.
‘Edward’s First Night Away’ by Rosemary Wells. I could do on and on

These are just a few ideas which might aid in giving emotional development a
higher profile in the early years. However, it must also be noted that emotional
development does not occur in a vacuum. It is impacted by and impacts upon
every other area of development so everything in the curriculum has
repercussions for emotional development.
CONCLUSION
“As childhood comes but once in a lifetime, every effort should be made to
provide the support and stimulation required to equip young children to
participate to their full potential in society in general, and in school in
particular”(Coolahan, 1998, p.135). I believe that until we prioritise the area of
emotional development we will not be able to achieve this. Emotional
development must be respected and nurtured. If we want to optimise it, many
changes need to be made in how we deal with and respond to children and in
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particular, in how we treat the boys in our society. Children have the right to
both witness and experience different feelings. Their true emotions must and
should not be repressed. The key to living and learning successfully lies within
the child himself. It has to do with his views and attitudes and what he makes
of what he is given. In this way, he can achieve optimum emotional
development. Unfortunately at present this does not always occur. For a child,
of all the judgements and beliefs he has, none is more important than the ones
he has about himself. His belief in himself, which develops as a result of how
much he feels he is loved and respected, is the single most telling factor in
determining his success, happiness and survival. Children who believe that the
world is a positive and miraculous place and that they are special and loved have
a huge advantage over children who are doubting and negative (Denham
1998). Emotional development has a huge impact on a child’s overall
development and it must receive the respect it is due if young children are to
optimally develop their emotions. Doing this means children become better
able to fulfill their roles in life. It is not just children with emotional problems
who will benefit from prioritising emotional development. All children will
benefit from being emotionally competent. It’s an inoculation for life.
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Gender Socialisation
from Antiquity to the Present Day
aura uneen
INTRODUCTION
Throughout the Western world, the roles ascribed males and females have
remained remarkably static for many hundreds of years. The dichotomy
between mind/body and sex/gender, so beloved of Western philosophical
thought, has impinged on every aspect of human life. In Ancient Greece, it was
believed women had “wandering wombs” (Malcolm, 1991), which gave rise to
hysterics (a word which means ‘of the womb’). Women have always been
associated with nature and the body. They have been depicted as being passive
and inactive and incapable of logical thought due to the process of
reproduction. Men, on the other hand, have been associated with culture and
the mind. They have been seen as being active participants in all aspects of life,
due to their rational thought processes which were unhindered by the
debilitating effects of nature. Western philosophical thought has always
emphasised the dualism between nature and culture (Birke, 1992).
Such ideas have permeated all areas of human civilisation. Men have been
depicted as being “natural leaders”, whilst women have been depicted as being
“followers” or “dependants”. Giddens (1994, p162) states that “... sex refers to
physical differences of the body, gender concerns the psychological, social and
cultural differences between males and females”. Since human beings do not
enter the world fully grown, the interaction of biology and socialisation has
powerful effects on the upbringing of children and on their eventual social role
assignation. Patterns of gender socialisation in early years education and care
can have a profound influence on children’s future life choices.
SOCIETAL AND RELIGIOUS DEVELOPMENTS
From its earliest beginnings, human society has always been grouped into family or
tribal organisations. Sociologists and historians contend that pre- and early modern
societies consisted of three main types – hunters and gatherers, agrarian and pastoral
societies and non-industrialised, traditional states. These societies existed from the
years 48,000 B.C. to the Nineteenth Century and displayed characteristics which
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were particular to themselves. Hunters and gatherers usually numbered thirty to
forty people and survived by hunting, fishing and gathering edible plants. Agrarian
societies lived in small rural groupings and gained a livelihood through the
cultivation of crops. The tending of domesticated animals such as cattle, goats,
sheep, horses or camels was the basis upon which pastoral societies survived. In
contrast to the aforementioned societies, non-industrialised, traditional states
consisted of populations ranging from several thousands to millions of people.
These people lived mainly in cities and, although agriculture was still important,
trades and manufacture had developed. Primarily however, one fact remained
constant throughout these millennia, i.e. inequalities in all these societies were
gender-related. Men hunted, tended crops or animals, developed trades, were
involved in manufacture and became rulers. Women, on the other hand, gathered
herbs, tended home, children, crops and animals, developed home-based trades and
manufacture and, in general, did not become rulers (Miles, 1988; Giddens, 1994).
As societies developed socially and culturally, education became more important.
In the Eight Century B.C., Sparta produced an education system based on
physical fitness – writing and reckoning were not considered important. Boys
were enrolled in military companies at the age of seven. Girls were trained in
domestic duties by their mothers, although gymnastic training was provided to
prepare them for child-bearing. In the Fifth Century B.C., Sparta was eclipsed by
City States such as Athens, yet the basis of the education system remained the
same. Boys were trained for public life, while girls learned domestic skills, had no
place in public life and no political rights (Bowen, 1972).
The importance of education was recognised by Plato (427 – 347 B.C.). He
was concerned with establishing a positive methodology of education and with
developing and expanding knowledge in this area. Plato believed that education
began at birth. Until they reached six years of age, both sexes were to be
educated together. They were then separated as they commenced their primary
education. Secondary education began at the age of ten. In “The Laws”,
although Plato advocated compulsory education for both sexes in organised
schools, boys were to be trained for leadership, girls for the domestic sphere
(Morrish, 1967).
The arrival of Christianity did not affect educational practice to any great
degree until the century following the Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D.
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Thereafter, a theory and practice of Christian education emerged. The writings
of Christians from both the Eastern and Western worlds stressed the need for
disciplined behaviour in private and public life. Early Christian writers such as
Clement, Origen, Basil, Jerome and Augustine emphasised the importance of
segregation of the sexes and the education of boys (MacLaughlin, 1974). Girls
were to be trained for a life of domestic
DEVELOPMENTS IN IRISH SOCIETY UP TO THE YEAR 1800
From circa 1000 B.C. and in the following centuries, Celts began to migrate to
Ireland, bringing with them their unique style of life. The basic unit of Celtic
society was the extended family, which was nomadic and pastoral and, under
the Brehon Laws (which had evolved over centuries), no property, land or
animals could be owned and no right of succession existed. The system of
fosterage under these Laws further enhanced social cohesion and specific terms
were laid down regarding payment to foster parents and the diet, dress and
training of foster-children. The boys were to be taught swimming, chess,
horsemanship, shooting and brann-playing, while the girls were taught
embroidery, sewing and cutting out. In less prominent families, practical
pursuits (such as the herding of lambs, calves and kids, kiln-drying, combing
and wood-cutting) were to be taught to the boys; the use of the sieve, kneadingtrough and quern were to be taught to the girls (Milne, 1987). The Gaelic way
of life underwent change when Christianity was brought to Ireland.
The conversion of the Roman Emperor Constantine in 312 A.D. accelerated
the growth of Christianity. Missionaries such as Palladius and Patrick were sent
to distant countries, intent on converting their people to this religion. In the
case of Ireland, Patrick (in particular) concentrated on the conversion of
women, whom he exhorted to follow a life of celibacy (if unmarried) and
discouraged remarriage for widows (O Croinin, 1995). That a certain type of
behaviour was expected of women (but not of men) was a pattern established
in the early Church and had its antecedents in the Judaeo/Christian world
(Tseelon, 1995). With the arrival of Christianity came the establishment of
monastic schools. In these schools, boys were educated for the monastic life and
also for life in the sept. However, at this time the education of girls does not
appear to have been given any prominence, although there is mention of the
fact that the King of Tara sent his daughter to Finnian at Clonard to be taught
the Psalms and other holy texts.
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In the centuries following the arrival of Christianity, the Viking and
Norman invasions occurred, resulting in many social and economic
developments in Ireland. Towns were established, trade flourished and
religious activity increased. However, the religious changes which occurred
during the Sixteenth Century were to have profound and long-lasting
consequences for Ireland. In 1509, Henry VIII ascended the throne of
England, in 1536 he was declared Supreme Head of the Church in England
and Ireland and in 1541, at the behest of the Irish Parliament, was declared
King of Ireland. As a consequence, the need for a unitary system of
Government was now paramount. In the period 1539-40, the dissolution
of the monasteries was undertaken. During the reign of Elizabeth I (15581603), education was seen as a means of consolidating English Protestant
ways in Ireland. Under a law called “An Act for the erection of Free
Schools” (1571), it was envisaged that a schoolhouse would be built in
every diocese, that the schoolmaster would be an Englishman (or of English
birth in Ireland) and the children would be taught through “good
discipline” to see the error of their ways and thus become dutiful subjects.
However, this plan came to naught (Milne, 1987). At the end of Elizabeth’s
reign, most of the land of Ireland was held by Catholics but, by 1660,
Catholic landowners controlled only one-fifth of the land of Ireland.
Throughout the Eighteenth Century, a Protestant Ascendancy class arose and
many of the ladies of this class became involved in educational endeavours and
encouraged habits of industry among their servants. Female servants were
encouraged to engage in embroidery, knitting and spinning (MacLysaght,
1939). At the lower levels of society, the importance of women to the
household economy was very obvious. Farmers’ wives and daughters milked
cows, fed cattle and, from the mid Eighteenth Century, were expected to help
in reaping, seeding, collecting seaweed and cutting turf (O Tuathaigh, 1978).In
the area of education, parents who availed of the services provided by
hedgeschools or travelling schoolmasters did so for their sons (not their
daughters), as basic education was seen as a conduit to social mobility for boys.
However, even among the upper classes, the education of girls was not a
priority. Literacy, a smattering of French and the acquisition of acceptable social
graces were the limits of female education up to the end of the Eighteenth
Century. This basic type of instruction was seen as sufficient to produce an
attractive wife and an articulate and model hostess.
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Thus, at the end of the Eighteenth Century and the early modern period, the
depiction of women as being passive, inactive and confined to the domestic
sphere was as prevalent as it had been in Ancient Greece. Conversely, the role
of men was quite the opposite. At all levels of society, they were more valued
than women, for both their intellectual and political prowess. The patterns of
gender socialisation laid down in childhood assured such an outcome.
IRELAND: FROM 1800 TO THE PRESENT DAY
One of the most notable aspects of life in Ireland in the Nineteenth, Twentieth
and Twenty-First Centuries has been the demographic changes which have
occurred. In 1801, the population amounted to almost five million but, by
1841, this number had grown to eight million. However, the effects of the Great
Famine and emigration were such that, by 1851, the population had declined to
six and a half million and, by 1911, it had fallen again to four and half million.
This trend of population decline continued throughout most of the Twentieth
Century. The year for which the most recent figures are available, 1996, registers
a population of 3,626,087 (Central Statistics Office, 1999). Such development
affected the lives of men, women and children. Marriage patterns were altered,
family structure was changed, unemployment and emigration depopulated
many parts of the country, the roles of men and women came in for close
scrutiny and educational changes affected generations of children.
As the Nineteenth Century began, the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland formed one political entity and, as Ireland was predominantly an
agricultural country, land was of prime importance. Consequently, the Famine of
1845-1851 was to wreak havoc on the social structure of Ireland. The class balance
changed in favour of farmers, especially those with larger holdings. Between 1845
and 1914, the average male age at marriage rose from twenty-five to thirty-three,
while the average female age rose from twenty-one to twenty-eight. The effect of
such fundamental changes on the family structure of Ireland was profound.
Patriarchal power grew and the sexual divisions within the family were reinforced
“ ... as young children’s contact was primarily with the mother. Upon reaching
work age, the boys worked with the father while the girls remained with the
mother learning the techniques of home management”. (Redlich, 1978, p85).
The rise in patriarchal control had profound effects on the lives of sons and
daughters. The importance of a first born son’s position in the family grew, as

88

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 89

he was now sole inheritor of the farm. As longevity increased, a son might
have to wait many years to come into his inheritance, but a daughter was in
a much more subservient position. The dowry provided by her father greatly
influenced her prospects of marriage. As marriage prospects decreased for
men and women, “Sex posed a far more subversive threat than the landlord
to the security and status of the family. Boys and girls must be kept apart at
all costs”. (Lee, 1978, p39).
The Educational Developments which occurred in the Nineteenth and Twentieth
Centuries reflected the social practices of Irish society. The National School system
was established in 1831, to unite children of different creeds and,according to
Atkinson (1969, p99), “The National School curriculum consisted of spelling,
reading, writing (both on slates and on paper), geography, grammar, geometry,
arithmetic, book-keeping and, in the case of girls only, needlework”. It was not the
secular aspects of the curriculum which found disfavour with the Churches and,
as a consequence of their opposition to the separation of literary and religious
instruction, changes were introduced to the National School system of education.
As a result of these changes, the road to denominalisation of the National School
system began and, as the schools became denominational, many also became
single-sex. “At century’s end single-sex schools comprised roughly half the total
number of national schools: in 1900 there were 1,973 male schools, 2,244 female
and infant schools, and 4,469 coeducational schools”. (Akenson, 1970, p227).
Such education was provided by teachers who, in many cases, had been trained in
single-sex colleges of education and who received differing rates of pay according
to their sex (Hyland and Milne, 1987).
Coinciding with the denominalisation of schools came a rising sense of
dissatisfaction with the curriculum. The Report of the Belmore Commission
was submitted to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland on 25th June 1898. It
recommended that far-reaching changes be made to the curriculum of National
Schools, particularly in the case of infants. It advocated the introduction of the
Kindergarten system of education to all schools attended by infants and the
application of Kindergarten principles to Classes I, II and III. It was envisaged
that woodwork would be taught to boys in the higher classes, while laundrywork, domestic science and cookery would be taught to girls (as far as this was
practicable). The Report also recommended that needlework should be an
important subject for girls, beginning in Kindergarten. Advanced needlework
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would, as a matter of course, be taught at the same time at which instruction
in advanced woodwork would be given to boys. The “Revised Programme for
National Schools” became operational nationwide in September 1900
(Akenson, 1970; Coolahan, 1981; Hyland and Milne, 1987).
The Dale Report was published in 1904, following an investigation of the Irish
National School system. This Report noted that the preference for a strictly
denominational system of education resulted in a proliferation of schools for
children of different ages and sex and, as a consequence, demand for teachers
was in excess of the supply. This situation often resulted in less than adequate
instruction being provided to children, particularly younger children. The
prospect of the amalgamation of neighbouring boys’ and girls’ schools was
condemned by the Catholic Church in no uncertain terms
because we see in them an attempt to force on our people the
highly objectionable system of mixed schools for boys and girls, a
system which we are determined to oppose by every means in our
power ... the policy of amalgamation of boys’ and girls’ schools is
always undesirable, and to the extent to which the Commissioners
now propose to carry it, is most objectionable.
(Irish Catholic Directory, 1905, p446, cited in Farren, 1995, p10)
This insistence on gender segregation led to the situation that, by 1919-20, more
than half the almost 8,000 National Schools were one- or two-teacher schools
which, in many instances, were inadequately furnished and poorly equipped
(Farren, 1995). Educational policy took a complete change of direction, as a
consequence of the founding of the Irish Free State in 1922. One of the first Acts
of the Free State Government was the abandonment of a heuristic approach to
teaching. In its place, a didactic style of teaching (implementing a policy of
Gaelicisation) was given prominence. At Second Level, issues of gender were dealt
with by providing domestic science classes for girls, and physics and science classes
for boys. This provision was in keeping with the “natural abilities” of both genders
(Curtin, Jackson, O’Connor, 1987). Not until the curricular reforms of 1971 did
Primary education come under close scrutiny.
The New Curriculum of 1971 was child-centred, play-based and advocated
experiential and discovery learning. This innovative curriculum aimed at
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developing all children in a holistic manner. Concurrent with these
developments in the National School system, the question of Pre-school
education elicited interest in other quarters. During the early years of the
Twentieth Century, interest had been shown in the Montessori system of
education, however, Montessori schools were not given official recognition in
Ireland. Very little concern was voiced with regard to Early Years education, until
the founding of the Irish Pre-School Playgroups Association in 1969 brought the
paucity of pre-school provision to public notice. The I.P.P.A. philosophy is playbased, and creative, social, imaginative and adventure play is encouraged for girls
and boys. In addition to these playgroups, there are also approximately 200
Naionrai (Irish language Playgroups) where Irish is encouraged and developed
through play. In some instances, Gaelscoileanna (Irish medium Schools)
developed from Naionrai and these Irish-speaking schools are now part of the
National School system (Douglas, 1994; I.N.T.O., 1995).
In the last decade of the Twentieth Century, further developments occurred in
Irish Education. An Education Act was passed in 1998, under section 9 of
which provision is made for the promotion of equality of opportunity for
female and male students and school staff (Glendenning, 1999). In 1999, “A
Revised New Curriculum” came into operation in National Schools,
recognising the absolute importance of the holistic development of both girls
and boys. Finally, whereas at the end of the Nineteenth Century almost half the
total number of schools were single-sex, at the end of the Twentieth Century
(according to Department of Education and Science statistics 1999/2000)
almost nineteen per cent of National Schools were mostly (or totally) single-sex.
While educational reforms have been introduced during the Twentieth
Century, Irish society has undergone many social changes. It is not only women
who have been questioning their societal relationship, in recent years many
men have also begun to do so. It has been stated by McKeown, Ferguson and
Rooney (1998, p210) that “... there is increasing evidence to suggest that
vulnerability is at the heart of the male condition, ...”. Research has shown that
males are more susceptible to pre natal problems and, even at birth, suffer more
injuries and present with more congenital malformations (Zaslow & Hayes,
1986). Indeed, of those infants who do not survive difficult, complicated
births, boys are still in the majority. “The striking sex difference in vulnerability
is particularly fascinating, especially since it seems to persist. Older boys are
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more prone to problems as well – ... “ (Bee, 1995, p67). In recent years, the
“masculinity crisis” has been the cause of much concern and debate. According
to McKeown et al (1998, pxiii), “The male role and masculinity no longer
match the reality of the circumstance in which many men live and work”.
Patterns of male socialisation, with their emphasis on competition and control
of affect, have had a deleterious effect on many men’s emotional development
and responsivity. According to Haste (1993, p251), the result has been that
“The big message for men was that their masculine socialisation had turned
them into less-than-complete human beings, limiting their fulfilment as
fathers, lovers and friends”.
If the process of male gender socialisation has such a crippling effect on men’s
psychological well-being, then a re-evaluation of this pattern needs to be
undertaken. It is sobering to realise that the last two millennia have seen a slow
and painstaking reassessment of the female gender role in society; recent debate
would suggest that this new millennium may result in a similar reassessment of
the male gender role.
DEVELOPMENTS IN THE AREA OF GENDER SOCIALISATION
The process and outcome of the development of gender identity and the
acquisition of gender roles have been a source of psychological, sociological,
educational and physiological debate for many years. The pervasiveness of sexrole stereotyping is such that “… it seems very likely that they [attitudes] will
shape sex roles. Beliefs about the behaviour of males and females may
themselves in part determine that behaviour”. (Hargreaves, 1986, p27) –
(bracket added). Early research conducted in the area of sex-stereotyping
produced similar results. In a study conducted by Rosenkrantz et al (1968), it
was noted that both males and females rated males as competent, powerful,
aggressive and independent. In contrast, females were viewed as conceited,
withdrawn, nurturant and dependent. In 1974, the results of an extensive
review of literature on sex differences, carried out by Maccoby and Jacklin, were
published. These researchers could identify only four areas where anything
approaching reliable differences between males and females had been
established. These areas included superior verbal ability in females, superior
mathematical and visual spatial abilities in males and increased levels of
aggression in males (Hampson, 1988). These findings have been questioned
and, in the succeeding years, meta-analysis of many independent studies has
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recorded reliable sex differences in aggression (Hyde, 1984), activity level
(Eaton & Enns, 1986), influencibility (Eagly & Carli, 1981), empathy
(Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983), proportional reasoning (Meehan, 1984),
mathematical reasoning (Rossi, 1983) and spatial ability (Hyde, 1981; Horan
& Rosser, 1984; Linn and Petersen, 1985). According to Ruble (1988, p420),
“In general, such reviews have concluded that differences between the sexes are
small, accounting for less than 5% of the variance; …”.
However small the variance in abilities between the sexes may be, it is sobering
to review the result of research conducted by Kuhn et al (1978). Two and three
year old children were presented with two paper dolls called Michael and Lisa
and engaged in a game in which the children were asked to identify the
characteristics of gender roles. Even at two years of age, both boys and girls
believed that girls would “clean the house” when they were grown up and that
boys would “mow the lawn and be the boss”.
In an effort to elucidate how children acquire such stereotypical ideas of gender
roles, it is necessary to investigate the patterns of gender socialisation employed
by parents and the role of teachers and education in the maintenance or
questioning of assumptions about stereotyping.
PARENTS AND CHILDREN
… the notion that parenting is an innate capacity with which all
civilised human beings are uniformly endowed has been
challenged. The capacity to parent adequately is more correctly
seen as a gift, born of positive childhood experiences and adequate
support in adulthood …
(Gilligan, 1991, p11)
All parents were once children and their past experiences and relationships
with their parents often influence their own parenting styles (Main, Kaplan
& Cassidy, 1985; Ricks, 1985; Slade, 1987). The socialisation of children
begins in earnest at the moment of birth, when girls are wrapped in pink
blankets and boys in blue. Baby girls are described as “quiet” and “cuddly”,
while baby boys are described as “big” and “strong” (Rubin, Provenzano &
Luria, 1976; Frisch, 1977; Ricks, 1985). The fact that these descriptive labels
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may be used without there being any discernible difference between babies
speaks volumes for the power of gender stereotyping.
It has been noted that baby girls and baby boys are treated very differently. They
are spoken to differently, dressed differently, played with differently and
expectations of them are also different (Nicholson, 1984). The labels applied to
children at birth further result in different treatment in the areas of disciplinary
measures, physical handling and toy selection (Smith and Daglish, 1977;
O’Brien, Huston and Risley, 1983; O’Brien and Huston, 1985; Ricks, 1985;
Davies, 1994). At one year of age, many children cry and stop playing when the
mother leaves them alone. Fathers do not elicit this response until the child is, on
average, fifteen months old. For children of eighteen months, fathers provide fun
and excitement and they may play with their fathers more often than with their
mothers but, when children are upset, generally they prefer their mothers
(Kotelchuk, 1972; Clarke-Stewart, 1978). Parents treat their thirteen and
fourteen month olds’ show of assertiveness in a different manner – they tend to
pay more attention to boys’ assertive behaviour while merely attending to girls’
less intense communications. (Fagot, Hagan, Leinbach & Kronsberg, 1985).
The differential treatment of children by parents is quite striking. In a study
undertaken by Power (1981), it was found that, in sixteen projects involving
mothers, girls and boys were treated differently by them in seven, while fathers
displayed differential treatment in fourteen of the projects. Mothers displayed
such differences only in the first three months and later in the second year of
life of their children, unlike fathers who did so consistently. In a further study
(Parke & Sawin, 1980), fifty children were followed for three months. It was
noted that parents tended to cuddle opposite-sex children and to offer toys to
and stimulate same-sex children. After three months, the fathers continued to
differentiate between boys and girls (Rendina & Dickersheid, 1976; White,
Wollett & Lyon, 1982).
In the area of parental involvement in education, the quality of such
involvement can provide continuing encouragement to children to do well
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1989). Yet, it has been shown that parents have lower
expectations of, and attach less importance to, the long-term
accomplishments of their daughters (Parsons, Ruble, Hodges & Small,
1976; L.W. Hoffman, 1977). This difference is particularly pronounced in
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the area of mathematical achievement (Eccles-Parsons, 1983). Parents
demand more independent performance from their boys, and are likely to
help girls more quickly. Yet again, fathers tend to display greater differences
in treatment of children than mothers (Block, 1983), although mothers are
more likely to correct daughters’ mistakes rather than those of sons
(Huston, 1983).
As children grow into middle childhood, each parent is likely to draw a
same-sex child into shared sex-typed activities, i.e. mothers involve
daughters in the preparation of food and fathers involve sons in active and
spectator sports (Goodnow, 1988). In these years, boys and girls have very
different experiences of freedom and restrictions. Boys are allowed more
freedom to investigate their neighbourhood and are expected to run errands
at an earlier age than girls (Saegert & Hart, 1976). Boys are more likely to
be left alone after school, less likely to be collected from school and less
likely to have restrictions placed on the distance which they can travel from
home (Block, 1983; Huston, 1983). Parental anxiety and protection of girls
have been given as reasons for the restrictions placed on girls’ freedom
(Huston, 1983). However, Ruble (1988, p437) states that “Regardless of the
reason, the difference may be quite significant for the growth of personal
feelings of effectance (sic) and free exploration and may lead girls toward
greater conformity to cultural norms and values”
TOYS AND BOOKS
Among the most obviously stereotypical objects given to children are toys. Girls
are given dolls; boys are given cars. Under the age of two, children are given
very similar toys – toys to develop skills in handling objects and learning shapes
and colours, such as blocks and rings. However, after the age of two, research
shows that differentiation sets in and adults’ sex-role norms about appropriate
toys for each sex dictate their choice of playthings. Occasionally, some parents
make exceptions in respect of individual children (Goodman et al, 1974). Such
findings concur with the results of the Newsons’ (1976) study which noted that
parents, particularly mothers, were prepared to adapt to individual children’s
wishes without changing their own opinions on correct behaviour for girls and
boys. When Rheingold and Cook (1978) examined the contents of children’s
rooms, they found that girls had dolls, arts & crafts and passive games. Boys,
meanwhile, had bricks, trucks and equipment for active sports. Furthermore,
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the importance of the careful selection of children’s literature has been stressed
by Segel (1986). He emphasises the fact that young children are influenced by
sex-stereotyping long before they can read.
EDUCATORS AND CHILDREN
Gender is a central defining feature of people in our society ...
Part of being a competent member of society derives from our
capacity to attribute to others, and to aid others in attributing to
ourselves, the ‘correct’ gender identity.
Davies (1994, p42)
Educators, like all of humanity, are products of their own upbringing. The
societal norms and values they imbibed as children influence their
perceptions of gender roles to a greater or lesser extent. It has been noted by
Oakley (1985) and Garrett (1987) that schools play an important role in the
socialisation of children, in many cases reinforcing the dominant beliefs and
values of society. Research conducted by Lockheed and Klein (1985) and
Rennie and Parker (1987) found that some teachers foster gender
stereotyped behaviours by means of modelling such behaviours. These
researchers also concluded that some teachers communicated stereotypical
expectations to their students, by rewarding them for displaying such
behaviour. Research conducted in Australia by Robinson (1992) concluded
that teachers considered it ‘natural’ for boys to be aggressive, boisterous,
competitive and disruptive in class, while girls were passive, submissive,
polite and obedient. Entwisle and Hayduk (1988) noted that the
expectations held by teachers in the early grades can affect children’s school
performance four to nine years later, notwithstanding children’s subsequent
ability in school.
In the Irish context, the allocation of classroom tasks in Primary School
displays significant gender differences. ‘Caring jobs’, such as looking after
younger children, were allocated to girls, while moving classroom furniture
and other physically demanding tasks were given to boys (Lewis and
Kellaghan, 1993). In Secondary Schools, Hannan et al (1996) concluded that
the expectation of teachers had obvious effects on pupils’ educational
performance and career expectations.
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CLASSROOM INTERACTION
The patterns of classroom interaction which occur in Pre-schools, Primary
Schools and Secondary Schools bear remarkable resemblance to one another,
according to research conducted in such settings. In relation to Pre-school
settings, the following results were noted by Howe (1997): Boys talk more than
girls to their peers and, by age four, they already display “leadership” qualities in
speech and play. On the other hand, girls aged two to five years seek adults’ help
with jigsaw puzzles, despite having no greater difficulties completing this task
than do boys. Single-sex groups are a feature of many Pre-schools, however, it has
been found that, when boys interact with boys, they argue, control and use
physical force more frequently than they do when interacting with girls. Similarly,
when girls interact with girls, they are more polite, passive and collaborative than
when interacting with boys. According to Howe (April 2000, p22)
... it is hard to escape the conclusion that pre-school differences
are contributing to the patterns that are observed in primary and
secondary classrooms, ... the dominance and physicality of boys
and the supportiveness and reticence of girls, ...
Similar findings were noted by MacNaughton (1997), in observations
conducted in Australian Pre-schools. Once again, girls engaged in gentle,
passive and domestic activities, while boys engaged in active, adventurous play
involving a great amount of movement. Boys controlled most of the available
space in the Pre-schools and girls avoided confrontation with them at all costs.
Boys demanded (and received) more practitioner attention, were less persistent
at tasks and concentrated for shorter lengths of time than did girls. In research
conducted in Irish Early Years settings (Cunneen, 2001), 160 children aged
Zero to Six Years were observed. The findings of this study revealed that, in
general, boys engaged in pursuits which required a higher level of activity,
developed their spatial and problem solving abilities and encouraged creativity
to a greater degree than did those of girls. With regard to linguistic utterances,
the results of Brown’s Interaction Analysis Schedule (B.I.A.S.), 1975, showed
that, although girls and boys aged over three volunteered to the same extent,
their percentage of responses differed – indicating that boys were questioned
almost twice as frequently as girls. Furthermore, boys were in receipt of a
greater amount of practitioner attention (e.g. offers of help, admonitions and
praises), while girls received a greater share of practitioner response (e.g. “Wait
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a minute”) than did boys. The main findings regarding social play and social
groupings were that single-sex groupings begin to form even before the age of
three, especially among girls. In respect of children aged over three, All Female
Pairs and Groupings amounted to 21.2 per cent of the girls’ total time
observed, whereas for boys the equivalent figure was 18.2 per cent. It was also
found that girls played more co-operatively than did boys, while boys argued
among themselves to a greater degree than did girls. The interaction patterns
noted in Pre-school have been reflected in those of Primary School.
In research conducted in an Irish Primary School, Buckley (1988) concluded
that boys were in receipt of a greater amount of teacher interaction than girls.
It was found that boys received more specific teacher reaction and longer, more
precise, educational interaction than did girls. In a subsequent study conducted
in a number of Primary classrooms on the east coast of Ireland, Breslin (1994)
noted a pattern of male dominance of classroom interaction, further
highlighting the fact that male teachers directed more interaction towards boys
than did female teachers. Irrespective of teachers’ level of experience, boys
benefitted from a dominant share of classroom interaction (Jones, 1989). Thus,
it seems that the pattern of gender interaction evident in Pre-schools is
continued into Primary and Secondary Schools, with differential treatment
being given to female and male students.
CONCLUSION
Throughout history, the lives of females and males appear to diverge along
parallel lines. In the main, human society was agricultural up until the
Industrial Revolution, but the roles of both sexes were differentiated and
encapsulated by Bitel (1996, p111) thus “He farmed or herded; she minded the
children, house, and farmyard”. Education also played a part in social
reproduction. In Celtic society, girls were taught to embroider, while boys were
taught horsemanship. Such was the pervasiveness of the domestic/active
dualism of female/male that curricular provision in Nineteenth Century
Ireland ensured that girls were taught needlework while boys were taught
woodwork.During the Twentieth Century, gender socialisation and roles were
the subject of much debate. At the beginning of the Third Millennium, it is not
only women who are questioning their social/gender role. A growing number
of men are voicing concerns about the effect their ascribed role is having on
their emotional health. Changes in family structure have resulted in many men
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experiencing feelings of alienation as regards their role in life. Thus, the
dichotomy of sex/gender, mind/body, active/passive and masculine/feminine
needs to be questioned. The need for parents, pre-school practitioners and
teachers to be aware of the crucial importance of patterns of gender
socialisation in early years education and care cannot be overstated. All
children, irrespective of their sex, need to be valued and loved for themselves.
Boys need to develop their interpersonal skills, just as much as girls need to
become independent risk-takers. Differential treatments of girls and boys may
inhibit them from reaching their full potential and parents, pre-school
practitioners and teachers should be made aware of this fact. As Honig (1983,
p68) states
Some of these differences reflect a bias toward expecting males to be
agentic – to be active decision makers and achievers – and expecting
girls to be nurturant, submissive and interpersonally sensitive to
others. What is needed is a rethinking of the best wishes for human
actualization of both sexes. Adults need to do more to help both
sexes toward achievement and toward tenderness.
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Remembering Fathers:
Strengthening men’s participation
in the early years
ergus ogan
ABSTRACT:
This paper offers a call to remember fathers and the role that men can play in
the early years of children’s lives. In exploring some of the core aspects of men’s
lives; what goes into making a man, what it is that men do as fathers, this paper
will challenge us all, to see and celebrate the beautiful care that men have to
give. The paper includes a consideration of some of the social and personal
inhibitors that may have a negative impact on men being actively involved in
parenting. This paper draws our attention to the part men have as fathers in
children’s lives and as professional workers in the areas of early childhood care
and education.
INTRODUCTION: REFLECTIONS ON BEING A MAN
I am honoured by the invitation to speak with you today, yet I am full of fear.
I want to be perfect before your eyes; I want to be a big man, able for this job,
the measure of the day. I will pretend, as long as I think you will not find me
out, as long as you will not realise I am a fraud, I am a boy child. I am full of
fear of failure that I will not perform that I will be an anti-climax.
I am, I believe like all men here together today, and like all other men out there.
I am both trying to be perfect and I am trying to be honest. There is a constant
struggle to make sense of the world out there and the world inside here in my
heart. This is my struggle as a man, as a son, as a father.
As I speak about men and fathers in family life I feel the warmth of love that
I share with both my father Patrick and my son Lorcan. My life experience is
that; Men are beautiful. Men make wonderful fathers, tender lovers and
committed friends. My work as a social worker and a family therapist has at
times allowed me to meet with more men who fall in their struggle, and serve
injustice and terror on others in their lives. In thinking and talking about
men and fathers, the challenge is to avoid the dichotomous positioning of
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either ‘idealising’ men or ‘damning’ men. The ideas that I am presenting here
today are an offering towards the challenges and wonders of working with
men and fathers, to include men in the lives of children from the earliest
times in the child’s life.
One of my early memories of my father is being together one Sunday morning
at Mass. I must have been about three, and my mother was at home looking
after my two younger brothers. I was still small enough to be carried in my
father’s arms and to sit on his lap; I loved this as I stared into his face, his eyes,
his lips, his smile. Most of all I remember his locks, dark black, thick strong
locks of bristling hair. When he came home from work each day I loved to kiss
him on his soft cheek just under his locks.
I remember that Sunday as if it were just yesterday, how he asked me to stop
kissing him in the church. I felt broken, stupid. I was small enough to be
carried yet I was big enough that I should have known that I was now too big
a boy to kiss my daddy in public.
BOYS TO MEN:
It is very early in a boy’s life when we start to teach him what he ‘should’ do in
order to grow into a man, who will be accepted into the community of all other
‘real men.’ (Real, 1997).
We have divided our world into two halves, ‘us’ in here and ‘them’ out there.
The ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ the good guys and the bad guys; Masculine and
Feminine. Popular psychology is littered with catchy book titles that perpetuate
the myth that, men and women are worlds apart in their ‘natural’ abilities to
communicate, care and do house work. ‘Men are from Mars and women from
Venus,’ or ‘Why men can’t iron and women can’t read maps!’ The danger of
talking in terms of difference is that we begin to believe that this is the way the
world and all gender relationships have to be. Sex differences are biological,
men and women are packaged differently!
Men and women are far more alike than we are different (O’Connor, 1997).
Gender differences are socially constructed. We all share the responsibility of
growing young boys into the types of men we share our lives with. From the
very earliest time a child is born we treat and talk about the genders as being
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significantly different. ‘ Ah isn’t she a pretty, dainty, little dote.’ While in the
next cot he is celebrated for, ‘ his fine, big strong rugby thighs.’ And isn’t it
amazing how few grown women take pride in being praised for their beautiful
rugby thighs!
Research has found how professionals treat boys and girls differently from the
earliest of times. In a maternity ward, new born babies, equal numbers of boys
and girls were dressed in both pink and blue baby-grows, and observers found
that these babies were attributed with descriptions of behaviours that were
based on expectations of how a boy or girl should behave. The boys (those
dressed in blue!) were described as being more active and ‘boy-stress’ while the
girls (in pink) were considered to show qualities of being less active and quieter.
Furthermore, people were observed to adapt the way they engaged with these
children, showing more ‘rough and tumble’ play with boy children and more
‘careful’ care of girls.
Yet social biologists also argue strongly that boys and girls are influenced
significantly by their biological make up. That gender differences can be
recognised in the unborn child, particularly in relation to brain development,
with evidence to show that a baby boy’s brain develops more slowly than a girl’s,
and that the left and right sides of the brain form fewer connections in a boy.
The argument being that; from the very beginning hormones play their part;
Oestrogen, predominant in the bloodstream of baby girls actually stimulates
faster growth of brain cells. (Biddulph, 1998).
In his book ‘Raising boys’ Steve Biddulph an Australian family therapist makes
a strong case in favour of taking more attention to the influence of testosterone
in the early years environment. Biddulph argues that there are three crucial
stages in boys’ early years when testosterone levels surge. Firstly when they are
born, baby boys are reported to have the same amount of the hormone in their
tiny body as a twelve year old boy. The argument being that all this testosterone
was needed for the baby to develop the boy bits, during pregnancy. The other
well talked about time when boys levels of testosterone are recognised as
increasing is at the time of puberty, and the associated developmental changes
in a boys body. But the third time where boys testosterone level surge, is around
the age of four, the time when many young children have traditionally started
school. The implications offer interesting discussion for early years care and
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education in relation to whether the types of behaviours society often associates
with young boys such as, poor attention span, (hyper) activity, increased grand
motor movement have a very specific co-relation to levels of testosterone.
Biddulph argues that at this early stage of schooling boys are statistically,
somewhere between six and twelve months behind girls developmentally,
especially in terms of their fine motor movement. Biddulph argues that boys
should start school a year later to allow them time to catch up. The danger for
boys in attending school too early could have a seriously wounding impact on
the development of his sense of self-esteem and masculinity. The terrifying
predicament at this tender age for a boy child is where a woman teacher (most
often) ends up chastising and comparing a boy’s failure to sit or concentrate to
the girl who is so wonderful sitting next to him in the classroom!
However hormones cannot explain how we continue to treat young boys and
girls so differently. It is frighteningly obvious that we reinforce, teach and pass
on socially prescribed, gender specific attributes to our children. Both, through
the pervasive, influence of a dominant global media and through the local and
personal use of play. Every single toy or game that is related to care or house
work is advertised for girls with the total exclusion of any reinforcing image of
a boy child involved in the advertisement. Kitchen units or dolls that need to
be fed or changed are all presented as the ideal gift for a young girl. A key
difference between the ‘boys’ Action man and the ‘girls’ Barbie doll is that you
can care for Barbie. You can wash and comb her hair. Action man on the other
hand is ever ready with his perfect, plastic hair!
The messages are both subtly yet insidious, girls learn to care, for each other and
to allow themselves to be cared for while boys learn that they should always be
ready for action and at the same time need not ask for help or care for themselves.
I believe that it is still quite unusual to see a group of boys fix each others hair or
help each other to decide on what clothes to wear on a night out together, yet these
tender intimacies seem more regular occurrences for groups of girls.
I believe that boys peer groups play a hugely significant part in reinforcing and
policing each other’s expression and development of a ‘normal and appropriate,’
type of masculinity. I remember my own son, Lorcan, when he was aged six,
asking if he could have a Barbie doll for Christmas, because he enjoyed playing
with them when he visited the girls’ houses. Yet the moment the ‘other’ boys
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appeared Barbie would get thrown aside. And so at a very deep place we
continually create a norm for how boys and men should be.
THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF MASCULINITY:
Robert Connell, an Australian sociologist has applied Gramsci’s concept of
hegemony that was used in the context of social class relations to the field of
gender relations. While there are many different types of men, “gay men,
heterosexual men, celibate men, working men, unemployed men, house
husbands, macho men, new men, new lads, and so on,” (Ferguson, 1997, p.9)
Connell argues that all men grow up being influenced by a shared thread of
connection. Learning lessons about what a ‘real’ man ‘should’ do or be like,
which he has termed ‘Hegemonic Masculinity.’(Connell, 1995).
Theorists have argued that we teach all young boys that there are certain social
expectations that must be followed in order to grow into being a ‘real’ man. An
understanding of what goes into making us men the way we are may be very useful
in helping us develop or change the way we treat young boys. Similarly we may
also find ways of including, involving and inviting men and fathers into the lives
of children, both in families and in the field of early childhood care and education.
Brannon (1976) saw the male role as being influenced by four key rules:
‘No Sissy stuff.’ From the earliest of times we teach boys to repudiate all that
is remotely associated with femininity. In this regard Masculinity has been
defined as a negative, in opposition to Femininity. An American psychologist
Michael Kimmal (1994) has a bet with friends that the surest way to start a
fight among young boys and men is to call one of them a girl! There is nothing
surer to start a fight where boys and men will battle to prove that they are
anything and everything other than a girl.
Freud’s notion of women having ‘penis envy,’ has been turned on its head
recently by some current psychoanalysts who have argued that closer to the
truth might be the issue of men having ‘womb envy.’ (Frosh, 1995). In this
instance men are envious of women’s ability to conceive, carry and give birth to
children. In this way of thinking women know what they are because they
know that they can become mothers. Men on the other-hand are left as the
second sex in this instance. A woman is a woman because she can be a mother,
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while a man is a man because he is not a woman. To satisfy this definition of
manhood a man must live his life always proving that he is not a woman; the
fear that a boy or a man will become a girl, woman or gay is a fear which blocks
men’s real intimacy. Anything that looks remotely effeminate is repudiated. Gay
jokes and gay bashing keep all men in line. Men’s physical contact with each
other is allowed only on the sports field or when we can excuse ourselves as
having been drunk!
‘The big wheel.’ Real men, good men, strong men are encouraged to achieve
and to be seen to achieve. In the workplace this can be seen to tie in with a
traditional role expectation that a good father will be a good provider. The cost
of this type of male ambition and competition often pulls a father away from
the lives of his children and family. Being a good provider often carried a
paradoxical cost to the family in the guise of an absent father.
The cost of this expectation that men carry, to be a good provider has serious
implications for the division of domestic labour and for men’s mental health.
With the lifting of the ‘marriage bar’ in 1973, there has been a very steady
increase in the numbers of mothers who are taking up paid employment
outside of the family home. With the percentage of Irish women working
outside of the home having risen from, 28% in 1971, to 39% in 1996, and to
47% in 2000, (McKeown, 2001). Fathers are no longer the sole bread winner
or provider. Some have used this increase in women’s paid work to question
why more men have not taken on more direct responsibility for child care and
house work. (Kiely, 1995). Closer analysis of the statistics shows that on average
fathers do two thirds as much work as mothers outside of the home while
mothers do two thirds of the home and child care work (McKeown, 2001). As
a society we are still strongly influenced by years of social conditioning which
reinforces that men and women’s roles are separate. Clear evidence of men’s
value of being a big wheel provider is seen in the fact that the highest the
highest rate of depression in Ireland is amongst men, who have families and
who have become unemployed (Whelan et al. 1991). Thus highlighting that
many men still define their role in life as being based on the size of their pay
packet rather than the size of their heart.
‘The sturdy oak’ Men learn to believe that to be a real man they need to be seen
to be strong and tough. Providing, protecting, reasoning, making tough
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decisions – on our own – for the sake of our children and families. Men’s
qualities are to be rational, reasoned, unemotional, steady. When faced with a
problem we have learnt that the right thing to do is work it out in our heads,
rather than to talk from our hearts about our worries or indecisions. Men and
women’s ways of talking and working out problems are thus often quite
different with men keeping worries to themselves and talking at the end of
conversations to sum up or conclude. (Hogan, 1998 a., O’Brien, 1990).
Women on the other hand who may not see a worry or lack of clear decision as
a sign of personal failure can more often talk out a problem and use a style of
talking that includes and invites others into the conversation.
Some recognisable occasions of this socially constructed gender difference
between men and women are those romantic Sunday afternoon drives, where
everything was going fine until we got lost. (He was driving but she can’t read
the map!) And we as men refuse to admit we have lost our way or to ask
someone for directions. Or have you ever gone shopping for your favourite
shirt in the winter sales? And when we could not find our size we left the shop
rather than ask the sales assistant for assistance.
Our problem as men is that we do not ask for help. Something about how we
see ourselves as men makes many of us believe that to ask for directions or
assistance will make us look like fools. So there is no way that we will admit our
vulnerabilities, or look for emotional support, or time to talk about how we are
feeling. It seems that at those times in our lives as men when we need the
support and help of others most we actually become more cut off and isolated,
developing, what Robert Morrell, a South African author on masculinity has
called ‘inscrutable masculinity’ (Morrell, 1998).
The fear for men of being ridiculed when we ask for help is keeping many men
and fathers from living in the real intimacy of relationships, both the joys and
the struggles. When we try to talk about who we really are, our dreams our
fears, the struggles of life as a man, a father, a provider, a lover or a friend we
experience a deeper knowing of ourselves. Yet so many of us men, actively avoid
the intimacy of caring for our minds, hearts and bodies. All of which connect
with the fourth key rule,
‘Give em hell.’ The cliché that teaches us that, ‘big boys don’t cry’ continues to
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have very serious effects on the lives of boys and men. Men are taught to live
life in the fast lane, to just get on with things. Images of the boy child with the
rugby thighs during his teenage years limping to the side of the pitch to have a
dislocated thumb put back into place, or have some stitches to his forehead and
then to join the team once more. ‘Playing through the pain!’ is a game that is
having terrifying effects on the physical and mental health of Irish men. It is the
attitude that keeps men from consulting their doctors, with men dying younger
than women from preventable illnesses, illnesses that could be cured and cared
for if men went to the doctor for more regular health checks. (Clare, 2000).
Similarly men do not look after their mental health. The highest rate of suicide
in Ireland is among young men aged between fifteen and twenty four years.
This percentage has increased 400% in the past ten years. Of these men 80%
had never made contact with professional support agencies (Hogan, 1999).
Living up to the expectations of how men ‘should’ be has had devastating
effects on men’s lives as fathers and family men. Yet there are signs that men are
changing and entering into the intimacies of hands on care work in increasing
numbers and also being proud to be seen publicly as actively involved and
responsible fathers. (Kearney, et al., 2000).
CHANGING ROLES OF FATHERS:
The role of fatherhood has changed through a number of key phases.(Lamb,
1986). From that of moral authority where the father’s role was to discipline
and guide their child. With the notion that children’s behaviour needed to be
checked and a good child was seen but not heard. Traces of this attitude of
fathering can still be seen, and heard in society today where parents claim a
right to discipline and control their children ‘for the child’s own good.’
A second role for the father was where he was seen as a sex role model. This
role was particular strong in relation to boys, where son grew up to emulate
their father’s behaviour and social attitudes. Fathers were also seen to play a
significant part in the appropriate development of their teenage daughters
where a girl learned to measure the suitability of other relationships against
the appropriateness of her father’s behaviour towards her and his
expectations for her. Evidence of this thinking raises its head most notably
in relation to debates on the influence of absent fathers, ‘broken homes’ and
single mothers.
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The third, role of a ‘good father’ is the more traditional role of the main
breadwinner. This division of labour along gender lines can be seen as being
associated with the impact of industrialisation. Where the concentration of
heavy industry in city centres brought men away from the home to paid
work; Leaving women as the primary carers at home with the children. This
division of labour was subverted to a degree during the world war when the
men left, not just home but the cities, industries and the county to fight.
Thus women and mothers were needed to work the industries. With the end
of the second world war in England somewhere in the region of six million
men returned home to find ‘their jobs,’ having been taken over, quite
competently by women.
It can be argued that Bowlby’s research and theories on the importance of
attachment which focused on mothers bonding with their children were
timely and received widespread support as they clearly suited the sociopolitical needs of the time. By encouraging mothers back to their rightful
place of importance; Home with the children. The jobs in industry were
once again made available to the men folk. Thus the structural, functional
gender division of labour was strongly reinforced by concepts and the
discourses of mothers’ ‘natural’ ability to care.
Once again within language we see the juxtapositioning of biological descriptions
and social constructs. We talk about ‘Mother Earth’ and ‘Natural Mothers.’
Where women through their biological makeup can conceive, carry, give birth
and provide milk for their child, are socially expected then to also be the parent
who is most able to bond, nurture and care for children. The pressure on women
and mothers is to always be the perfect parent, with no permission or social outlet
to articulate any sense of ambiguity in relation to motherhood and their socially
ascribed role (Featherstone and Holloway, 1997).
Women are seen as the primary parents and those who are the experts in
emotions; Love and Intimacy. In Ireland we have a famous family saying,
which our fathers taught to us; “Your mother knows best, ask her.” Men on
the other hand are seen as playing second fiddle, a support role within the
family. A good father has traditionally been considered as a good provider, a
man who showed his love for his family by working hard outside of the home.
A good father was often looked to, to discipline, control and guide his
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children, where relationships with his children and family was forewarned by
the children’s mother, his arrival foreshadowed by the words, ‘Wait till your
father comes home.’
The ten-year-old boy, Paddy Clarke, remembers the domestic division of labour
and responsibilities in his parents’ relationship as he grew up:
“She listened to him much more than he listened to her. Her
answers were much longer than his. She did two thirds of the
talking, easily that much. She wasn’t a bigmouth though, not
nearly; she was just more interested than he was even though he
was the one that read the paper and watched the news and made
us stay quiet when it was on, even when we weren’t making any
noise. I knew she was better at talking than him; I’d always known
that He was good some times and useless others and sometimes
you could tell that you couldn’t go near him to ask or tell him
anything. He didn’t like being distracted; he said that word a lot,
but I knew what it meant, Distracted, and I didn’t know how he
was being distracted because he wasn’t doing anything anyway. I
didn’t mind, only sometimes. Fathers were like that, all the fathers
I knew, except Mr O’Connell and I didn’t want a Da like him,
only maybe for the holidays. Broken biscuits were lovely but you
needed vegetables and meat as well even if you didn’t like some of
them. All Das sat in a corner of a room and didn’t want to be
disturbed. They had to rest. They put the food on the table. My
Da came home on Friday with food, in a big huge canvas bag that
he balanced on top of his shoulder. There was a cord at the top of
the bag for tying it shut It was the type of rope that hurts your
hands. Tiny little bits of rope got into the skin of your fingers if
you grabbed the rope too fast. Ma always emptied the bag. It was
full of vegetables. He bought them all in Moore Street My Da
paid for all the other food we got as well, everything. He had to
get his energy back at the weekend. Sometimes I didn’t believe
that that was the only reason for not being able to go near him,
for the way he got into his corner and wouldn’t come out.
Sometimes he was just being mean.”
Paddy Clarke, 1968.
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CHANGING FAMILY STRUCTURES:
Such family forms and ‘traditional’ gendered division of labour have undergone
a rapid and considerable social shift in Ireland’s recent past. In fact any notion
of a ‘singular’ type of family norm has in fact been replaced by a range of
various types of meaningful relationships which people themselves refer to as
their own family. It is now quite readily accepted that rather than talk in terms
of a traditional nuclear family, in the singular, that we as a society now need to
recognise the diversity of ‘(post) modern’ family forms within which children
and adults live. (McCarthy, 1995).
A complex mix of social and personal factors has brought about some rapid
changes in the structure of Irish families and the division of gender roles of
parents. These influences include the decline in the authority of the Catholic
Church in Ireland leading to greater availability and use of contraception, the
separation of marriage and parenthood and an increase in parental separations,
often with, the further establishing of ‘re-merged’ or stepfamilies. A further
influence has been the increasing power of feminist influence, creating more
egalitarian opportunities for women to take up paid employment, outside of
the family home, changing attitudes towards pregnancy outside of marriage and
the far greater acceptance of single mothers caring for children. Furthermore, it
has been argued that relationships within families have been directly influenced
by the (post) modern endeavour of self-actualisation, choice and
individualisation at times leading to the creation of (ever-changing) life paths.
(Ferguson, 2001). Personal relationships and family life become loci for
negotiation in the search for gender justice and democratic decision making.
(Giddens, 1992).
The impact of these factors has influenced the way families constitute
themselves, choosing between marriage, co-habitation and living separately.
McKeown notes that currently in Ireland, “the vast majority of parents (86%)
live with each other although a significant minority (14%) live in one parent
households.” (McKeown, 2001, p.8). Most noteworthy is the significance
McKeown draws to the use of the term ‘household’ recognising it as different
in meaning to ‘family,’ where ‘a family’ may live in more than one household.
One example being where parents who have chosen to separate, continue to
share the care of their children through an arrangement of ‘shared parenting,’
from two houses (Ricci, I. 1980). The ethics of taking into consideration that
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the relationships within a family should not be misunderstood with the concept
of a household draws our attention to considering more closely what we
understand by other terms, most notably that of ‘one-parent families?’
The term/label ‘lone parent’ is worthy of specific focus in relation to this paper
for a number of reasons. Firstly, as Imelda McCarthy has argued, ‘one-parent
family’ is most often read as a simulacrum, which is taken to mean both single
mother (often young and unmarried, rather than being mature, responsible and
able; separated or widowed.) While at the same time being assumed to be,
welfare-dependant and morally promiscuous. (McCarthy, 1998). Such an uncritiqued reading of this term certainly allows for the continuation of a socially
accepted pejorative view of lone mothers. It also allows for the proliferation of
the myth that ‘lone mothers’ simultaneously means ‘no fathers.’ With the
widespread use of terms, which construct fathers as uninvolved and uncaring,
such as ‘absent father,’ ‘dead beat dads,’ or ‘feckless fathers’.
A recently published ESRI Report on Family Formation in Ireland recognised
that many one-parent families come into existence for reasons other than nonmarriage. A minority of one-parent families are created through widowhood
and many more through marriage ‘breakdown.’ Moreover, only a minority of
children born to ‘single mothers,’ seem to live in ‘lone parent households.’
Significantly in the case of three fifths of children born ‘out of wedlock’
between 1993 and 1996, their ‘unmarried’ mothers subsequently entered
cohabitation or marriage, although not necessarily with the child’s biological
father. (Fitzgerald, 2002). Yet there continues to be a widely accepted social
attitude in Ireland that assumes, unmarried mothers equates to ‘no fathers’ and
that ‘marriage breakdown’ means the total disappearance of fathers.
MEN’S INVOLVEMENT IN THEIR CHILDREN’S LIVES:
Men’s roles and family composition have changed considerably, bringing about
clear opportunities for fathers’ greater involvement in the lives of children, not
just as distant providers of the financial investment needed for child care, but
as actively involved hands on care providers.
Kieran McKeown, Harry Ferguson and Dermot Rooney, in their book,
‘Changing Fathers,’ (1998) argue that this shift from purely an investment type
role to more involvement for fathers in the lives of their children, has been
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influenced by four main factors. The growth in the number of mothers who are
employed in paid work outside of the family home; The decline of the role of
men as the sole breadwinner, through male unemployment; The growth in the
number of one-parent families, predominantly headed by women; And
significantly the change in attitudes as to what constitutes a ‘good enough
father? Men, women and children all seem to be asking that father spend more
time involved with their children. (McKeown et al.1998, pp. 25-29).
However, possibly because of the rapid change in social expectation of what
fathers could become, or possibly due to the uncertainty of change itself the
role of fathers in the lives of children remains shrouded in ambiguity and mixed
messages from society. On the one hand fathers are often challenged to do more
with their children while on the other hand men are often presented within the
media as the hopeless buffoon (Burgess, 1997, Hillman, 1996).
In some quarters, and sometimes for good reason, men are watched with a wary
eye; considered to be a dangerous risk to children and women. With much of
the research into fatherhood focusing on the affects of ‘absent fathers,’ in
children’s lives. A review of this research into the impact of absent fathers offers
some terrifying results. Steve Biddulph, summarises the research findings on
the dangerous consequences for children when their fathers are absent form
their lives:
“Boys with absent fathers are statistically more likely to be violent,
get hurt, get into trouble, do poorly in schools and to be members
of teenage gangs in adolescence. Fatherless daughters are more likely
to have low self-esteem, to have sex before they really want to, get
pregnant, be assaulted and not continue their schooling. Families
without men are usually poorer, and children of these families are
likely to move downwards on the socio-economic ladder.”
(Biddulph, 1998, p.81.)
However care needs to be taken in articulating these findings in order that they
are not simply used to blame ‘broken homes,’ and ‘single mothers,’ yet again
for many of society’s problems (Drummey, 1994). The American father’s rights
activist and writer, Warren Farrell most recent book, ‘Father and Child
Reunion,’ (2001) offers a litany of referenced statistics that ‘prove’ that single

118

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 119

moms are failing their sons and daughters and that children are better off living
with their fathers. The premise of the book reads as a lament for fathers who
have been excluded from the lives of their children. Yet in articulating the need,
and rights of children to the involvement of their fathers Farrell does not
challenge those fathers who simply leave the responsibility of parenting to
mothers to become involved in their children’s lives. His argument consistently
blames mothers and society for cutting men out of children’s lives. Yet this
analysis must only be part of the problem facing the challenge of involving men
more in the early years care of children. Men too must face up to the ethical
challenge of responsible parenting.
Notwithstanding this challenge for responsible fathering, it must be
recognised that within the Irish context, fathers’ rights differ quite
considerably to those of mothers.
FATHERS IN THE LAW:
It has been argued that the Irish constitution needs to be reformed, in part in order
to free women from that special place within the home that the constitution has
afforded to them as mothers (Article 41.2.2). However Irish Fathers receive no
mention in the constitution. More than this the constitution recognises and
protects the family based on marriage, (Articles 41 and 42) therefore while married
parents both receive guardianship rights in favour of their child, ‘unmarried
fathers’ do not. In the case of births outside of marriage, even for cohabiting
couples, the mother is the only legally recognised guardian of the child. An
unmarried father can apply to the District Court for guardianship rights, under the
Status of Children Act 1987. These rights are related to having an input in issues
which have an affect on the child’s welfare; such as where a child lives, how the
child is brought up, what type of school a child goes to.
Importantly, children can not be placed for adoption without the consent of the
guardian, unless a court makes an order dispensing with that consent. The
current practice in Ireland in relation to adoptions is to seek contact with
unmarried fathers. This development has been significantly influenced by the
case taken by one such father, Joseph Keegan. In 1991 Keegan successfully took
a legal challenge to the European Court of Human Rights, which upheld his case
that Irish law had not afforded him, even a defensible right to be appointed as
guardian to his child prior to the child’s mother placing the child for adoption.
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In the case of marital separations and divorces that end up being argued out
through the Irish courts (rather than being more amicably decided between the
parties themselves) the vast majority of anecdotal evidence shows that mothers
are being awarded the majority of access time with the children at the expense
and marginalisation of fathers.
RE-MEMBERING MEN AS FATHERS
It has been argued throughout this paper that men and fathers have been left
to the margins of the family life, both avoiding and missing out on the
intimacies of actively involved fathering. It would seem that the inhibitors to
men’s involvement are both social and personal. The social construction of
Hegemonic Masculinity has taught many men over generations that the way to
be a good man is to be a good provider often working long hard hours away
form the family. With this men have been taught that ‘Real’ men actively avoid
the expression of vulnerabilities, or any ‘weak’ emotions. The consequence of
this in relation to parenting is that many men still consider childcare as being
women’s work. Many men have internalised the dominant discourse that says
that women are the natural carers and that there is something, almost ‘strange’
about those men who involve themselves in early childhood care and education.
There is a struggle for men as we enter into non-traditional workplaces.
For very many of us men, learning the skills of hands on childcare is something
we come to relatively late in life. I would suggest that often the first nappy we
might change is that of our own first child, whereas in stark comparison many
more women will have had the responsibility of caring for someone else’s baby
as a teenage babysitter. All the way through boys and young men’s lives we
actively discourage them from intimate care of children and than we suddenly
expect them to be able to do it when their own child comes along!
More than this however I would suggest is the fact that as a society we still
reinforce (and often force) women to be the primary carers. The Irish legal
system reinforces the dominant discourse that mothers are the parents most
suitable to care for young children. Also in Ireland women are paid on average
15% less than men in paid employment and men do not receive the type of
paid ‘maternity’ leave that mothers get on the birth of their child. The joint
effect of these financial discriminations is that at the very time a couple need to
carefully negotiate and balance their incomes the stereotypical gender divisions
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of labour are structurally reinforced. Simply because couples with a newly born
child most often cannot afford for the ‘man’ of the house to give up work. As a
society we must develop family friendly work place initiatives that are not just
about coaxing mothers out of the home and into the ‘paid workforce.’ Family
friendly initiatives must be about paying women the same as men for going to
work and paying fathers the same as mothers for ‘staying at home’ to care for
their children (Hogan, 2001).
The challenge to involve fathers in the lives of their children is one that we all
share in as a caring society. Fathers’ involvement from the very start of the
pregnancy and birth process is one that can be developed. Including fathers, in
‘Maternity services’ (which mean with mother) as a primary carer rather than
as a good secondary support for the mother. Again this endeavour to develop
inclusive and mutually respectful ‘family’ services rather than just ‘mother and
child’ services will not be without its difficulties, but if we are truly attempting
to involve fathers more then we must begin from the earliest stages possible.
This involving of fathers will involve working with (some) mothers’ attitudes
towards childcare. By re-framing their own notions of what a father can do in
relation to the care and protection of his children. Some very interesting
research in America which looks at the lives of young unmarried fathers has
found that the greatest inhibitor to these fathers’ long term involvement in their
children’s lives is the amount of childcare that the maternal grandmother is
involved in. Where the mothers ‘allowed’ and included the young father in the
hands on care of his child they were more likely to stay involved over the course
of the child’s life. However when the mothers did not allow or involve the
fathers, but rather gave over the primary responsibility to their own mothers,
the young fathers ‘dropped’ out of their children’s lives. (Furstenberg, 1995).
As professionals too we must take responsibility for engaging in some critical
self- reflection on our own attitudes, experiences and beliefs in relation to the
roles we see men as developing in relation to women and children. Challenging
men to do more as fathers involves our own ability to honour fathers
(O’Connor, 1997) and to invite men into intimacy (Hogan, 1998 b). A
significant shift in working with fathers can occur when we move beyond the
deficit approach, wherein we talk about and conceptualise men as ‘un-able, uncaring or un-involved,’ in their children’s lives. What is needed are
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conversations that honour men as fathers, professionals to challenge and invite
men into the intimacy of family life (Ferguson, 1998), and men who are willing
to take the risk of Love.
THE BEAUTY OF BEING LOVED AS A FATHER
As a man in this world, I am most alive when I live in the intimacy being a
father. In each moment of fathering I am at once most strong and proud while
also being completely terrified. The tension between my strength and
vulnerability is most present when I am living as a father. The beautiful
opportunity to become a father was given to me when I fell in love with a
woman who lived with her five-year-old son. Five years ago I stepped into
fatherhood, and so I end with a love poem to my son:
A love poem for my son
I fell in Love with you, again
the other morning on your way to school.
Your slow walk, taking time to see the world
Through the eyes of a child,
How you find all the little things that remind me
Of all the time I too once had.
Yellow snails, soft tar, birds nests, chestnuts
And they all go into your pocket, a lesson for later
And why do I rush you? – “Hurry up” – Yet
You know the Truth of Being
When did I grow up?
Where did I forget, the beauty of all that you now know
Just ten, both Man and Boy.
A school jumper, lies in a ball by the wayside
Wet and sodden, lonely and lost, cold to the touch
No trace of the warmth it must have known when it was pealed from a child’s
sweating, playful body
Except remembered and known from that place within
The centre of Being. The well of Truth. The beauty of Who we were all once
born to Be.
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Now just somebody’s yesterdays ten-year-old goal post.
You smile and admit to having lost yours!
“I knew I did not leave mine in school, I told mammy I had brought mine
home.”
Still adamant in the truth of your conviction.
The half truths of children’s stories and the possibilities of language
- “I brought it home,” Except – the jumper never made it home.
And what ‘should’ a father do, shout, teach, discipline?
The lesson for a careless child of the necessities (and cost) of school uniforms?
The responsibilities and choices inherent in every moment of our relationship
And each moment I am unsure, lost, needing something too
I know what his mother would do.
They would laugh and she would ask about the football game;
Not who won, but was it fun.
We walk on.
Sharing a moment we might never have again
It reminds me of the future.
When will you too leave?
Even now I dread it.
There are times, (many of them,) when I wish I could eat you up
– to keep you inside me forever.
In that wonderful place within, from which I am called to be a responsible
father.
A centre both soft and strong, a protective space, a nurturing nest,
The well from out of which all my Care and Attention springs
It holds a depth of Love that I could never have imagined possible.
This is the same place within, where I tremble with fear and doubt, and guilt
and shame.
How can I ever be a ‘good enough’ father? Do I have enough to give, to make
your world safe?
The struggle of forth class fractions, and slow dances at ten, promotion to the
under Elevens, and reaching the high notes in the school choir. How fast the
problems come and go.
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I am not sure which of us needs the comfort most, and words fail me
And I can not be the man I feel I need to be, you hold me and I hold you
All that is left is us, in our hug, father and son, both men and boys. Trusting
that all will be all right.
Knowing. Trusting. Feeling the company of other loves and mentors, the
presence of a strong hand on a shoulder, the warm voice of wisdom, the
comfort of a parent too who knew the gift of love.
Breathing into our togetherness, the sometimes unspoken words driftI love you – Always
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Rethinking Parental Involvement
in Early Years Education and Care
osaleen urphy
A characteristic of quality early years education and care is that it involves the
parents of the children it serves. This is particularly the case in early
intervention programmes designed to improve the life chances and long-term
academic success of children from disadvantaged backgrounds. The rationale
for this derives from a number of studies (e.g. Henderson and Berla, 1994,
Kelleghan and Greaney, 1993, Schweinhart and Weikart, 1993), which found
that pre-school intervention programmes that included parental involvement
were more effective in the long-term. These findings have influenced recent
innovations in education in Ireland, most notably the Home-SchoolCommunity Liaison Scheme and the Early Start pre-school project. It must be
noted however that parental involvement needs to form part of a wider
programme of support for families with young children if it is to have the
desired long-term effects (Brooks-Gunn et al. 1995, Yoshikawa, 1994).
However, little research has been done into parental involvement in pre-school
services in Ireland or on the effects of changing social, economic and ideological
forces on the relationship between home and early years care and education.
This paper presents some of the issues identified in the course of recent research
into the nature and extent of parental involvement in early years education and
care in the Cork area. The approach adopted was a qualitative interpretive one,
focusing through case studies on the experiences, attitudes and beliefs of early
years educators in a variety of settings including crèches, playgroups, Naíonraí,
Montessori pre-schools, family centres, Early Start and Junior Infant classes.
The case studies were complemented by a postal survey of similar services
elsewhere in the country. The focus in this paper is on some of the current
concerns identified as important in community groups, but the findings are
applicable in a wider context, since parental and family involvement is
recognised as an attribute of quality early years services and parent and
community involvement is frequently a prerequisite for public funding.
(Coolahan 1998, Dept. of Education and Science 1999, Department of Justice,
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Equality and Law Reform 2000). At the same time, the changing social and
economic context makes it more difficult for groups to implement the
traditional forms of parental involvement. Epstein’s (1995) framework is
suggested as one way in which early years services can assess their existing
practice in this area, within an ecological context that takes account of the
families and communities they serve.
For many years, the concept of parental involvement in the early years was
synonymous with the playgroup movement and in particular with Community
Playgroups. Community playgroups are by definition those which involve
parents and community members in managing and running the group.
However, for a number of reasons, the popular conception of a community
playgroup as “one where the parents come in and help each day” is no longer
entirely true. In the Cork area community playgroups have been in existence
since the 1970s. In general, they were set up under the auspices of the Southern
Health Board, with the initiative coming from enthusiastic community social
workers in conjunction with voluntary organisations or groups of local
volunteers. A limited amount of funding was made available towards the initial
costs, and most groups received a small annual subsidy. In all cases the cost to
parents was kept to a minimum, and parental participation in management and
in the daily running of the group was part of the conditions of funding.
Parental involvement was at that time being identified as an essential element
of pre-school intervention schemes. An early evaluation of seven community
playgroups in Cork by O’Sullivan (1983) found that parents expressed a high
level of satisfaction with the groups. O’Sullivan noted the lack of boundaries
between parents and professionals which characterised these groups, and found
that parents identified with and participated in them. In 1999, forty
community playgroups were listed as members of the Irish Preschool
Playgroups Association in Cork city and county. They all have parent
management committees and depend to a large extent on the cooperation of
parents and the local community for their existence.
The community groups were essentially based on the UK model of playgroup
as a self-help group set up and run by parents. However, most community
groups in Ireland were generally located in areas which were perceived to be less
advantaged in economic and social terms, and they were seen as an inexpensive
way of providing a pre-school service in these areas. In the absence of other
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early years services, the choice for parents was often between participating in a
community playgroup, with the attendant conditions of helping on a parent’s
rota and with fund-raising, or keeping the child at home until he/she was
four and eligible to attend primary school. As Finch (1984) has pointed out,
there are inherent problems with the self-help model when it is applied to
families who are already under considerable stress. Community playgroups
are expected to fill a multiplicity of roles; a compensatory one, helping
children to be better prepared for school, a community development one,
enabling people from the local community to set up and run services which
they needed, and an adult education role, showing parents new ways of
helping their children learn through play. These aims are not always made
explicit, and an on-going debate occurs in many individual groups as to
whether a “service” or a “community development” orientation was more
appropriate to their particular circumstances. It has been suggested elsewhere
that what many families actually need and want is something closer to a
nursery school than a playgroup (Finch, 1984a), and it appears that many,
though not all, groups are evolving in this direction.
In most playgroups, “parent” involvement translates mainly into “mother”
involvement. Many early intervention programmes in education in
disadvantaged areas appear to be targeted at women in particular. The rationale
for this seems to be the assumption that mothers exert the greatest influence on
their children’s education (Ryan, 1994), and perhaps the assumption that the
primary parent-child dyad referred to by Bronfenbrenner (1979) and Smith
(1999) is in fact a mother-child dyad.
Social and economic changes in the 1990s mean that fewer mothers are
available during the day. It appears that more mothers of young children are
now employed outside the home, either full or part-time (National Childcare
Strategy, 1999). At government level, there has been a change in policy, with
the emphasis now on enabling more women to return to the workforce,
through increased childcare provision and through providing education and retraining opportunities. There is a concern that families headed by a lone parent
are most likely to be living in relative poverty, and that most lone-parent
families are headed by women (Commission on the Family, 1998). The
approach currently favoured to remedy this is to increase employment
opportunities for women. Much of the public funding for childcare is now
channelled through the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, the
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rationale being that improved childcare allows more women to participate in
the workforce. Childcare is seen both as enabling women to work outside the
home and as a source of employment, again mainly for women (McKeown and
Fitzgerald, 1997). There is consequently a tension between on the one hand
targeting women as participants in early intervention programmes and on the
other encouraging greater labour force participation.
The concern to improve standards has been another factor in the move towards
“professionalising” early years services. Preschool groups repeatedly state that
they need a core of qualified staff in order to maintain standards and to qualify
for funding. Total reliance on voluntary or unskilled help, while welcome, is no
longer seen as an adequate basis on which to run a pre-school service. Ferri
suggested as long ago as 1977 that any move towards higher salaries and more
formal training for staff might run counter to the aims of parent participation
and the self-help philosophy on which playgroups were founded (Ferri and
Niblett, 1977). Some playgroup leaders in the present study greeted the
disappearance of the parents’ rota with a certain amount of relief. The reasons
for this lack of enthusiasm are not hard to find. Services that are inadequately
funded and staffed, operating in unsuitable premises and lacking in support
structures are already a stressful environment for early years educators. While
some parents were helpful and adapted well to working with the children,
others could be disruptive in the way they interacted with the children due to
lack of skill, lack of experience or personality issues. Staff also worried about
issues of confidentiality and reliability. Confining this kind of parent
involvement to community playgroups also creates a more general impression
that it is a necessary evil, with a strictly pragmatic rationale: “We need them in
order to be able to run the playgroup at a low cost, to comply with the
recommended adult to child ratios, in order raise funds” or alternatively, “we
don’t need them, we have enough staff, the group is self-financing”.
Several leaders of groups which do not have a parent rota mentioned that
parents are “not needed” or “ no longer needed” to help run the group, since
they have been able to take on Community Employment (CE) who effectively
act as childcare assistants. People recruited under such schemes have the
opportunity to acquire a recognised qualification as well as practical experience
in the field of childcare and education. In recent years, many community
groups have begun to rely on CE trainees in order to maintain the adult-child
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ratio required by the regulations. Coupled with the perceived unavailability of
parent volunteers, it is hardly surprising that parent rotas are no longer a
defining characteristic of many community groups. While parent involvement
is still important, the form it takes has had to be re-thought in many cases.
Many community groups continue to invite parents to help on a voluntary
basis rather than as a condition of enrolment. Some groups still utilise parent
helpers but reduce the number of days they are asked to do.
Parents themselves can also vary in their attitudes to participation. Tizard and
her colleagues (1983) found while parents were positively disposed towards
most involvement activities, there were a substantial number of negative
comments from parents with respect to helping in the classroom. Those parents
encountered in the course of the present study did not seem to share this
negative view, but so few parents were encountered overall that no conclusions
should be drawn from this. In some playgroups with regular parent helpers
much of their time may be spent on “housekeeping” tasks, tidying toys, helping
with lunch and so on rather than in interacting with the children. This can be
beneficial if it frees the playgroup leader from these routine tasks, but it cannot
be said to maximise the potential benefits of parent involvement. The mutual
engagement of parent and child in cognitively challenging tasks is one of the
hallmarks of successful early intervention programmes (Athey, 1990,
Bronfenbrenner, 1974, 1976, Henderson and Berla, 1994, Whalley et al. 1997,
White et al. 1992). Merely bringing parents into the classroom is not enough,
and does not necessarily lead to insights into how and why the various activities
are provided or to an understanding of their role in promoting children’s
development (Jowett, 1990, Tizard et al., 1983). Involvement requires early
years educators to share their skills and insights with parents, something for
which their training does not currently prepare them.
Some parents may be uncomfortable or unsure of what is expected of them.
Parent helpers need an induction process with a greater emphasis on
encouraging them to interact with the children and on providing them with
guidelines on how best to do this. A more structured programme of visits by
parents is another way to approach this issue. Here, the group does not depend
directly on parent help, but brings parents into the classroom in order to share
aspects of their children’s learning. If parent access is limited to specific times,
there is however a danger that parents are seen as “visitors” who must be
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specially catered for, rather than as an integral part of a joint endeavour.
While parental involvement in decision-making is fundamental to a
partnership approach (Pugh and De’Ath, 1989, Epstein, 1995), it appears that
many parents have little interest in becoming involved in managing a group. In
the course of the present research several groups reported difficulty in recruiting
parents to serve on management committees, particularly as the administrative
task becomes more complex. Serving on a management committee provides an
opportunity to acquire valuable skills and experience, but most parents’
involvement with playgroup is relatively short-term. In some groups,
continuity is provided by the continuing involvement of parents whose
children have gone on to school, while in others the playgroup leader takes on
the task of providing continuity and of training a new committee each year. It
may be more useful to consider new ways of managing these groups while still
involving parents in the decision-making process. For example several groups
might co-operate to employ an administrator, or groups might look to the
wider community for volunteers with the necessary skills.
It is clear that involvement by parents in early years services must take account
of the social ecology of the service and the families it serves. In the ecological
approach advocated by Comer and Haynes (1991), parent involvement
programmes operate in a context of positive relationships between the
significant adults in children’s lives, and are part of a process designed to create
positive relationships that support children’s total development rather than
relating to individual parents either as consumers or as at-risk parents in need
of intervention. The types of involvement will vary according to the nature and
focus of the individual service and the needs of the families it serves. It is likely
that services in receipt of public funding will need to document their policies
on parental involvement as part of a commitment to quality. A considerable
amount of work has been done in the United States on the development of
comprehensive programmes of school, family and community partnerships,
much of which is relevant at pre-school level also.
In particular, Joyce L. Epstein, director of the Center on School, Family and
Community Partnerships at Johns Hopkins University, has developed a framework
to help create partnerships between educators and the wider community (Epstein,
1992, 1995, 1997). She lists six types of involvement: Parenting, Communicating,
Volunteering, Learning at Home, Decision Making, Collaborating with the
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Community. The practical nature of Epstein’s model quickly becomes apparent
when it is applied in the context of early years services in Ireland:
Parenting: Family resource centres are largely an urban phenomenon, and in many
parts of the country, the local playgroup has often been the only form of support
available to parents of young children. There is obviously scope for developing this
aspect and for forming links with other family support services.
Communicating: Effective communication between home and early years services
is vital. While informal communication has always been important in sharing
knowledge about the child and in building relationships between parents and preschool educators, it is not always effective in conveying important messages. A
formal communication system is especially important in full-day care. Early years
educators need to think about new and effective ways of communicating, taking
account of multi-cultural and language differences, using new technology, and
making use of the talents and resources of parents themselves.
Volunteering: The traditional identification of parental involvement at preschool level with helping on a rota needs to be re-thought. Epstein calls for a
redefinition of “volunteer” so that it includes not just as someone who helps in
the classroom, but “anyone who supports school goals and children’s learning
or development in any way, at any place, and at any time – not just during the
school day and at the school building” (Epstein, 1995, p. 705).
Learning at Home: Knowledge empowers parents to support their children’s
learning appropriately. Early years educators need to have the skills to share
their own knowledge about the ways children learn with parents/caregivers. In
the present study, almost all junior infant teachers and pre-school educators
claimed that they did this; however, this was frequently qualified with “if they
need it”, i.e. as the exception.
Decision Making: Parents have a right to a voice in decisions concerning their
children’s pre-school experience. This has implications for all pre-school
services, not just those that have parents on management committees.
Collaborating with the Community: Pre-school services are an important asset
to the community. Linkages with the wider community, between different preschools and between pre-school services and primary schools (through Early
Years Networks for example), with after-school care, with others services
dealing with the same families (health, social), with local businesses, can all help
to increase their effectiveness and raise awareness of their role. People from the
local community may also be willing to contribute their time and talents for the
benefit of the pre-school.
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In Epstein’s model, involvement becomes a two-way process, in which home,
pre-school and community support one another. She draws on an extensive
body of research to show that such partnerships should be designed and
implemented with great care, taking into account the particular families they
serve, the children’s ages and their family background. In particular, she
mentions that special efforts may be needed to enable single parents, parents
who are employed outside the home, parents who live far from the school, and
fathers, to become involved.
It is clear that the traditional forms of involvement by parents in early years
services are changing. It is equally clear that meaningful involvement by parents
is an essential part of any high quality early years service. A partnership
approach requires not only a strong commitment by the parents and
professionals involved but also the dedication of time and resources to planning
and implementing it. It is important that parents be given the opportunity to
opt for involvement in a way and at a level that suits them. This means firstly
that a range of involvement opportunities must be provided, and secondly that
parents must be made aware of and encouraged to take up these opportunities.
The ways in which it is possible for parents to become involved will vary not
only according to their own individual circumstances but also the nature and
purpose of the early years service concerned. In all circumstances however, the
importance of effective communication and of parents’ role in their children’s
learning and development cannot be overstated.
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Parents as Partners in Early Years Services:
An Exploratory Study
hirley artin &

nne itzpatrick

The voices of parents have long gone unheard. Yet no one who has
known a parent or who used childcare would suggest that parents
do not care about childcare quality. In large measure, parents are
silent because they have not been asked their views.
(Larner & Phillips, 1994, p44)
INTRODUCTION
The aim of the study is to explore parents’ relationship with service
providers. A further aspect of the study will be to elicit the views of staff in
relation to parent partnership in early years services. Data collection for this
project is ongoing and the focus of this paper will be on one aspect of the
collected data, that is, factors that are perceived by parents to help or hinder
partnership between staff and parents in the childcare setting. According to
Pugh and De’Ath (1989) true partnership between staff and parents in an
early years service is “characterised by a shared sense of purpose, mutual
respect and the willingness to negotiate ... a sharing of information,
responsibility, skills, decision making and accountability”(p36). Before
looking at this data I will give an overview of the study. The overview will
include the rationale and context of the study, the theoretical perspective
used, aspects of the literature in relation to partnership and methodology
followed by a description of some initial results.
RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY
An increasing number of working parentsi rely on paid childcare as an essential
parenting and family support. The number of working mothers almost doubled
in a ten year period from 1987 to 1997 (Central Statistics Office, 2001). The
1996 Labour Force Survey indicates that 34% of mothers with the youngest
child aged between 0 and 24 months were in full time employment. In the last
decade there has also been a rapid expansion of early childhood reportsii and
policies and services in Ireland. As parents are depending more on resources
outside of the family to help them in the upbringing of their children parents
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need to be involved in decision-making and need to have their voice heard.
There is little information as to how parents express their views in their early
year’s services. At a national level there is no organisation to represent the views
of parents of young children despite the fact there are organisations to represent
views of parents of primary and secondary school children.
The Irish Constitutioniii states that parents are the primary educators of their
children and have the right to be involved in their child’s care and education. This
view is also reflected in the Commission on the Family (1998) which claims that
parents are the first educators of their children and the role of the State is to
support parents in this role. The White Paper on Early Education (1999)
recognising the benefits of parental involvement for all of the stakeholders seeks to
involve parents, strengthen parental voice and develop “a strong and expert interest
group which will participate in the consultation partnership process” (p115). The
Irish government has made a clear commitment to involving parents in all stages
of their child’s education by giving parental involvement statutory underpinning
in the Education Act, 1998. In addition to this, as a signatory of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) the Irish State has agreed to respect
the child’s parents (Article 29 (1) )
Childcare has been subject to government regulation since the Preschool
Regulations (1996) were enacted as part of the Child Care Act (1991). There
is anecdotal evidence to suggest that in the last decade there has been an
increase in the number of trained staff in the childcare sector. As
professionalism within the childcare sector is increasing there is a growing need
to consult parents as to what their views are, as they are still the primary carers
of their children. A number of studies involving parents and childcare providers
found that staff and parents can often have conflicting views (Pugh and De’Ath
(1989), Wolfendale (1993) and Hughes and MacNaughton (2000)).
Literature in relation to childcare cites partnership with parents as a major
factor in the provision of quality childcare. As the number of children spending
more time in childcare services is increasing it is necessary to explore the
relationships between parents and early years professionals. The European
Union Quality Targets in Services for Young Children (1996) state that parents
are collaborators and participants in early year’s services. As such, they have the
right to give and to receive information, the right to express their views both
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formally and informally and be involved in any decision-making concerning
their children.
As the demand for childcare is growing it is becoming apparent that there is a
gap in research in relation to parents and childcare in Ireland. Parents are one
of the main stakeholders in childcare and it is necessary to understand parents’
view and expectations of childcare services.
Research Problem
The research will focus on the views of working parents in Dublin city whose
children (aged 0-3) are attending full time day-care (at least 30 hours per week).
Private, publicly supported and community provision will be examinediv. The
sample will include both mothers and fathers as traditionally the term parents
in childcare research predominantly meant mothers. While the sample may
include children who have additional needs e.g. learning disabilities etc. this is
not a specific factor in this study. The study has four research questions.
l
l
l
l

What are parents’ views of their relationship with childcare providers?
What are staffs’ views of their relationship with parents?
To what extent does partnership exist between parents and staff within
childcare services?
What are the factors that help or hinder partnership?

The final research question will be the focus of this paper. Data was collected
on parents’ perceptions of factors that help or hinder their participation in early
year’s services. Parents were asked to put forward suggestions, which in their
opinion would improve partnership between parents and staff in the crèche.
Data was also collected on staffs’ views but will not be considered in this paper.
EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION IN IRELAND
Traditionally, childcare and early education in Ireland did not receive
significant attention from government policy or dialogue. Coolahan (1998)
states that the main reason for this is because early childhood care and
education, was predominantly seen as a matter for the family and more
specifically, the mother, and “not meriting the serious attention of politicians
and others in the real adult world” (p7). It is not surprising then, that
emergence of childcare issues into the social domain in Ireland has been slower
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than in its EU counterparts (McKenna, in Hayes, 1991). The developments in
childcare and early education in Ireland have been ad-hoc and unplanned.
According to Coolahan (1998) the evolution of services has been in a bottomup manner due to the efforts of private individuals and organisations in
response to the emerging needs of parents.
However, changing employment patterns call for new ideas and new thinking.
Participation in the labour force of married women has traditionally been low in
Ireland but is changing rapidly. It is predicted that by 2011 the labour force
participation rate for women will have risen from its current level of approximately
40 per cent to approximately 55 per cent (Fahey and Fitzgerald, 1997). Childcare is
becoming increasingly important as a public and social issue, as there is an increase
in the number of mothers working outside of the home. There is a tendency for the
peak period of women’s employment to be at a time when their childcare
responsibility is at it’s highest. As women’s educational attainment is rising, so too are
the potential financial gains from ongoing participation in the labour forcev.
Internationally there has been a growing interest in the role of childcare in
enhancing children’s social and educational opportunities and the debate has
also focused on the rights of children to equality of care and education (Expert
Working Group on Childcare, 1999). Since joining the European Union,
childcare services in Ireland have come under some examination and have been
subject to legislation by the Irish government and policy recommendations
from the European Union.
The development of good quality childcare has been on the public agenda for
the last two decades and in response to this there have been a number of
national reports, legislative changes and initiatives emerging since the 1980s. A
number of groups have been established which have examined childcare issues
in Ireland, the Expert Working Group on Childcare, Commission on the
Family (1998), The National Children’s Strategy (2000) and the National
Forum for Early Childhood Education (1998). According to Kernan (2000)
reports published by these groups have a number of common features:
1) All reports were designed to be inclusive and consultative;
2) All reports are family-centred and child-centred and placed the rights of
the child as foremost and recognised the parent as the primary carer and
educator of the child.
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3) All reports recognised the particular needs of families experiencing
poverty, disadvantage and social exclusion.
While all reports aspired to be family centred, in practice there has been very
little support for working parents, financial or otherwise, in meeting their
child care responsibilities.
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
One important influence in highlighting the role of parents in the child care setting
has been the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979) and his ecological systems theory
informs this study. Greene (1994) suggests this theory offers a contemporary
framework which describes the child’s relationships within a multi-layered social
context. Bronfenbrenner (1979) claims that the ecological environment is
represented by a set of nested structures each inside the next and uses the analogy of
a set of Russian dolls to illustrate his theory. The typology Bronfenbrenner uses to
describe his ecological theory is the micro-, meso-, exo-, macro- and chronosystem.
The microsystems are contexts or settings where the individual is involved
in face-to-face interaction with others and the environment. A critical
element of the microsystem is that it is experienced. Examples include child’s
face-to-face interactions with important people in his/her life including
parents and teachers. The mesosystem encompasses links between different
elements in the microsystems where the developing person actively
participates such as home and school and linkages between the microsystem
and the exosystem. Greene (1994) claims that the nature of relationships
between important persons in the child’s life have important implications for
the child. It is within this context that we can consider the need to examine
the parent and staff relationship and the implications for the development of
the child.
The exosystems are those settings that the child is not directly participating in
but can be influenced by indirectly such as the parent’s workplace. An
important aspect of this system is whether or not they “support the parent of
the child or other key people in the child’s immediate world” (Greene, 1994,
p362). She includes in this the low level of support given by the Irish
government to the provision of childcare. The macrosystem refers to the ring
consisting of ‘cultural specific ideologies, attitudes and beliefs that shape the
cultural practices in relation to the child’ (Greene, 1994, p363).
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Finally the chronosystem involves ‘the patterning of environmental events and
transitions over the life course and sociohistorical circumstances’ (Santrock,
1994, p51). The chronosystem refers to the influence of time on development
and the sociohistorical and political events that effect the lives of families and
children such as legislative change and how childcare is viewed in society.
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of development allows for the
conceptualisation of relationships among individuals across numerous forms of
social organisations (e.g. families and childcare institutions) and through multiple
structural influences (e.g. socio-economic factors and social policy). As the child
is moving across these contexts it is necessary to examine the relationships that
exist between each context e.g. the family and the childcare setting.
The ecological systems theory has been critiqued for viewing the individual
child as the “pinpoint in the middle, lonesome individual whom the world in
it’s various manifestations, presses in on, influences and shapes” (Penn 1997,
p124). Penn claims that in contrast to Bronfenbrenner’s theory which sees the
child as surrounded by concentric circles of influence such as the family and
wider society, Spanish and Italian childcare services have escaped this AngloAmerican preoccupation with individualism. Malaguzzi, the Italian theorist
associated with the nurseries in Reggio Emilia, has according to Penn, inspired
discourse between staff, parents and children, which has been described as
democratic dialogue. This allows the childcare setting to become a place where
the three central protagonists, staff, children and parents can come together and
engage in a shared sense of accomplishment and satisfaction. Dahlberg et al.
(1999) refers to staff and parents working together not as an opportunity for
staff to ‘educate’ parents in ‘good’ practice but rather as a way of entering into
a reflective and analytical relationship within which both parties can develop a
deeper understanding of pedagogical work. Viewed in this context partnership
with parents is a democratic proactive process rather than a means of social
control or technological transfer.
EVOLUTION OF PARTNERSHIP
Traditionally professionals working with children were viewed as the experts
and the parent’s involvement was not highly valued. The parents main function
was as an information provider and even then the “views, feelings and wishes of
parents are not necessarily consulted” (Dale, 1996, p8). However, during the
1960s the relationship between professional and parents underwent some
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change as researchers and practitioners looked towards explicitly involving
parents and Dale claims that the “transplant model” began to emerge.
According to this model parents were encouraged to become more actively
involved as ‘co-educators’ and ‘co-teachers’. Parents were now seen as a resource
to be utilised and the professional became a consultant or instructor to the
parent while the professional still retains final control in decision making.
Internationally, a major development, which increased awareness of partnership,
was the U.S Head Start program, which included parental involvement as one of
the corner stones of it’s philosophy. Head Start was a 1960s U.S. government
initiative program of early intervention directed at young, socially disadvantaged
children and their families. Head Start encouraged parents to become more
knowledgeable, more confident and more understanding of the education system.
Rodd (1994) claims that during the 1960s governments in Western society began
to focus on the idea that “democracy should be extended beyond politics and the
formal government in the lives of ordinary people” so they are involved in
decisions that ultimately affect them (p150). Rodd also claims that early year’s
providers have been slow to adopt the partnership approach because they have
clung to the belief that they are the childcare experts.
Also during the 1960s and 1970s, there was a growing understanding in social
work and social psychiatry that children could not be understood in isolation
from their families. Progress was far more likely if parents “could understand
the process and continue any special work with children at home” (Lindon,
1997, p196). The playgroup movement in the 1960s was a radical movement
in that playgroups were set up and managed by parents, mainly mothers. This
movement had an important impact on how parents were viewed in the context
of early childhood services.
Dale (1996) claims that during the 1980s there was widespread discussion and
approval of the concept of partnership between parents and professionals and
three distinct models of partnerships have emerged.
Parent as consumer – this is one of the first conceptual frameworks of
partnership and the first to credit parents with having expertise distinct from
that of the professionals’ expertise.
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Because the parent would not be able to share in resource power
and allocation with the professional, the professional’s influence
would become more one of exchange, negotiation and bargaining.
(Dale, 1996, p13)
The parent is seen as having the right to ‘opt out’ of the service, weakening the
traditional role of the professional. However the power of the consumer is
reduced in situations where resources are limited, as is the case in the Irish
childcare market where there is a shortage of childcare places. According to
Dahlberg (1999) the increasing pressure on parents to pay for childcare services
has resulted in early childhood institutions becoming synonymous with
consumerism and quality. Parents who are pressurised by a lack of time and
choice, especially working parents are increasingly relying on experts to tell
them what is good quality childcare. These experts frequently offer parents a
reassurance that they are making the right childcare choice rather than offering
parents an understanding of the choice they are making.
The empowerment model – this model combines the rights of the parent as a
consumer and recognises the family as a system and social network. This
model acknowledges the diversity between parents and recognises “these
differences will affect a parent’s ability to take up a position as a partner”
(Dale, 1994, p14). An enabling relationship between parents and
professionals is advocated. Dale claims that if equal partnership is to exist
there needs to be some form of ‘citizen empowerment’ such as an increase in
the legal rights of parents to act as partners.
The negotiating model – this draws on the two previous models but focuses on
negotiation as the key to partnership. It rests on the premise that parents and
professionals have separate and highly valuable contributions to make. Dale
(1996) describes it as a working relationship where “partners use joint decision
making and resolve differences of opinion … to reach some kind of shared
perspective” (p 14).
There are many benefits for parents, children and staff if parents participate in
their child’s early years setting such as continuity of familiar relationships and
continuity of experience in the preschool curriculum. According to LambParker et al (2001) evidence from a number of studies concerning pre-schools
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has found that partnership between parents and staff increases cognitive
development and academic achievements, a finding that first emerged in the
1960s. It has also been identified as an important element in providing a
quality pre-school setting and Howe et al. (2000) claims that quality in preschool provision is dependent on “creating a sense of ‘partnership’ between
parents and providers” (p14). The development of a partnership depends on
communication between staff and parents and staff becoming acquainted with
the family, thus allowing them to understand the child more fully (Vernon and
Smith, 1994). A recent OECD report found that parents involvement as
partners in their childs pre-school setting is essential for “rebuilding educational
institutions as more open and democratic settings” (OECD, 2001, p 119). In
the Netherlands and Portugal parents are seen as partners in the consultation
process leading to the formation of national early childhood care and education
policies. This is in contrast to the Irish situation where parent of young children
have no platform from which to express their views.
There has been very little research in an Irish context in relation to partnership
between working parents and childcare providers. A survey undertaken by the
Border Counties Childcare Network in 2000 looked at the views of 3000
parents (not specifically working parents) whose children attended a range of
preschool services. The study found that there was a general consensus among
parents that pre-school is very beneficial to both parents and children. Another
conclusion they drew from the research was that the parents surveyed viewed
pre-school services as part of a wider family support network.
METHODOLOGY
The methodology consists of a three-stage research process. The first stage,
which has already been completed, was non-participant observations. A
number of issues emerged from these observations which were used to
inform the study and the next stage of data collection. The second stage
consisted of a self-administered questionnaire from a sample of parents and
staff. The final stage will consist of in-depth interviews with a small number
of staff and parents.
SAMPLE
The sample for the questionnaires was chosen from the National Childcare
Census (2001)vi. There are approximately two hundred services providing full
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time childcare places in the Dublin Regional Authority area including private,
publicly supported and community services. Half of these services were initially
contacted by telephone and asked to take part in the survey. These were a
geographically representative randomly chosen sample of the number of full
time places in Dublin. Eighty services agreed to take part in the survey and
during January 2002 these crèches were sent parent and staff surveys. At the
time of writing (April 2002) approximately 30% of the surveys had been
returned. Completed questionnaires were received from 7 fathers, 69 mothers
and 48 staff members from 46 services.
INITIAL RESULTS FROM PARENT QUESTIONNAIRE
As previously mentioned this paper will focus on one aspect only of the results of
the questionnaire data, namely parent’s perception of factors, which help or hinder
partnership. Pugh and De’Aths’ (1989) three-year study of the notion of
partnership between professionals and parents in early years settings identified ten
factors, which help or hinder partnershipvii. Pugh and De’Ath claim that during the
course of their research they met no parents who were not interested in their childs
progress even though many factors prevented them from being involved in the
centre. This discussion will focus on six of these factors, which have been deemed
appropriate to this study and other factors not contained in Pugh and De’Aths
study, which have been identified by parents in the current study.
ESTABLISHING A POLICY ON WORKING WITH PARENTS
The Pugh and De’Ath (1989) study found that centres were more likely to be
working towards partnership if they had “an explicit commitment in the form
of a policy document on parental involvement” (p41). The main difficulty
encountered in centres which did not have such as document was confusion
over expected roles of parents and staff. They found that when expectations
were made clear both staff and parents were more satisfied with their roles.
In the current study there did appear to be some confusion among parents in
relation to their role and the opportunities available to them to participate in the
childcare setting. Only 15% of parents reported knowledge of a written policy on
parental participation. Just over half of the parents who didn’t have a written policy
said that they would like one. The publicly supported and community services
scored best in this area with all parents from the community services and a third
using publicly supported services reporting a written policy on parental
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involvement. However only four from the fifty-nine respondents using private
services reported a written policy on parental involvement.
If the opportunity was presented I think more parents would be involved, given the
chance. (Mother, 2 year old)
I think that all crèches should have written policies. (Mother, 11 month old)
Two thirds of all parents reported that they were not clear about the
opportunities that existed for parental involvement at their early year’s service.
PARENTS PARTICIPATION ON MANAGEMENT AT THE CRÈCHE.
Pugh and De’Ath found in their study that, with the exception of playgroups
and some community centres, very few parents were involved at management
level of their childcare setting. This study finds similar trends with only 3% (all
publicly supported services) of parents reporting participation on the
management committee of services. Just over half of parents had been given no
opportunity to be involved at management level and 40% of parents were not
interested in participating in management.
LOCATION AND PREMISES FOR PARENTAL ACTIVITIES.
Pugh and De’Ath found that the most important aspect of location and
premises in helping or hindering partnership was whether or not the parent felt
welcome there. In the present study, a clear majority of parents (95%) claimed
they were welcome at the early year’s service at any time. Pugh and D’Ath
found that another important factor in encouraging partnership was when
parents had a space they identified as their own. Less than ten percent of
parents said that they had a parent room and one third of those who didn’t have
a parent room said that they would like one. Ten percent of parents identified
adequate space as the most important factor for encouraging partnership.
Methods and strategies to facilitate parents and professionals working together.
Pugh and D’Ath suggest that there are many ways in which parents and staff
can work together as partners. The strategies they identify include written
communication, personal contacts between parents and staff (individual
meetings), opportunities to participate in childs learning and ways of involving
working parents who cannot participate during the day.
In relation to written communications, almost half of parents received written
notes as a regular form of communication from the early year’s service. In
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relation to opportunities for parental participation, the most frequently
mentioned opportunities were, attending a party or social event (54%),
planning for their child’s individual needs (39%) and observing a class room
activity (40%). Other types of involvement mentioned by parents were sharing
a meal or snack (17%) and helping with classroom activities (12%).
The management of the crèche do not take enough interest and do not
promote parental involvement or have enough meetings with parents.
(Mother, 2 year old)
In relation to parent staff meetings, over two-thirds of parents stated that the
crèche never organised parent staff meetings while less than 5% participated in
monthly meetings with staff.
PARENTS ATTITUDES, EXPECTATIONS AND ROLE
One of the main barriers to participation that Pugh and De’Ath found was
whether or not a parent was working. Pugh and De’Ath identified a number of
factors affecting parents attitude towards extent and type of participation they
wished for. These included:
l The parents needed to feel their help was wanted. One of the parents in this
study felt there was no need for her to participate as she says that;
I pay for my child to be cared for by the staff and therefore I do not to
participate. (Mother, 2 year old)
l Parents felt that task was one that should be left to the professional. This
attitude was again reflected by parents comments in this study;
You need to be careful involving parents because all parents won’t be able to
be involved, so it can upset the kids whose parents don’t participate. In my
experience it is better if the crèche are usually responsible for the children.
(Mother, 3 year old)
l Parents perceive direct benefits to the parents or child. Over eighty percent
of parent’s felt that parents benefit from parental involvement while a
smaller number 70% felt that children benefited from parental
involvement.
l Do parents have other demands on their time? There was a strong
response from parents in relation to the demands of working and having
time to participate in their child’s early years setting. It was identified by
all fathers (7) as a barrier to parental involvement and by the majority of
mothers in the study. A number of parents expressed very strong views
in relation to this such as;
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Both my husband and I work so realistically we don’t have time. (Mother, 2
year old)
They work (parents). That is why the crèche is used. (Father, 1 year old)
Parents are busy working and maybe under stress. Consider working a full
day, commuting and picking up a child. (Mother, 2 year old)
It is clear from the comments made by the parents in the study that lack of time
is a major barrier to parental involvement for working parents and thus
strategies need to be considered by childcare providers if they wish to facilitate
involvement and partnership with working parents.
CHANGING PROFESSIONAL ROLES, DEVELOPING
NEW SKILLS AND LOOKING AT ATTITUDES OF STAFF
Pugh and De’Ath found that if partnership is to exist between parents and staff
there needs to be definition and clarification of roles so expectations are clear
to both parties. Important strategies include staff training in working with
parents, staff attitude to involving parents and staff actually wanting to work
with parents. Some parents in this study stated that staff were not helpful in
facilitating their involvement.
Staff that are too busy to discuss issues…there is too rigid a structure in crèche
… the defensiveness of owner/manager to ideas/commitments. (Mother, 3
year old)
Unfriendly staff who think you should leave your child at the door and not
be involved in your childs every day activity. (Mother, 1 year old)
When I leave my child in, I strongly feel that I am being rushed so the staff
can quickly get to work and get home. (Mother, 1 year old)
Over ninety percent of parents agreed that communication between staff and
parents showed respect and trust and a similar percentage felt that staff were
easy to approach if there was a problem. However some parents (10%) did
express concern over lack of communication and the low level of information
they were receiving about their child’s progress. Less than 10% of parents felt
that staff training is the most important factor in encouraging partnership. A
third of parents felt that parents own attitude was the most important factor in
encouraging parental involvement.
ADDITIONAL FACTORS, WHICH HELP OR HINDER
PARTNERSHIP IDENTIFIED BY PARENTS IN THIS STUDY.
The parents in this study identified a number of factors which were not
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identified by Pugh and De’Ath and may be helpful in developing strategies to
facilitate working parents’ participation in the early years services. These
included more meetings for parents to express their views and staff who were
more willing to talk to parents and ask for their suggestions.
As a working parent I feel strongly about parents voices being heard, it’s hard
enough to leave your child and to go to work without having to worry about
their development in the “crèche system”. (Mother, 1 year old)
Also mentioned was the issue of frequent staff turnover, which was seen as a
hindrance in developing partnership. One parent suggested that the lack of a
national organisation for preschool parents was a barrier to partnership. Other
factors identified by parents were the lack of family friendly policies in the work
place and the need for more time off to allow them to participate. One parent
felt strongly about parental participation and suggested that it should be
compulsory for all parents. She claimed she was not able to comprehend why
some parents do not attend monthly meetings as “it’s their (parents) children
staff are discussing”. Other parents felt that they themselves lacked expertise
and staff are “the childcare professionals”.
CONCLUSION
This paper looks at one area of the data collected for this study. Pugh and
De’Ath have identified a range of factors, which help or hinder partnership and
many of their findings have been replicated in this study. The most frequently
mentioned factor in relation to helping or hindering parental involvement by
parents in this study was the lack of time. This in itself is not surprising as all
the respondents were working parents and it highlights the importance of
developing new strategies so that the increasing number of working parents
using childcare services can have a voice and some level of participation.
Furthermore, a large number of parents stressed the importance of being given
an opportunity to express their views in relation to childcare. The majority of
parents are aware of the beneficial nature of their involvement in childcare but
few seemed to have the opportunity to play a very active role. The types of
activities parents were participating in were, typically, staff directed and not
characterised by a sense of partnership or mutual understanding. Few parents
(3%) were involved in management of early year’s services and many parents
viewed staff as the experts in relation to childcare. This is in line with the expert
model that Dale (1996) describes, where the main role of the parent is as
information provider. The next stage in this project will be to review staff views
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on partnership, followed by in-depth interviews with parents and staff to discuss
in more detail some of the issues, which will emerge from the questionnaire data.
i 38% of parents with children aged 0 to 4 and 18% with children aged 5 to 9 avail of paid
childcare (The National Childcare Strategy 1999).
ii Horgan (2001) claims there has been six major childcare reports since1983 including the
Working group on Childcare Facilities (1994) and the National Childcare Strategy (1999)
iii Article 42.1 of the Irish Constitution states the “The State acknowledges that the primary and
natural educator of the child is the family and guarantees to respect the inalienable right and duty
of parents to provide, according to the means, for the religious and moral, intellectual, physical
and social education of their children.
iv Private provision refers to provision supported totally by parents fees, publicly supported refers
to provision funded partially or totally by the State such as Social Service Nurseries and
community provision refers to community supported services such as those provided by the
ADM.
v 33% of women aged 25-30 have a third level qualification (Central Statistics Office, 2000)
vi This survey was organized by the Area Development Management, an initiative led by the
Department of Justice, Equality and Law reform and is funded by the EU. The aim of ADM is
support childcare services in disadvantaged areas (Kernan, 2000).
vii These factors are: 1. The type, function and overall philosophy of the centre. 2. Establishing a
policy on working with parents. 3. Management. 4. Funding. 5. Location and premises. 6. Time. 7.
Methods and strategies. 8. Changing professional roles, developing new skills and looking at
attitudes. 9. Training, support and supervision. 10. Parents: attitudes, expectation and roles.
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Developing a theoretical model
for a community-based health promotion
programme for first-time mothers
arian anrahan, aria oelen & ees van

oerkum

INTRODUCTION
This paper gives an overview of the theoretical building blocks of the Mothers
Inform Mothers (MIM) programme and is based on a PhD study carried out
in the Netherlands. One of the objectives of that study was to develop a
theoretical model on which to base the MIM programme. The MIM
programme is a parent support programme. An evaluation of MIM may
strengthen the Dutch Pubic Child Health (PCH) services in the area of family
support, especially so for inexperienced parents and should be supportive and
responsive to the programme.
RATIONALE
Parenting is probably the most important public health issue facing our
society. It is the single largest variable implicated in childhood illnesses and
accidents, teenage pregnancy and substance abuse, truancy, school disruption
and under achievement, child abuse, unemployability, juvenile crime and
mental illness (Hoghughi 1998). Approximately ten percent of Dutch young
parents are finding themselves somewhat isolated and approximately 15
percent of all parents with school-age children experience problems such as
difficult temperament, difficulties with school or their relationship with their
child (Rispens and Goudena 1996; VWS 1998a). If risk factors accumulate,
young people and their parents may no longer be able to cope. The parentchild relationship is disturbed and the risk of psychological problems
developing in the child increases. These problems may be internalised
(emotional problems) or externalised (behavioural problems), and they may
be of a psychiatric nature (WVC 1994). Hermanns (2000) asserts that
community nursing’ well-baby clinic services may play an important role in
the prevention of behavioural and parenting problems (Hermanns 2000). He
expects that significant reduction of severe problematic youth behaviour will
happen if nursing agencies transforms their policies and intentions into
action. The Mothers Inform Mothers programme (MIM) is one of these
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actions and it may contribute to preventing a disturbed parent-child
relationship from developing.
Dutch national policy is geared to evaluate different sections of the package
that covers the well-baby clinic services (Verloove-Vanhorick 1998). There
was ongoing criticism and discussion about the lack of evidence-based health
promotion endeavours, which had been carried out as part of the public
preventive child health programme (Koning, Juttmann et al. 1992; VWS
2000; VWS 2000). Parental support activities are under scrutiny, whilst some
critics are also asking the question whether parenting support should be
included as an integral part of a public child health package (Plagge and
Merkx 1996; Verloove-Vanhorick 1998; Verloove-Vanhorick 1998). At the
outset of the programme development problems were identified about the
well-baby clinic services: In the early 90s the well-baby clinic consultation
tended to concentrate on the babies’ health and feeding problems rather then
developmental matters. It was asserted that the existing service was not
effective in the area of parent support and improvement was necessary
(Habekoté 1995; Caris 1997).
FOR WHO IS MIM?
MIM is available for all first-time mothers living in the catchment area of
their local well-baby clinic and it lasts eighteen months (Hanrahan, Prinsen
et al. 1997). However, special recruiting attention is given to families at risk.
An accumulation of risk factors may place families at risk. Families at risk
may be parents with migrant backgrounds, families without an adequate
social support network, teenage mothers, and / or mothers who have
experienced difficulty during or after their pregnancy in their own or their
baby’s health or development.
WHAT HAPPENS IN MIM?
Visiting mothers visit first-time mothers in their home on a monthly basis
and discusses information concerning the caring and rearing for their infants
(Wolf 1995). They use a peer educational approach, reflecting on the
information received from different sources such as the well-baby clinic team
members, girl friends, family members, or television, radio and magazines.
The visits take place on average once a month, and the visiting mother
stimulates the first-time mother in finding her own answers. They use their
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own experience, cheaply produced cartoons and a ‘topic for discussion’
checklist as tools to help them to discuss issues systematically. The cartoons
show pen-pictures and situations for discussion in the areas of psychosocial
development, cognitive development, language, physical development, play
and safety. A discussion about the contents of a cartoon may act as a start for
exploring the mother’s attitude, knowledge or behaviour in relation to the
advice she has received from different sources.
DEVELOPING A MODEL
MIM was a grass roots programme, but this did not mean that the ideas for the
programme were without some theory. A theoretical framework will focus the
mind. Using that framework the data gathered could be categorised, analysed,
integrated or judged in appropriate perspectives. This stage involves
consideration of the established theoretical base that helps to explain
behaviours and indicates potential strategies for changing behaviour. To
evaluate and integrate information it was therefore necessary to create a model
depicting the relationship between the different concepts. The initial aim of the
model was to provide a theoretical framework for the evaluation, which covers
the risk and protective factors. The objectives were to:
1. Develop an appropriate model, which explains the working success or
otherwise of the programme.
2. Integrate appropriate theoretical perspectives as a basis for the programme.
3. Give direction towards the analysis used in the evaluation.
In the following sections the building blocks used for developing a theoretical
framework are presented and pertinent theories are identified.
OUTLINE OF THEORETICAL BUILDING BLOCKS
The MIM programme is build with different types of building blocks and
philosophies such as the PHC ‘Health for All’ movement (1986), the
Ottawa charter (1986) and the Declaration for Nursing (1988) and the
Convention on the Rights of Children. (WHO 1986; WHO 1986;
Springett 1998). It is consistent with family-support programmes that seek
to enhance the capacity of families in their child rearing roles by providing
concrete, emotional and social (VWS 1995). The boundary of the model is
influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s human bio-ecological thoughts
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). These building blocks and philosophies are
presented in the next sections.
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HUMAN ECOLOGY THEORY
Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that children should be studied, wherever
possible, in their natural ecology. He offered a re-conceptualisation of the
child’s environment as a multi-layered set of nested and interconnecting
systems all of which influence the developing child but with a varying degree
of directness. He emphasises also the need to view the developing person as ‘a
growing, dynamic entity that progressively moves into and restructures the
environment in which it resides’ and his model provides a ready framework for
examining the ecology of the infant. It is represented graphically as a series of
concentric rings, surrounding the dyad of the infant and its mother. The rings
are named in order as follows: micro-system, meso-system, exo-system and
macro-system (Green 1994).

In Bronfenbrenner’s model, the outer ring (macro-system) consists of the
culture-specific ideologies, attitudes and beliefs, which shape the culture’s
practices in relation to children, and dictates the nature of its institutions.
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Health and welfare policies and easy access measures to preventive services
within the Dutch health care system are the main components of the macrosystem. The next ring is the meso-system, which encompasses the
interconnecting links between different elements in the micro-system, which is
for example, between home and the well-baby clinic. This layer can be
interpreted as the connecting inner layer between Macro and Micro systems.
This system deals with the circumstances in the mother-infant dyad lives. It
connects them with the well-baby clinic team, the visiting mother and the social
learning processes of themselves and others. The inner ring is the micro system,
which deals with the transactional approach of the dyad of first-time mother and
infant, the infants’ attachment to the mother and significant others and its
determinant temperament, which greatly influences the attachment process.
MIM is a constituent part of the infant public health programme as provided
by community nursing agencies. Nursing is a helping profession, with the goals
of promoting, maintaining, and restoring health of individuals, families,
groups, and communities and of facilitating self-help and client-environment
interaction (mutual aid). Nursing models are usually described as a type of
conceptual model that applies a conceptual framework to the understanding of
nursing and the guiding of nursing practice (see figure 2).

Community nursing in the Netherlands has been greatly influenced by Orem’s
views as it fits-in with the individual way of living in the Netherlands (Orem
1985). It is Orem’s first system, supportive and educational, that is in play when
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nurses are engaged in health promotion activities. The model recognises health
and illness, but again only in relation to self-care. Healthy people can and do
meet their own self-care requirements. Health and illness are not addressed as
separate conceptions in their own right, but are opposites on the same
continuum. Neuman’s views were developed for community and psychiatric
nursing (Neuman 1989). It focuses on the whole person and looks to prevent
stress. First-time mothers experience stress in the period immediately after
confinement and usually it may take weeks or months to find a new routine to
learn and carry out all the (new) tasks and feel competent. There is no link
between her views and health promotion: it is very much focused on
prevention. Examining King’s views there is an opening to health promotion.
King’s model of goal realisation using her three interactive systems of personal,
interpersonal and social systems which jointly determine the goal by way of
perception, communication, interaction and transaction links in with social
learning theories (King 1986). The model focuses on the interaction between
nurse and individual is one of the key elements. This interaction is consistent
with an open system approach. According to King there are three interactive
systems essential to nursing: personal, interpersonal and social systems, which
jointly determine goal achievement by way of perception, communication,
interaction, and transaction. This means that in King’s view interaction is a
process of perception and communication between an individual and the
environment, expressed in goal-oriented verbal and non-verbal behaviour.
Transactions can be regarded as an agreement, which in fact are well-aimed
interactions that lead to goal realisation. For example, stress is a dynamic
situation in which an individual interacts with the environment; information
and energy are exchanged, enabling the individual to control the sources of
stress. Stress can affect people’s perceptions and decrease rationality. After a
nurse and, for instance, a first-time mother has become acquainted, it is
important that they each verbalise and check their perceptions. Together they
can try to determine the goals via communication and interaction. Less
attention is given to either the biological influences or the holistic and
phenomenological experiences of being human. The environment is perceived
as a predominantly social one and the physical environment is considered only
in terms of how it influences the social setting. Health is a dynamic state of
wellbeing. It provides a situation in which the individual can make maximal use
of her own abilities in everyday life, and function adequately in her social roles.
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According to King, nursing is essentially a transactional relationship with the
ultimate goal of health maintenance.
HEALTH PROMOTION OR PREVENTION?
Health promotion as defined in this study is based on the principles of the
Ottawa Charter where it is seen as ‘the process of enabling individuals (and
communities) to increase control over the determinants of health and thereby
improve their health’ (Springett 1998). The primary purpose of health
promotion is to improve the health and well being of individuals, groups and
communities, by influencing their behaviour and by making their environment
conducive to health.
Interventions focus on the acquisition of competence and capabilities that
strengthen functioning and adaptive capability (Dunst, Trivette et al. 1991).
The nurses working in public health are often influenced by the medical
paradigm, which frequently defines prevention as the deterrence or hindrance
of a problem, disorder, or disease. Dunst et. al however, argue that the use of
prevention models for guiding practices of family resource programmes is
inconsistent with the aim of strengthening family functioning (Dunst, Trivette
et al. 1991). They argue that the use of promotion and enhancement models
increase the likelihood that people will become more capable and competent as
a result of intervention efforts, see figure 3.
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The contrast shown in this figure is recognisable to Dutch nurses and
explains somewhat the reason why health promotional activities by nurses
sometimes fail to reach their potential as they use preventive measures to
deliver health promotion messages. Approaches in prevention programmes
are adapted recently by using more health promotion methods to bring the
messages across (Jason 2000).
Strengthening of social networks and social support is pivotal in a health
promotion strategy (WHO 1997). This necessitates a shift for nurses working
as co-ordinators in MIM. They change their practice from the initial
prevention approach to a more health promotion approach. Promotion efforts
are strength-based because they assume all people have strengths or the capacity
to become competent (Rappaport 1981).
COMMUNICATION
There are only a few experimental studies available that deal with the evaluation
of peer intervention programmes (Rijke and Vries 1999; Hanrahan and Prinsen
2000). It is the role of a change agent (the visiting mother) in supporting and
facilitating a learning process that helps the client (first-time mother) in finding
the answers to her own questions (Kramer and Luth 1999). Behaviour by
example as shown by peers is well observed, better retained and learned. This
accords with Festingers’ social comparison theory (1954) and the work of Shaw
& Constanzo (1970)(Festinger 1954; Shaw and Contanzo 1970). The social
comparison theory emphasises that individuals assess their attitude, abilities
and emotions by comparing themselves with similar others. They do this
especially in times when they are uncertain about themselves.
The focus of attention in MIM is the communication between mothers as an
instrument for exchanging knowledge and information. Interactive
communication is the method used in MIM to discuss information. The aim
of communication in MIM is to share experiences to develop and use the
necessary skills and knowledge to be able to care for an infant. An objective
focused on first-time mothers is to reach a state where they have faith in their
own capabilities and they have gained or enhanced their self-confidence and
self-esteem in relation to parenting. They are able to direct their own life. The
MIM programme uses two essential tools to communicate with the mothers;
cheaply produced cartoons and a ‘discussion paper’. From the review of the
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international programmes and process evaluations it is perceived that the two
mothers, first time and visiting, constitute a small self-help group (Hanrahan
2002). Experimental knowledge, specialised information of a phenomenon based
on first hand experience, is developed within self-help groups. The
communication between these mothers is interactive because they are teasing out
daily problems, looking at possibilities, discussing possible solutions, which the
first-time mother would find appropriate. In a sense this is very flexible, because
the solutions to the same problem experienced by different first-time mothers
might also be very different. The information shared is transparent; both mothers
know what they are talking about and share their experiences. The type of wisdom
shared is concrete, specific, pragmatic, holistic and oriented to here-and-now
action. Self-help groups develop, disseminate, and validate this type of knowledge,
which can be distinguished from information relayed by professionals (e.g. nurses,
etc.). The discussions themselves are learning processes for both mothers: each of
them taking on the role of expert depending on the topic discussed. Stewart
(1993) asserts that people can assimilate new knowledge better when peers present
it because they can identify with someone who shares a common experience
(Stewart 1993). The visits are ideally based on equality, with the visiting mothers
developing a relationship of empathy, trust, and mutual respect and integrity with
the first-time mother (Molloy 1997). Through this relationship the visiting
mother is able to help the parent develop an active role in the programme and
increase her understanding of child development. The information and
suggestions coupled with the shared experiences and encouragement from the
visiting mother will help the first-time mother solve her own problems, thus
ultimately increasing her independence.
INFORMAL SOCIAL SUPPORT
Social support is seen as a function of personal relations and is, in conventional
terms, assistance given by laypersons who are part of one’s social network,
rather than by nurses. It tries to influence social and societal determinants that
could have a buffering effect against adverse circumstances, such as having a
baby with an ailment, handicap or disability, or being a lone or teenage parent,
or being a mother of twins or a premature child (Kearns 1997). More
specifically, it is emotional, instrumental, and informative with appraisal
provided by family, friends, neighbours, colleagues and self-help mutual-aid
groups. This support can have a positive or negative influence on the
psychological and physical well being of its recipients (Olds 1985; Tijhuis, Flap
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et al. 1995; Sonderen and Ormel 1997; Hermanns 1997a). Use is influenced
by both individual and network variables. For example, the extent to which a
young parent seeks and uses support may depend on perceptions of types and
sources of help available, personal independence, satisfaction with support
given in the past, and the number of friends and family members accessible and
willing to provide support (Sonderen 1993). In the study support of a wider
informal social network and the partner’s support with household and caring
activities were analysed.
SOCIAL LEARNING AND LOCUS OF CONTROL
Bandura’s social learning theory (1992) is a general theory of behaviour that can
be used to interpret behavioural change and cognitive change mechanisms in
support dyads and groups (Bandura 1977; Bandura 1992). According to social
learning theory there are two major factors influencing the likelihood that a
person will engage in a given behaviour. First, similar to the concept of
behavioural beliefs underlying the attitude in the theory of reasoned action, the
person must believe that the benefits of performing the behaviour outweigh the
costs. Second, and perhaps more important, the person must have a sense of
personal agency, or self-efficacy, with regard to performing the behaviour. This
means that the person must believe that she has the skills and ability necessary
for performing the behaviour under a variety of circumstances (Bandura 1992).
Social learning includes learning to ask questions, rather than looking for clearcut answers from others. In MIM the first-time mothers’ problem is put in
perspective by both mothers during the discussions and clarified before any
solution is sought. A prerequisite for social learning is being able to change
one’s capabilities, which can be traced to the term ‘locus of control’ of Rotter’s
social leaning theory (Rotter 1964).
Rotter (1964) made the distinction between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ locus of
control belief orientations: ‘internals’ are seen to believe that events are a
consequence of their own actions and thereby under personal control.
‘Externals’, however, are seen to believe that events are unrelated to their actions
and thereby determined by factors beyond their personal control. People and
their environment are both reciprocal determinants of each other.
The main principle of the social learning theory is the likelihood of behaviour
occurring in a given situation. It is a function of (1) the individual’s expectancy
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that the behaviour will lead to a particular reinforcement, and (2) the extent to
which the reinforcement is valued (Norman and Bennett 1996). Norman &
Bennett (1996) assert that the locus of control construct has similarities with other
constructs including self-efficacy, personal competence and mastery (Norman and
Bennett 1996). They are also of the opinion that there has been little work done
on applying attribution theories to the prediction of health behaviours in healthy
populations. MIM helps in learning new behaviour relevant to caring for a newly
born infant, and supports the first-time mother’s behaviour in consolidating that
knowledge in a health-promoting manner. When first-time mothers believe in
themselves they can predict that they will succeed. They will try harder, persist
longer and they assume that negative feedback means the tasks are difficult for
everyone and that they have to put in more effort. When the mothers do this,
chances improve that they will succeed, and this provides positive feedback to
enhance further their self-efficacy. In a sense, locus of control also relates to being
encouraged to take responsibility for one’s own health through the adoption of
‘healthy behaviours’. Self-efficacy and locus of control can be seen as a building
block for empowerment: self-efficacy as a manifestation of behaviour and locus of
control as a personal characteristic. They often work in tandem. The result of
social learning may explain empowerment and personal control, pertinent to social
competence. It successfully integrates cognitive, behavioural, emotional, and
environmental explanations of learning and behavioural changes.
TRANSACTIONAL APPROACH
Within a transactional approach the development of the child is seen as a product
of the continuous dynamic interactions of the child and the caregiver, and the
experiences provided by the family and the social context. There is a general
consensus among researchers on child development and developmental
psychopathology that child rearing is a transactional process. Within this process
there is an ongoing interaction between children and parents characterised by
mutual influencing each other’s development. An equal emphasis is placed on the
effects of the child and the environment. In this way the experiences provided by
the environment are not viewed as independent of the child. The daily interaction
between the first-time mother and her infant are very much influenced by events
(Bosman and Hosman 1990; Sameroff and Fiese 1990). Other factors also
influence the first-time mother. They are environmental factors, attachment of the
infant with its mother and temperament, which is an important factor for
developing an attachment successfully.
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ATTACHMENT THEORY
Two important theorists on the origins of infant-parent attachment are Bowlby and
Ainsworth (Ainsworth, Behar et al. 1978; Bowlby 1988). Ainsworth defines an
attachment as a specific, enduring affectionate tie formed between one person and
another. Attachment behaviour includes preferential attention, touching, clinging,
smiling, calling for and crying in the absence of the specific individual or smiling at
her or his presence. It is commonly noticed in infants from the second half of the
first year (Shaffer 1977). Attachment behaviour serves to maximise closeness to the
mother and to elicit a reaction from her. It increases the likelihood that a vulnerable
or distressed infant can obtain help, and helps to ensure that the infant develops a
secure base – a reliable, specific individual whose attention and affection can be
depended upon as one begins to explore the wider environment. Importantly, for
Bowlby, the secure base of a stable attachment is crucial to a child’s well-being and
developmental prospects. Studies of infants and parents in diverse social systems
around the world confirm that attachment is a normative development, which
occurs in almost all children within a similar age-span (IJzerdoorn 1990). Van den
Boom (1988) concluded in her study that infant irritability (negative emotionality)
has an important negative effect on the infants’ attachment with his mother. An
irritable baby is often a ‘difficult baby’ and this difficulty could perhaps be used as a
predictive factor for problematic behaviour at an older age (Boom 1988).
Children exposed to multiple risk factors are more likely to have problems in
later life (Hermanns 1997a). These risk factors include according to Hermanns:
1. Risk characteristics in children: difficult temperament, poor health, lack of
competence or social skills and being subjected to maltreatment or neglect;
2. Risk characteristics in families: exaggerated parental expectations,
inadequate social and child-rearing skills, psychological or psychiatric
problem suffered by one of the parents, negative experience of parenthood
and/or limited bonding capabilities, tension between parents;
3. Risk characteristics in a social environment: isolation and lack of social
support, tension at work, low level of education, low income, poor
housing – lack of space, unemployment and social underprivileged
(discrimination).
Research focused on the concept of resilience attempts to identify those factors,
which enable some children to achieve positive outcomes in the face of adversity.
Three central factors are identified: (1) The characteristics of the child including
temperament, high self-esteem and internal locus of control and autonomy; (2)
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The presence of a supportive family environment: (3) A supportive person or
agency in the environment. Attachment is central to all these factors.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
This study makes a distinction between outcome, mediating and moderating
factors. The outcome factors are related to maternal / infant health, and maternal
/infant behaviours. The study aims to measure possible changes in these (health
and behaviour) over time. The mediating factors are outside factors, such as
social support, and problem-solving capacity/empowerment. They influence
the outcome factors. The programme could not influence the moderating
factors, as they are intrinsic to the mother or child (age, gender, income, and
education etceteras). They are included in the study because these factors may
have an independent influence on the effects of the MIM programme or on
mediating and outcome factors (interaction effect).
The community-nursing agencies could not change their MIM recruiting
practices for the evaluation study. The alternative was a quasi-experimental
design employing a cohort divided into one experimental, and two control
groups: the mothers in the experimental group participated in the MIM
programme and attended their local well-baby clinic. Control I consisted of
mothers not participating in the MIM programme, but attending the same
well-baby clinic as those in the experimental group. Control group II consisted
of mothers who only attended their local well-baby clinics, as their communitynursing agency did not offer the MIM programme in their area.
RESEARCH LOCATIONS
The first four locations started with the programme at different times: Breda
1992, Dordrecht November 1994, Sneek November 1995, and Uden
September 1995. Nurses employed by community-nursing agencies as MIM
co-ordinators carryout the programme. These four agencies share similar goals
have similar staffing arrangements and the reliance on other community
agencies is limited. Information is derived from data supplied by co-ordinators
from August 1 1998 to 30th of June 2000, minutes of visiting mothers’ group
meetings, first-time mothers’ evaluation forms, annual reports, policy
documents, the SMIM monitor report and personal communication.
In line with recent recommendations, the evaluation had a mixture of process
and outcome information (WHO 1998). Proponents of the theory-based
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evaluation argue that by combining outcome data with an understanding of the
process that led to those outcomes, we can learn a great deal about the
programme’s impact and its most influential factors. Theory-based evaluation
had its origin on the principle that every social programme is founded on
theory – some thought process about how and why it will work. This theory
can be either explicit or implicit. The key to understanding what really matters
about the programme is through identifying this theory.
INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION CRITERIA
All first-time mothers with first infants born between August 1st 1998 and
30th of March 1999 and living in the geographically defined catchment areas
of the participating local well-baby clinics within the six local authorities were
asked to participate in the evaluation study. A criterion that the infant should
be a first child was added so to adhere to the criterion set for participating in
the MIM programme. A well-baby clinic is for healthy babies. Parents of sick
children often refrain from using the clinic as they usually attend the outpatient
clinics of hospitals or the surgery of a general practitioner. The decision was
made to exclude women from the study with an infant who spent the first three
months its life as an in-patient in hospital. Women and infant living in centres
for asylum-seekers were also excluded, as it was not clear whether they could
participate in the study for the full duration of the study (fifteen months).
INSTRUMENTS AND ANALYSIS
The instruments were varied, as they were measuring a broad spectrum of
variables (see table 1).
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RESULTS
The boundaries of the MIM model are formed by Bronfenbrenner’s’ human
ecology theory, emphasising a social context, which influences human
development. Social support and the child’s temperament were the two social
variables investigated as mediating factors in this study. Our model found that
different social support indicators, such as partners support with caring and
household activities and the support of a wider social network, are very central
for first-time mothers finding their way into parenthood. The social support
factors were present in the models for maternal mental health, and maternal
and infant general health. The model also found the child’s temperament to be
a strong factor, as an easy temperament influenced the maternal perception of
increased mental health, infant general health and the feeling of increased
competence with parenting. Maternal perception on her competence with
parenting is largely influenced by the child’s temperament and to a lesser degree
by the gender of the infant. This is an important finding, as it identifies the
need for visiting mothers to give special attention to first-time mothers who are
finding their baby ‘difficult’. Social support indicators and the child’s
temperament seem to have a relation with some of the outcome factors, but the
expected evidence of feedback from the outcome factors to support variables
was not found (see table 2).
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DISCUSSION
A contribution has been made to the theoretical basis of MIM and a first
theoretical model was developed for the programme. The evaluation has shown
programme effects, but these need to be improved: The programme is
instrumental in enhancing the quality of health promotion activities of wellbaby clinic members; it plays a role in the quality assurance process and it has
an effect on enhancing mothers’ competence with parenting. Increasing
maternal competence with parenting is strategically important, as the MIM
programme is carried out as a method to support parents in their parenting
tasks. There are no indications that MIM had an influence on the mediating
variables. This may be influenced by the fact that variables not included in the
study, such as maternal attitudes or maternal locus of control play a role in the
theoretical MIM model.
Theory-based evaluation had its origin on the principle that every social
programme is founded on theory – some thought process about how and why
it will work. This theory can be either explicit or implicit. The key to
understanding what really matters about the programme is through identifying
this theory. The MIM programme has been provided with a sound scientific
base. From its initial stages the programme incorporated assumptions on
temperament, social support and empowerment, but these constructs were not
formally connected or developed into a scientific model, which was grounded
in theory. No results could be presented on capacity building / empowerment
as the chosen instrument failed its validity test. Empowerment is an important
topic and a building block in the theoretical model. Some indicators for
empowerment of visiting mothers have been found, but none were measurable
regarding the first-time mothers. Further evaluative research is strongly
recommended based on a quasi experimental research design, in which the
researcher is free to using a mechanism for the subsequent allocation of mothers
to the experimental and control groups. This could be done by randomisation
or matching technique.
CONCLUSION
MIM has been evaluated and is deemed to be a promising programme for
supporting parents in the first 15 months of their baby’s life. The results give
indications of workable aspects of the programme and they identify strengths
and weaknesses. MIM is positioned in a network of activities, which support
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parents in their parenting activities. It is only a small element in a larger public
support programme, which links-in with relevant health and social policies,
social benefits, and the provision of children’s allowances, child care services,
toy libraries and support when encountering parental difficulties. MIM did
bring about change for first-time parents and this study provided the
programme with a further theoretical base.
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Joint Involvement Episodes with Babies:
Lessons from research for the new millennium
lorence . inneen
According to many experts in the field of child development, parenting skills
are not innate: there is much to learn (Quinton & Rutter, 1984, van den
Boom, 1994). Joint involvement episodes (JIEs), linked as they are with
parenting and caring skills must therefore be at risk of being misunderstood,
taken for granted, mishandled and not given the attention they deserve.
Recent research literature on the subject would suggest that this is indeed the
case (Schaffer, 1992, Dunham et al. 1993, Bruner, 1995, Smith, 1999). Joint
involvement episodes, to use Schaffer’s (1992) definition can be described as
“… any encounter between two individuals in which the participants pay
joint attention to, and jointly act upon some external topic” (Ibid. p.101).
He speaks of them as being of a formative nature where the more
experienced partner in the dyad is actively engaged in extending the child’s
competence in coping with environmental demands or in gaining new skills
or knowledge. Bruner (1995) on the other hand, uses the term ‘joint
attention’ as opposed to joint involvement and takes a more circuitous route
to trace the development of joint attention from its early stages through
direct eye contact in infancy to what he terms a “meeting of minds [that]
depends not only on a shared or joint focus, but on shared context and
shared presuppositions” (Ibid. p.6). The importance attached to fostering a
ready ability to attend jointly, stems from medical research into autism
mainly, where an inability in this domain is associated with a grievous state
of pathology (Baron-Cohen, Tager-Flusberg, & Cohen, 1993). Bruner
(1995) however, simplifies the understanding of the term ‘joint attention’ by
saying that “… without it, we cannot construct and coordinate the shared
social realities that comprise everyday life” (Ibid. p.12). The title of this
article incorporates the full extent of both Schaffer’s and Bruner’s definitions
but pitches its focus on how to develop social communication through joint
involvement episodes with babies whether they are cared for in parental or
non-parental settings. Firstly, the theoretical background to social
communication in infancy shall be reviewed and then a progression towards
relating theory to practice shall ensue.
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The current focus on JIEs as providing a context for development highlights
the training of the carer as a crucial factor in facilitating holistic development
(Tomasello & Farrar, 1986; Schaffer, 1992; Bruner, 1995; Smith, 1996; Zanolli
et al., 1997; Nyland, 1999). Schaffer (1992) for example, places the
development of cognition firmly within a social context and affirms that
cognitive development is closely allied to socio-emotional development in line
with Vygotsky’s thinking.
According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), babies are born with
instinctive behaviours whose evolutionary function is to create and maintain
proximity between caregivers. Ekman & Oster (1979) postulate that the facial
musculature of newborns is fully developed and functional at birth and that
they can make many of the same expressions that adults make. While Fantz
(1961) found that infants are acutely attracted to faces, Lorenz (1943) and
Alley (1981) found that the infant possesses features that are innately attractive
to adults. Furthermore, Lamper & Eisdorfer, (1971) and Yang & Douthitt,
(1974) highlight how the newborn’s sensitivity to touch is primed to promote
physical contact. Verbal sensitivity accompanies sensory communication
according to Hutt et al., (1968), Rosenthal, (1982), Keller & Scholmerich,
(1987), which together form the prime motivators for social communication.
With such a rich store of natural communicative links at the ready, it seems
little wonder that when the dynamics of family interaction are positively
charged, optimal development is set to occur.
On the subject of facilitating the acquisition of language, Tomasello & Farrar
(1986) remind us that by the time children begin to use language productively
they have already established a variety of communicative routines. Here they
make special reference to the importance of joint attention episodes which
Ninio & Bruner (1978) and Ratner & Bruner (1978) analysed and
subsequently concluded that their special feature is in scaffolding the child’s
language learning. The importance of joint attention episodes is further stressed
in more recent literature (Schaffer, 1992; Smith, 1996, 1999). Smith (1996)
however, concludes from the results of her national study of day care centres in
New Zealand, that the levels of such episodes occurring with children under
two years, is disappointingly low. However, some of the earlier as well as the
more recent research on joint attention episodes in relation to language
development strike a cautious note, which indicates that adult behaviour
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within the episodes is crucial. Facilitating early language, especially within joint
attention episodes was found to be negatively correlated with the child’s
vocabulary at twenty-one months if attempts were made by the mother to
redirect the child’s attentional focus (Tomasello & Farrar, 1986). Tomasello &
Todd (1983) argue that when the adult follows the child’s already established
attentional focus, co-ordination of attention is less demanding on the less
skilful partner in the dyad. In another study, Dunham et al., (1993) while
investigating the acquisition of language in babies at eighteen months, found
that early lexical development is facilitated during joint attentional episodes
when the adult follows, rather than leads the infant’s attentional focus.
Following rather than leading the child’s attentional focus seems to be an
important first step in establishing joint attention. Schaffer (1992) does not
entirely agree. He sees the adult’s role in two ways – supportive and challenging
with elements of leading and following to be found within both. He gives
examples of the supportive techniques as being instances where the adult might
hold a toy steady for a young child or add to the meaning of events or actions
with verbal labels. He sees the adult role in a challenging light when, through
some form of proactive behaviour, the adult becomes involved in problem
solving strategies where learning takes place that may not otherwise have
happened. Either way, it is clear that a knowledge of child development is
important for adults, so that they can sensitively ascertain how much
involvement /attention is necessary and the timing of the intervention.
In this context, Goldschmied & Jackson’s (1997) reference to the use of the
Treasure Basket in day care settings is pertinent. Making reference to the rapid
brain development that takes place within the first year of life and the
increasing mental appetite for new experiences that parallels this development,
they go on to describe the purpose as well as the contents of the Treasure Basket
We know that babies’ brains are growing fast, and that the brain
develops as it responds to streams of input coming from the baby’s
surroundings, through the senses of touch, smell, taste, hearing,
sight and bodily movement. The Treasure Basket gathers together
and provides a focus for a rich variety of everyday objects chosen
to offer stimulus to these different senses. The use of the Treasure
Basket is one way that we can ensure a richness in the baby’s
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experience when the brain is ready to receive, to make
connections and so to make use of this information.
None of the objects in the Basket is a ‘bought toy’ and many can be
found in the home environment of young children (Ibid. p.87).
The adult’s role in facilitating the use of the Treasure Basket is of special
importance as Goldschmied & Jackson go on to point out – “Perhaps one of
the things which an adult may find it difficult to do at first is not to intervene,
but to stay quiet and attentive” (Ibid. p 91). They emphasise instead, the
importance of the ‘emotional anchorage’ of the adult’s presence at a time when
concentration is at its peak and to intervene would constitute an unwarranted
interruption. Such things as the right of the child to peaceful moments in
which to concentrate and the value of heuristic play are at the heart of their
concern regarding any interruption to the process.
Moving from non-involvement to joint involvement in the communicative
sense brings us back to the topic of joint involvement episodes per sae but
hopefully, in a more enlightened way regarding their sensitivity.
Schaffer (1984) speaks of meaningful encounters between the participants of
JIEs and advises that firstly they must agree on a topic that will be jointly
addressed. Since children are slow initially to establish joint attention according
to Schaffer (1984), it is up to the adult to follow the child’s interests to ensure
that a meaningful interaction takes place. In her study of two hundred children
between the ages of one month and twenty-six months in day care centres in
New Zealand however, Smith (1996) found that children and adults initiated
joint attention in almost equal proportion, with children having a slight
majority. In her methodology for this study she stipulated beforehand what
type of interaction could be classified as a joint attention episode.
Consequently, the team of researchers in the study were looking for interactions
between adults and children, where together they were attending to some
object, toy, conversation or activity. The attendant adult however had to take at
least two identifiable turns culminating with an overt reciprocal exchange over
the focus of their attention. While the results of this study in numerical terms
were disappointing according to Smith – about one third of the children in the
study did not experience any joint attention episodes with caregivers, some of
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the insights that were gleaned regarding such interactions were illuminating
and can be summarised as follows –
Objects, toys, messy activities, caregiving routines and book related
activities provide exceptionally rich contexts for joint attention episodes.
l Children younger than two years, when given an opportunity such as
painting in a day care setting are capable of sustained attention to a
task within the context of careful scaffolding by an interactive and
attentive adult.
Throughout Smith’s study it is evident that language plays an important role in
joint involvement episodes and that “… the child is being immersed in
meaningful language relevant to the context and task” (Smith, 1999, p.95).
Indeed, this is in keeping with Bruner’s (1995) notion regarding language as a
framework for attention maintenance in reciprocal interactions with adults
who are more competent members within a given culture. In this sense he sees
the adult-child relationship within joint involvement episodes as being part of
the mode of instructing the young into the ways of the culture. Bruner’s (1983)
theoretical work, Child’s Talk, traces the beginnings of language as a
communicative tool by highlighting joint attention as the underlying
mechanism for creating mother and child formats of interaction.
l

[Language] begins when mother and infant create a predictable
format of interaction that can serve as a microcosm for
communication and for constituting a shared reality. The
transactions that occur in such formats constitute the “input”
from which the child then masters grammar, how to refer and
mean, and how to realize his intentions communicatively”
(Ibid. p.18).
Tomasello & Farrar (1986) note the inability of infants when it comes to
establishing the joint attention that is necessary for communication.
Consequently, they reiterate the importance of “recurrent interactive episodes”
(p.1454) to assist the infant in determining the adult’s attentional focus and
referential intent. Such episodes are indeed the “formats” of interaction
described by Bruner (1983) in which language games are highlighted as setting
a precedent for the functional use of language. He believes that a study of the
role of play and games in the acquisition of language “is propaedeutic” (Ibid.

179

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 180

p.9) to an understanding of the language as a functional tool within the culture.
Furthermore, he identifies language as a necessary component of the playful
activities that are “…the delight of human immaturity” (Ibid. p.45). In so
doing, the peek-a-boo variety gets special mention for their universal appeal
throughout many cultures. Facilitating and supporting linguistic development
therefore calls for a special insight into the cognitive processes that are taking
place. McCartney’s (1984) study of day-care settings probed the correlation
between high levels of caregiver speech and language development, and
concluded, that where verbal interaction with caregivers is high, the resulting
communicative competence among children increases. McCartney sums it up
by saying, “ [that]…the children respond to a verbally stimulating
environment” (Ibid. p.258). Many other studies concur with the above findings
that essentially link high quality centres with a positive linguistic developmental
outcome (McCartney, Scarr, Phillips & Grajek, 1985; Phillips, McCartney &
Scarr, 1987; Schliecker, White & Jacobs, 1991).
With regard to parental caregiving environments however, creating
developmental learning environments is a relatively novel approach where
learning is seen to lead development rather than the other way around
(Holzman, 1995). This concurs with the notion that learning is a life-long
process and supports the widely held view that parents, given the proper
support can indeed develop their skills and understanding (Osofsky, 1987;
Quinton & Rutter, 1984). Many studies point to the positive effect of parental
training which includes a health focus (Gutelius et al., 1972, 1977; Olds, 1988;
Powell & Grantham-McGregor, 1989). Two studies in particular, Larson
(1980) and Olds (1988) had salient features that seem to be linked with the
effectiveness of the programme in influencing family outcome. These are that
the programme starts early in pregnancy and when mothers are young or first
time. By contrast, in Project CARE (Wasik et al., 1990), where family
education was delivered through home visitation only, neither the home
environment nor parental attitude showed any marked change.
The human smile is surely one of the principal non-verbal communicative tools.
Smiling in childcare settings, according to recent research received affectionate child
responses earlier than affectionate words or even affectionate contact (Zanolli et al.,
1997). Developmentally, it is evident that, for babies, smiling is the first means by
which affection can be expressed (Izard, Huebner, Risser, McGinnes & Dougherty,
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1980). Since a smile usually elicits a smile throughout the lifespan, the best ways for
adults to get babies to reciprocate this behaviour are “by smiling, vocalizing and
touching” (Mangelsdorf, 1992; Stack & Muir, 1992). According to theories of
emotion, feelings of happiness and well being radiate throughout the nervous system
setting in motion intrinsic motivational learning urges. In spite of this knowledge
regarding positive emotional and associated development, Howes (1983) found in
her study of toddlers in child care settings that caregivers were affectionate only
fifteen to eighteen percent of the time. Twardosz et al., (1987) found, that while all
types of affection occur most in unstructured settings, affectionate touch occurs
more frequently than smiling and affectionate words. Perhaps the most important
findings for non-parental day care settings, are those that demonstrate that adults
within these settings, initiate affection more often than children and that these
initiations are low (Honig & Wittmer, 1985; Twardosz et al., 1987).
Training therefore is crucial for non-parental day care settings where adult
initiations in their communicative linkage with children can no longer be taken
for granted. Scaffolding of children’s learning has to be viewed in terms of
skilled and knowledgeable support for such learning. Dunn (1993)
differentiates between experience and specialised training for childcare when
she states that –
Caregivers’ experience in the center [sic] was a negative predictor
of caregiver ratings of children’s social and cognitive development.
This raises concerns about caregiver’s performance and their
attitudes towards children as their tenure in a center [sic]
progresses. In contrast, caregivers’ child-related major was a
positive predictor of children’s development indicating specialized
[sic] training of caregivers at the college level may have a positive
influence on children who attend day care (Ibid. p.190).
Arnett (1989) in his much publicised work on the subject of caregiver training
confirms, not alone that specialised training matters, but with equal emphasis
he states that pre and post training evaluations are key elements in ensuring that
a developmentally appropriate service is offered to children. Additional to all of
this of course is the recognition that quality environments are forever evolving
(Moss & Pence, 1994) and that the constant up-grading of caregiving skills
requires on-going in-service attention.
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Research is also voluminous regarding the educational status of the main
caregiver as being a positive or negative predictor of developmental outcome.
Modern insights into attachment theory (Bretherton, 1992) allow us to
consider the infant’s need for attachment with one or more adults including
fathers, grandparents, siblings as well as day care providers. While most of the
research regarding educational status of the main caregiver to date has centred
on the mother-child relationship, it is feasible to transfer the findings to other
carers whose attachment to the child is significant. Broman et al., (1975)
working with mothers in the United States found that the average IQ of
children rose both with maternal education and social class, maternal education
however, was found to have a powerful influence on cognitive development
across all social classes. Bradley et al., (1989) in a collaborative study of the
home environment of infants in the first three years of life and its effect on
cognitive development found that parental responsivity coupled with the
availability of stimulating play materials were more conducive to healthy
development than measures of social class. Such admirable characteristics in
parents which, in essence can be condensed into two words ‘responsivity and
availability’ tend to belong in situations, where in spite of material poverty,
there is an appreciation of learning opportunities and a capacity to overcome
the stress that very often pervades such environments.
CONCLUSION:
This is perhaps, as positive a note as any on which to draw such a wide-ranging
discussion on joint involvement episodes with babies to a conclusion. The
research scales in favour of a positive developmental outcome for children seem
to be tipped in the right direction once involvement that incorporates time,
creative energy and adult attention exists in generous measure. Involvement
however, is subject to many interpretations but the Smith (1999) study in
particular helped to clarify the exact nature of such involvement and to
contextualise it within day care settings. Other studies framed involvement
within the parental environment, and indicated in particular that training for
effective parenting was important and that the ability to do a good parenting
job should not be taken for granted. Overall, the research quoted had two
strands, veering firstly towards a study of the infant’s innate capacity to
communicate and then towards the research evidence regarding how the
theoretical knowledge is put into practice. Undoubtedly, a deficit was found
within the second strand to such an extent that it is reasonable to believe that
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joint involvement episodes with babies are frequently misunderstood, taken for
granted, mishandled and not given the attention that they deserve as a
developmental learning opportunity.
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Mathematics in Early Years Education:
a problem solving perspective
eronica ing
INTRODUCTION
“We are, all of us, at all ages, already skilled mathematicians. We just haven’t
often learned it in our mathematics lessons” (Lewis, 1996, p.17). I have always
had a keen interest in the education of young children and this interest led me
to complete an undergraduate degree in early years education and care and to
follow this up with a post graduate degree in early years mathematics. The
belief expressed above by Lewis (1996, p.17) sums up my attitude to education
in general. However, my thesis nearly ended before it began because I found
learning how to do research so difficult. From my own personal experiences, it
seemed that any problems in secondary education or even third level education
could be traced back to the poor learning skills that I acquired in primary
school. This study sought to add to the present limited knowledge about early
years mathematics in Ireland.
While I found this research very difficult in the beginning, eventually I was able
to grasp some of the ideas. Basically I discovered that an eclectic research
strategy was most suited to an investigation of the salient characteristics of early
years mathematics in junior infant classes. Participant observation gave me the
opportunity to work with the children in their own environment and the
questionnaires completed by the teachers facilitated the acquisition of a more
complete picture regarding the teaching of early years mathematics.
AIMS OF STUDY
The four aims of my study were: to investigate teachers’ attitudes to
mathematical education; to examine the teachers’ attitudes to the use of
‘problem-solving’ as a satisfactory approach to teaching mathematics; to explore
the idea of the child as ‘mathematician’ and to study the present status of
mathematics in the Irish curriculum from 1971 to 1999.
The first aim of the study was to investigate the current attitudes of early years
teachers towards mathematical education. This topic was investigated using
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questionnaires and the results were correlated with the findings of other
researchers. These questionnaires were sent to a random sample of 100 junior
infant teachers in County Cork and 67 completed questionnaires were
returned. The following issues were investigated:
Self-confidence in mathematical ability.
Perceived usefulness of mathematics.
Perceived sex appropriateness of mathematics.
Liking mathematics.
Perceived difficulty of mathematics.
Attitudes of teachers and parents towards mathematics.
Attitude to school.
RESULTS OF FIRST QUESTIONNAIRE
The majority of the teachers in the study have low self-confidence in their
mathematical ability and perceive mathematics to have low usefulness in adult
life. However, the majority of the teachers think that mathematics is needed for
jobs especially for boys. Most teachers did not enjoy learning Mathematics at
school and found it confusing. The attitudes of the parents of the teachers were
overwhelmingly negative towards mathematics. Most of the teachers did not
enjoy school and found it boring. Pound (1999), who has researched this area
in the UK, advocates that early years teachers should receive specialist training
in the teaching of mathematics to this age group. She also states that the
teachers of this age group need to be aware of how these children develop
mathematical understanding. Pound (1999) also believes that teachers must
know how to promote children’s mathematical thinking and she recommends
the problem solving approach for this purpose. In other words, as you already
know, the children need to experiment with physical objects before they can
understand abstract concepts such as addition. For example, three red cars and
two green cars are still five cars.
The second aim of the study was to examine junior infant teachers’ attitudes to
‘problem-solving’ as a satisfactory approach to teaching mathematics. Research
(Burton, 1994) has shown that problem solving has been identified as one of
the key elements in children’s development of mathematical thinking.
However, it tends to be set aside because adults lack confidence in their own
abilities (Pound, 1999,p.45). This topic was also investigated using a
questionnaire that was sent to a random sample of 100 junior infant teachers
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in County Cork and 48 completed questionnaires were received. The following
questions were posed:
How would they define the problem solving approach?
Did they use the problem solving approach in their classroom?
Are all children capable of problem solving?
What skills did they think were necessary before a child could successfully solve
problems?
What areas in mathematics were suited to the problem solving approach?
Did they feel that problem solving should be part of the mathematics
programme?
Did they feel confident using this approach?
What did they see as the main advantages to the problem solving approach?
What did they see as the main disadvantages to the problem solving approach?
RESULTS OF SECOND QUESTIONNAIRE
Overall only a third of teachers surveyed used problem solving, but none of
the teachers with a class of over thirty used this method which is not
surprising. However, irrespective of class size they nearly all agreed that
problem-solving should be part of the mathematics programme. Only twothirds of teachers felt confident in using the problem-solving method,
indicating a strong need for teacher training in using this approach to teach
mathematics. Large class sizes would appear to be the main obstacle to wider
use of the problem-solving approach.
When the results were broken down by age to see whether age made a
difference to attitude to the problem solving approach, it was surprising to
discover that younger teachers were not more likely to be using the problemsolving method than their older colleagues and were not any more confident
about using this method.
The third aim of the study was to explore the idea of the child as a
mathematician. This was achieved through research and practical application in
the classroom. The research took the form of a review of the literature. The
practical application was in the form of games with the 10 groups of 6 children
in the classroom. The games were adapted from ‘How children learn
mathematics’ by Liebeck (1984). One game was to ascertain the children’s
ability to conserve number. A child was asked to count a row of seven pennies
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several times. On the next count the pennies are squashed together. The child
is asked how many pennies have you got? If the child has mastered conservation
of number, she will answer immediately ‘seven’. If she has to recount the
pennies then she does not understand this concept. The other games were
designed to discover the children’s understanding of other mathematical
concepts and language. For example, three red cars and two blue cars are five
cars; three sweets and two more in my hand are five sweets; three dogs and two
cats are five animals. Eventually they can pick out what is common to all these
situations and record it as ‘3+2=5’. This shows that they understand the
concept of addition as opposed to merely learning it by rote.
RESULTS OF ACTIVITIES WITH CHILDREN
I found that children who were confident and articulate participated in these
mathematical games and these children showed that they understood concepts
such as conservation of number. Children who were not confident and
articulate appeared to be uncertain in their grasp of these concepts. “If children
become actively involved in doing and creating with the appropriate kind of
material, then they may begin to experience this acting as a mathematician”
(Sturgess, 1984)
DISCUSSION OF REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Debates that have taken place in many countries on the mathematical
development of children showed that people from different walks of life feel
that our children are not sufficiently capable of coping with life after their
education has finished. This concern has lead to revision of the Irish curriculum
for the primary schools. In this study, we are mainly concerned with
mathematics in the Junior Infant classes. The importance of mathematics in
our everyday lives is mentioned with particular reference to counting, ordering
and quantifying measurement. However, it is necessary to realise that
mathematics is more than this. Research has shown that it is a ‘powerful tool
for communication’ (Pound 1999, p.1). It is the responsibility of adults to teach
this to children and to help children realise it by showing them that
mathematics ‘can be exciting, creative and enjoyable’ (Pound, 1999, p.1).
Research has indicated that the aptitudes and skills which children develop in
their first three years, lays the foundation upon which the children build their
mathematical knowledge of later years (McNamara, 1990). While it has been
demonstrated that children are not naturally attracted to numbers, the adults
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in their lives can encourage them to acquire it. Therefore, children’s ability to
think mathematically and to ‘do’ mathematics depends on their environment.
Once children begin formal schooling, changes occur. Pound (1999, p.13) and
Gardner (1993, p.76) agree that children at this age are ‘comfortable with
representing ideas and objects through a variety of media and they are
beginning to demonstrate a readiness to use symbols and notations themselves
to refer to other symbols’.
The importance of building on children’s pre-school mathematics should be
emphasised. McNamara (1996) indicated that teachers fail to acknowledge what
children have already learnt and this makes it more difficult for children to develop
mathematically. It is also important for teachers to take children’s interests into
account. For example, children of four years of age are very often obsessed with
counting and at other times their dramatic play involves mathematical activities
(Pound, 1999, p.8). These interests can act as a ‘springboard to other kinds of
knowledge and skill’ (Pound & Gura, 1997, p.25).
Current thinking asserts that mathematics should be treated as another
language. Pound (1999, p.34) maintains that successful learning begins with
spoken language. She also suggests that since learning of our first language takes
place in a pleasant context that is free from stress, perhaps we should learn
mathematics in a similar context. This would remove our negative attitudes
towards mathematics. She gives an example of a baby learning to talk and
compares this to the baby’s first initiation to mathematics.
As previously stated, the purpose or function of mathematical language is the
expression of mathematical ideas and meanings. The words in the
mathematical register differ from ordinary English in that they have an altered
meaning. For example, the number words themselves, which in ordinary
English function as adjectives (one book, two blocks), become nouns in
mathematics. Unfortunately, the symbols themselves can confuse pupils and
lead the pupils to believe that they (the symbols) are mathematical objects
themselves (Pimm, 1991, p.19). It is also stated in chapter four that successful
learning begins with spoken language. Not everyone would acknowledge
mathematics as a language, but Pound (1999) maintains that the processes
associated with subjects like Mathematics, Science, Art and Music transform
them into languages of learning (Pound and Gura, 1997)
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Harrison and Pound (1996, p.236) compared the setting in which children
learn ordinary language unfavourably with the setting in which they learn
mathematical language. Children, through their interaction with others, pick
up the rules of ordinary language. This contrasts starkly with mathematics of
which there is little or no discussion in the home or in school. Pound (1999,
p.17) states that there is insufficient discussion of mathematics in our society
for children to make sense of the rules of mathematics. Hoyles (1991, p.163)
supports three aspects of discussion in mathematical learning: distancing,
scaffolding and monitoring. Each aspect contributes to the promotion of
children’s mathematical understanding. Talking about the mathematical
problems they encounter enables the children to think more clearly about
them. Working with the help of ‘more capable others’ enables children to
develop ways of thinking which the individual alone can understand but not
construct. Monitoring is important for co-ordinating and directing the group’s
activity. That is, it is important in advancing strategies, in suggesting and
checking actions, in keeping everyone focussed on the goal of the activity and
also in explaining and convincing others in the group (Hoyles, 1991, p.163).
MATHEMATICS IN THE IRISH CURRICULUM
Mathematics, far from being a static body of knowledge, has in fact developed
rapidly over the last two centuries (Regan, 1989). It plays a crucial role in the
primary curriculum because it makes children use their ‘thinking power in
challenging ways’ (Clemson & Clemson, 1994). Teachers need to be aware of
the ideologies, the study of curricula, the historical roots and the contents of
the mathematical curriculum in order that the best curriculum would be
provided for the children’s development (Clemson & Clemson, 1994).
My review of literature regarding mathematics education revealed the urgency
for more empirical research on the mathematical needs of Irish children
beginning formal education. The dearth of such research in the Irish context is
reprehensible and rather disappointing given the amount of rhetoric that has
been published on the effectiveness of early childhood education (INTO,
1995). An important conclusion of this review is that positive attitudes towards
mathematics are vital with regard to usage of and competence in mathematics
(Sturgess, 1984). It is therefore essential that parents and teachers are kept
informed, since these have an immense influence on the attitudes of children
and therefore on the children’s ability to learn and enjoy mathematics.
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According to Regan (1989), numeracy is only second to literacy as a major issue
in the school curriculum. Therefore, it is essential that it receive just as much
attention and care as literacy especially in the early years when children are
taught the foundations of mathematical knowledge.
Mathematics has always been a core subject in the Irish primary school
curriculum. Changes in the curriculum in 1971 lead to a more child-centred
approach to teaching mathematics. However, while the rhetoric in the 1971
curriculum document was remarkable, in practice it never seemed to be made
a reality. This has lead to a redefining of the curriculum of primary schools in
1999. The rhetoric is in essence the same, but only time will show if it is to
become a reality. A start has been made with the introduction and
implementation of in-service courses for teachers in all primary schools.
The Irish Primary School Curriculum (1999) follows the example of the
English curriculum and recommends that Irish children should be taught the
skills they need to solve mathematical problems. It is acknowledged that
learning to solve mathematical problems will enable the children to use critical
thinking in other areas of their lives (Nutbrown, 1994). It is important for Irish
teachers to become aware of the theories of mathematical learning, of their own
philosophies of learning and of the importance of co-operation between school
and home in order that the children achieve their full potential as people. This
research was considered worthwhile in the light of the current changes in the
Irish Mathematical Curriculum. While the limitations of my study, primarily
that of limited sample size, must be acknowledged the findings are utilised
below in response to the research questions.
RECOMMENDATIONS
This research seemed to show that junior infant teachers hold negative attitudes
to mathematics, mainly because they are not confident in their own
mathematical abilities. It is alarming that they appear to consider mathematics
has no relevance to adult life. Obviously, new junior infant teachers need
specialist training in mathematics to build up their confidence and training in
the problem solving approach to teaching mathematics. For existing junior
infant teachers, corresponding in-service training must be provided. Confident
teachers with positive attitudes will see the benefits of the problem solving
approach to teaching mathematics, which can only help to promote children’s
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mathematical skills and mathematical thinking. No longer should children be
taught as rapidly as possible in the elements of arithmetic. Instead, Irish
children deserve to be given the time to lay the foundations of their
mathematical ability as solidly as possible.
As suggested in the new curriculum (1999), this may be achieved through the
use of the problem solving method of teaching mathematics which starts from
what the children already know, provides appropriate materials for them to
work with and accommodates any intervention they need from the teacher.
Junior infant teachers realise that today’s children still ‘require to have things
and experience which exercise their senses, their imagination, their initiative
and their inventive powers’ (Edgeworth, 1798, cited in INTO, 1995). These
materials and experiences should be available once the new Irish (1999)
curriculum is implemented.
The government could also help the adults in Ireland who have difficulty in
handling mathematical problems that occur in their lives by setting up an adult
numeracy helpline. In Ireland there are many groups to help adults deal with
their illiteracy and similar groups could be established to eradicate the
innumeracy evident in the Regan (1989) research on the adult population in
Ireland. However, the main recommendations of this study are concerned with
the early mathematical education of the children in the primary schools. The
future citizens of Ireland must be given the opportunity to realise their own full
potential in regard to mathematical ability through the introduction of the
problem solving approach to the teaching of mathematics. Many aspects of the
proposed changes have not yet been implemented, particularly the
development of higher order cognitive skills such as decision making, problem
solving and inquiry learning.
The following are things that work against the fulfilment of the promise of the
revised curriculum (1999):
1. There seems to be an emphasis in classrooms on some subjects over others
and the almost total neglect of particular areas of the curriculum.
2. Teachers seem to be working in isolation that makes interaction and
analysis of practice much more difficult if not impossible.
3. Curriculum content seems to be dictated by published textbooks.
4. Good teachers lack the opportunity to promote change.
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5. Teaching is characterised by habit and authority and by institutional
definitions and expectations.
The implementation of the new curriculum promises to have wide scale
parental and community involvement that should help make the teaching and
learning of mathematics more exciting and fruitful in the future. Children will
only be able to participate fully in their education if they receive vigorous early
childhood stimulation that lays a foundation for the basic skills.
Finally I would point to the urgent necessity for further research on this topic
especially by the professionals most concerned, that is, junior infant teachers.
Also there is urgent need for specialist pre-service and in-service courses to be
provided nationally.
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Reading Development in the Early Years
Curriculum – Retrospect and Prospect
rian urphy
The development of reading skills has historically been a strong feature of
infant classroom practice in Irish primary schools. Such practice has clearly
been informed by the wider international debate on models of reading
development. Although “it is unlikely that there will ever be a fixed body of
knowledge or total agreement about the best approaches to learning or
teaching” (Browne 1996, pg. 25), two main models of early years reading
development, the bottom-up and the top-down models can be broadly
identified from the literature. Isolating two such models replicates the reality
that the debate surrounding early reading development “has often been overpolarised, especially in the light of the variety of strategies, which children
use in learning to read” (Beard 1993, pg. 1). In practice however, it has
generally been accepted that the development of reading in the early years
classroom has been firmly entrenched within and dominated by the
corresponding methodological practices of one of the aforementioned
models – the bottom-up model.
The bottom-up or traditional model of reading development has been the
dominant tradition in the teaching of English reading for at least five hundred
years (Gaines 1993). In the recent past, the model has been termed the ‘Code
Emphasis’ model of reading development by Chall (1983, 1967), arising from
its emphasis on the concept of reading as a set of code-breaking skills. The
model thus forms part of the overall view of reading as a psychological process,
in which the reading act is best described as one “in which lower level or
perceptual processes (to do with letters and sounds) precede the higher level
(meaning) processes” (Smith & Elley 1998, pg. 77).
Reading is seen as a skills-based mechanical activity, which requires the reader
to analyse a text into letters and words and match these to their oral equivalents
in a process termed ‘decoding’. Growth and progress in the ability to decode
means children advance from initially reading whole words to progressing to
read phrases and sentences to gradually working their way up to the point at

197

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 198

which they can read whole books (Gaines 1993). Nicholson (1986), Gough
(1972) and other advocates of bottom-up theory thus claim that the translation
of the visual aspects of print directly into sound and subsequently into meaning
is the core of the reading process. The hierarchical sub-skills of this reading
ability are continuously consolidated and applied to the act of reading itself and
are best learned systematically by teacher modelling, regular practice and
subsequent integration (Weinberger 1996, Browne 1996).
Such a view of the reading process will thus have specific methodological
practices. The corresponding approaches and teaching methods “emphasise
learning grapho-phonic correspondence and remembering a sight vocabulary of
words” (Browne 1996, pg. 26). Emphasis on the teaching of graphemephoneme correspondence forms part of an overall approach to the teaching of
reading within the bottom-up model, which is termed the Phonic Approach.
According to Goswami & Bryant (1990), the phonic approach to the teaching
of reading involving teachers “showing children how letters signify sounds and
how collections of letters represent collections of sounds, which add up to
meaningful words” (Goswami & Bryant 1990, pg. 118), has for centuries been
a characteristic feature of the practice of teaching reading. Proponents of this
view thus tend to promote the deliberate teaching of letters, sounds and blends
to children, using flashcards, drills and brief artificial texts, until the children
have automated the decoding process and become reasonably fluent at reading
aloud. Phonics are taught both in isolation and in controlled texts and children
are believed to develop an efficient set of strategies for attacking unknown
words thus enabling them “to sound out the words” (Garton & Pratt 1998, pg.
229). Snowling (1996) views phonics training to be critical to the development
of effective reading. This is based on the belief that efficient and accurate
decoding is at the heart of the extraction of meaning from text, which in turn
is the main goal of reading.
The phonics approach element of the bottom-up model of reading
development has been widely advocated. Jager-Adams (1993, 1990) claims that
many research findings demonstrate that, when developed as part of a larger
programme of reading and writing, phonics instruction leads to higher group
achievement at least in word recognition, spelling and vocabulary. This view is
supported by the research findings of Wimmer & Hummer (1989) who found
that young children clearly use phonics in early reading and by Oakhill (1993)
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who contends that phonics rather than context plays a greater part in fluent
reading. It seems that teaching phonics means that in order to sound out a new
word as they read, children attend to each and every one of its letters in left to
right order. This has the effect that printed words are more strongly represented
in the child’s memory and thus recognised at a glance. It thus also has the
‘knock-on’ effect of convincing the child of the value of phonics. The research
thus appears to recognise the value of phonics teaching but also acknowledges
that phonics teaching practice varies greatly, since there is “no research-proven
best way to teach phonics” (Cunningham 1999, pg. 69).
The value of teaching phonics to young readers in its current form is not
however undisputed. Goswami & Bryant (1990) and Bryant et al. (1989) claim
that knowledge of phonemes initially seems to play little part in the reading
process. Good reading it appears goes beyond the ability to just decode text
using grapheme-phoneme correspondence, pupils need rather first to have
developed a sense of phonological awareness -”the ability to manipulate the
sounds of oral speech” (Cunningham 1999, pg. 69). It is this phonological
awareness, which is strongly correlated to the ability to read successfully. It
appears that phonological awareness training should thus precede the teaching
of phonics and grapheme-phoneme correspondence. Since traditional codeemphasis has ignored this necessary reality of reading development practice,
current phonic teaching approaches are flawed and thus inadequate. Moreover
according to Browne (1996), readers actively pursue an author’s meaning using
a variety of strategies, with the result that phonics and word recognition
strategies are not always used by the reader or are not always sufficient for the
reader to read with understanding. Thus she claims, “a totally phonic approach
to reading would now be considered very limited by most teachers” (Browne
1996, pg. 27). The relative value of phonic strategies is also put in perspective
by Smith (1988), who found that word-attack skills based on phonic
approaches will be correct less than 50% of the time, since there are so many
exceptions to English phonics rules. Thus a broader view of reading
incorporating a variety of other strategies would seem necessary.
The second major classroom methodological approach, which arises from the
bottom-up model of reading development, is the practice of whole-word or
look and say approaches to word recognition (Goodacre 1971, Moyles 1968).
In this approach, children are taught using flashcards, to recognise whole words

199

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 200

as complete units, without reference to the phonic components of the words.
Children thus learn to read words using the global-visual strategy, where they
learn to recognise particular familiar words as visual patterns and distinctive
shapes or by recognising the word as a whole from its sequence of letters. This
approach is particularly used to teach initial readers a core sight vocabulary of
instantly recognisable words. Its application and use received a particular
impetus from the research work of Kimura & Bryant (1983) and Snowling &
Frith (1981) who found evidence that beginning readers read words as
logograms. Goswami & Bryant (1990) similarly note that “beginning readers
can and often do read whole words without analysing the grapheme-phoneme
relations in these words” (Goswami & Bryant 1990, pg. 34).
Whole-word approaches have received criticism for not providing children with
independent strategies for reading unfamiliar words and material, for
encouraging rote learning and for creating dependency on the teacher.
Moreover, the approaches causes young readers problems with words, which
have similar visual features and is especially problematic with dealing with the
many functional words, which are difficult for young readers to remember out
of context. Consensus would appear on Browne’s (1996) assertion that “having
a large sight vocabulary is a result of being a good reader rather than the cause”
(Browne 1996, pg. 28).
Although Chall (1967) contends that the code-emphasis model of reading
development produces better results in the teaching of early reading than any
existing alternative, her views are not entirely unchallenged. Understanding of the
reading process has broadened considerably beyond being considered a simple
activity merely relying on decoding and memory skills. The disembedded nature
of many of the reading texts and activities of the bottom-up model approaches
deny the young child the opportunity to draw upon the wealth of subconscious
knowledge they already possess about the reading process e.g. expectations of text,
semantic, syntactic and bibliographic clues. Essentially reading is a quest for
meaning and thus “requires the reader to be an active participant” (Browne 1996,
pg. 36). The alternative contrasting top-down model of reading development is
considered to embrace many of these requirements.
A basic premise of the alternative top-down model of reading development
focuses on reassertion of the vital role of oral language in the process of learning
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to read. Proponents of this model claim that defining literacy in terms of
reading and writing abilities clearly emphasises literacy as a language process.
Thus, if literacy is a language process, consideration must be afforded to all
language skills, including spoken language skills to fully understand the
concept. Basic spoken language skills are closely related to the development of
reading and writing abilities, as highlighted by Smith & Elley (1998) who point
out that “the strategies we use in oral language – either in speaking or listening
– are the same underlying strategies that we use in reading or writing. Without
an understanding of language we cannot read” (Smith & Elley 1998, pg. 72).
It would thus seem imperative that any understanding and definition of literacy
would acknowledge this reality. Whitehead (1990) thus speaks of the complex
interrelationship of listening, talking, reading and writing as a major aspect of
any understanding of literacy. However, it is Garton & Pratt (1998) who
actually take the step of redefining literacy in broader, more inclusive terms as
the mastery of spoken language as well as reading and writing. Literacy is thus
seen as a process or ability, which “underlines the continuities between spoken
language and written forms of language” (Garton & Pratt 1998, pg. 1). This
reality is highlighted by the fact that literate people are expected to show
mastery of spoken language, to speak fluently as well as showing competence
with the written word.
Garton & Pratt (1998) extend their definition of literacy to include the concept
of awareness of language, termed ‘metalinguistic awareness’. They claim
metalinguistic awareness (e.g. knowledge of rhyme, phonological awareness)
and the development of reading to be intricately interwoven. Consequently,
much of what we regard as literacy when referring to a command of both
spoken and written language forms “is based on skills derived from
metalinguistic knowledge” (Garton & Pratt 1998, pg. 180). This notion of
metalinguistic awareness providing the crucial link between early and later
literacy, between oral language development and the skills of reading and
writing has been the subject of intensive and extensive study over recent years
e.g. Rohl & Pratt (1995), Stanovich (1993) and Goswami & Bryant (1990)
who all addressed the link between the metalinguistic aspect of phonological
awareness and later reading ability.
This particular perspective, which acknowledges oral language skills as integral
to the definition and development of literacy and which further acknowledges
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the symbiotic relationship between these oral language skills and the
development of reading and writing skills and vice versa, forms the bedrock of
the top-down model of reading development. The top-down perspective also
reasserts social interaction, as a vital ingredient for facilitating overall oral
language and reading development. The presence of an interested adult
interacting with and providing the necessary support and guidance to the
learner has been noted as readily facilitating the acquisition of all literacy skills
(Smith & Elley 1998). The role of social interaction in the acquisition of
literacy, involving young children in talking and thinking in partnership with
supportive adults was originally highlighted in the work of Vygotsky (1978).
According to Vygotsky (1978), such interaction enables children to operate at
the leading edge of their potential in a zone of proximal development. At this
level children “are enabled to go well beyond the limitations of what they can
do alone” (Whitehead 1994, pg. 100). The central role of the teacher in the
development of all literacy skills is thus clearly reiterated and emphasised.
Suggestions abound as to how this integrated top-down model of literacy
development incorporating an equal focus on the oral and written language
dimensions, can be practically implemented in the early years classroom.
Consensus appears to exist on the vital and powerful role of books and stories
in helping children to become literate (Dowling 1992, Blatchford 1990,
Dombey 1988, Wells 1987, Meek 1982, Clark 1976). Thus, provision of a
language curriculum rich in story, poetry and song experiences coupled with
the experience of handling and interacting with books in a print-rich
environment would appear to embrace all the necessary dimensions of this
broader perspective on the development of literacy. The specific classroom
practice elements of this top-down model with specific respect to reading
development will now be outlined.
The top-down model of reading development represents a diametrically
opposed perspective to the previously outlined bottom-up model. This model
termed ‘meaning-emphasis’ by Chall (1967) essentially views the acquisition of
all literacy skills as a natural process. Proponents of this model advocate a
natural language or whole language approach to reading development, since it
is believed that reading and writing are best acquired in the same means as
listening and speaking skills. Top-down theorists thus argue that the deliberate,
formal teaching of the basic elements of language (letters, sounds, blends,
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words), which characterises the bottom-up model of reading development,
merely fragments the reading process and is counter-productive since it distracts
the children from the real business of reading, the extraction of meaning.
Consequently, reading is transformed from “an enjoyable language process into
an abstract and difficult task” (Smith & Elley 1998, pg. 77). Alternative
classroom practice advocated by top-down theorists contends that acquisition of
literacy is more easily facilitated and more relevant to children if teachers work
with children in ways that are similar to those that have successfully supported
the development of oral language (Browne 1996). To begin with, it thus avoids a
deliberate focus on isolated skills including the systematic teaching of phonics
and focuses rather on reading for meaning from the outset, where children are
assumed to acquire their word attack skills incidentally while reading and
rereading favourite books and other repetitive texts.
The top-down model of reading development comprises many distinct features
characteristic of natural first language acquisition. Active learner involvement is
thus a marked feature of the learning process in marked contrast to the
approaches of the bottom-up model. Emphasis is on the child and his/her
active contribution to his/her own learning. Cognisance is taken of the child’s
innate capacity for learning as well as how children learn. Top-down
methodological approaches actively involve the reader in making meaning
through facilitating the reader to bring prior knowledge of the world and the
way language works to the reading act, as well expectations of what a text is
likely to contain (Meek 1988, Ferreiro & Teberosky 1982, Smith 1978). The
significance of active learner involvement in the reading process is highlighted
by Strickland (1999) in claiming that becoming literate “requires active
involvement and engagement to ensure that the joys of being literate, as well as
the value of what literacy can do in a very practical sense is appreciated”
(Strickland 1999, pg. xix).
A further dimension of the active role of the learner, which is supported by the
top-down approach to reading development, is the acknowledgement of what
the learner brings to the reading act in terms of previous knowledge of literacy.
The top-down model suggests that literacy development begins soon after a
child is born. It contends that children learn to become literate by being
surrounded by print, by observing people interact with print in a social context
and by interacting with print themselves. This understanding is based on the
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reality that “contact with print is an almost inevitable consequence of living in
the developed world” (Weinberger 1996, pg. 3). Smith & Elley (1998) also
articulate this reality in outlining that
Literacy is not a commodity to be transmitted to the child when
she walks through the school gate. Instead literacy already exists
in the child’s world at home, although the form it takes may differ
from the one she encounters at school.
(Smith & Elley 1998, pg. 10)
Such literacy knowledge, much of which is learned imperceptibly through daily
contact with print, includes knowledge about the conventions of books and of
book language and the various attributes of written words but ultimately the global
understanding that print represents meaning through sounds, words and
sentences. Clay (1991, 1985 & 1979) outlines the range of understandings
required by readers about many of the different properties of the printed word e.g.
orientation, letter concepts, and technical vocabulary. Holdaway (1979) divides
this wide range of incidentally learned literacy knowledge into the categories of
motivational, linguistic, operational and orthographic features and goes on to
emphasise such knowledge as pivotal to the process of active reading development.
The findings of the study of Lomax & Mc Gee (1987) clearly emphasise the
importance of the previous knowledge of literacy conventions, which children
bring to reading and how this knowledge positively impinges on reading
development. They found that children’s performance on concepts of print
tasks predicted performance on tasks measuring grapheme-phoneme
correspondences, which in turn influenced later reading ability. Similarly,
Blatchford (1990) found that children’s reading related knowledge when
entering school at five correlated with their reading ability at both seven and
eleven years of age. It would thus seem imperative that children’s previous
exposure to and knowledge of literacy will have to be acknowledged in any
reading development programme.
Adults read a range of writing in a variety of situations and for many different
reasons but “their reading is always purposeful” (Browne 1996, pg. 33). In
contrast, school approaches to reading, particularly in light of bottom-up
skilled-based methodological approaches to reading development, seem to

204

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 205

ignore the wider purposes of reading. The approaches taken to the development
of reading appear to alienate children from developing an understanding that
reading is enjoyable, informative and relevant to their lives and purposes.
Improvement seems to be sole main reason for reading in such a model.
Ultimately however, for reading to be successfully developed children need to
find out what is in reading for them since “failure to connect with this search
in the early years of education is likely to undermine the child’s literacy
learning” (Whitehead 1994, pg. 105). It was in this light that Vygotsky (1978)
spoke that the teaching of writing, by which he intended learning to read and
to write, should at all times be relevant to life and should be characterised by
the cultivation rather than the imposition of skill. Thus reading is no different
to any other discipline. Its essential skills are learned more easily and more
permanently when they are learned in a context that makes sense to the learner.
The top-down model of reading development seeks to apply these
understandings in seeking to communicate to children that they “need to be
able to read to achieve a goal rather than reading being the goal” (Garton &
Pratt 1998, pg. 222). This means that the natural way in which reading and
writing occur in daily life will be the starting point for any development of
reading. Teachers will thus be required to provide reading and writing
opportunities to enable children “to see where they find them in their lives; and
to know what they have to offer them” (Hurst 1991, pg. 65).
The final core element of the top-down model of reading development reasserts
the crucial role of the adult in the learning environment. The vital importance
of the social nature of learning and particularly of language learning was
emphasised by Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1983). Both believed that spoken
and written language should develop in a natural way through children’s
interactions with people of the culture, in which they are growing up. Thus
learning to read can be clearly facilitated by the presence of an adult providing
assistance to the child. It is this apprenticeship, shared model of early literacy
learning, which is also advocated by Whitehead (1994). The adult is thus in the
important role of the experienced reader, actively guiding and helping children
in their reading development. Moreover, the adult is present to explain
misconceptions, to intervene at appropriate times and to teach the learner
about aspects of literacy, which they have not as yet fully understood
(Weinberger 1996, Smith 1978). The important role of the adult was
highlighted by the study of Clark (1976) who studied Scottish children who
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were fluent readers when they started school. All such children had experienced
regular access, not only to books but also more importantly to the mediation of
a sympathetic adult to exploit their zone of proximal development. More
recently in New Zealand, Phillips & Mc Naughton (1990) found that story
telling and story reading had a positive impact on later reading as a result of the
active construction of meaning between the adult and child, which
characterised such experiences.
There exists a variety of classroom methodologies commensurate with
philosophy of the top-down model of reading development, as previously
outlined. Whatever these methodologies, it is accepted that they must
acknowledge the value of a variety of early and often incidental literacy
experiences, which build a foundation for literacy. Thus according to Smith &
Elley (1998):
If a child has affection, stability, plenty of books and a willing
person to act as a guide through a multitude of stories ... this more
than any formal programme of instruction will lay the
foundations for a successful and happy reader in later years.
(Smith & Elley 1998, pg. 18)
These features would thus be a basic starting point for the classroom
implementation of a top-down model of reading development. A further basic
requirement of such a model of reading development focuses on the
importance of exposing young children to story. There seems no disputing
Weinberger’s (1996) assertion that “stories convey powerful messages about
literacy and socialisation and are important for children’s acquisition of schoolbased literacy” (Weinberger 1996, pg. 8). Stories provide pleasure and
stimulation, but according to Vygotsky (1986) also promote and enhance
language development through preserving our awareness of the ineffable, the
non-logical, the playful, the sub-verbal and the limits of language.
Exposure to stories seems to be one of the most important ways in which
children learn about the decontextualised nature of print and about language as
a system of representation, which in turn facilitates their use and understanding
of both reading and writing. This assertion is borne out by the extensive
research of Wells (1987 & 1985) and by Tough (1983 & 1977) who found that
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experience of listening to stories and experience of and knowledge about books
and print has a strong correlation with later reading achievement. It seems that
exposure to story and a wide variety of books facilitate the necessary learning in
terms of “the sustained meaning-building organisation of written language and
its characteristic rhythms and structures” (Wells 1987, pg. 151). Implications
for classroom practice include much modelling of reading behaviour through
frequent shared reading experiences with emphasis on the use of ‘real books’
and enlarged texts, as well as silent and pair reading activities (Browne 1996,
Bus 1994). Such approaches highlight a child’s purpose and meaning from the
outset, with high interest books used as a vehicle to teach the skills of reading
incidentally. It appears that this repeated exposure to books and stories must
also be characterised by an accompanying strong emphasis on discussion of the
reading experience. Discussions regarding the nature and purposes of reading
and print, as well as the conventions adopted in books and other writing should
take place in the meaningful concrete context of a shared reading experience.
The importance and necessity of such practice is underlined by Garton & Pratt
who point out that “educators cannot assume all children come to school
knowing what reading is” (Garton & Pratt 1998, pg. 222).
The language-experience approach, where the child’s oral expression is given
the permanence of public print also forms an element of the top-down model
of literacy development. The approach allows for the integration of the
listening, speaking, reading and writing elements of literacy through individual,
small group or whole class activities. Such an approach clearly places emphasis
on the learner’s active involvement, prioritises meaning and context and
facilitates the incidental acquisition of reading conventions and practices. Its
success in promoting literacy development was highlighted by Smith & Elley
(1998) in outlining that “for many children this method has been a key stage
in their development towards literacy – in both reading and writing” (Smith &
Elley 1998, pg. 33). In emphasising meaning rather than isolated skill
development and in promoting incidental learning of many literacy
conventions, the language experience approach clearly fits into the top-down
model of reading development as advocated by Goodman (1976). Finally, the
research of Ellis & Large (1987), Bradley & Bryant (1985) and Lundberg,
Olofsson & Wall (1980) consistently found a strong and specific relationship
between children’s initial sensitivity to rhyme and alliteration and the progress
they made in learning to read over the following three years. Clearly early top-
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down reading instruction should thus incorporate a corresponding emphasis on
rhyme, alliteration and phoneme detection activities. It is this repeated
exposure to rhyme and incidental sound activities, which leads to the eventual
development of an understanding of grapheme and phoneme correspondence
and thus to meaningful reading.
Despite the view that teaching initial literacy as per the top-down model of
reading development necessitates much specialist teaching in “developmentally
sensitive and linguistically aware ways” (Whitehead 1994, pg. 105), criticism of
the model continues to focus on the misconception that if one prioritises
meaning over the teaching of discrete skills in the teaching of reading, little
teaching is required. Moreover, its apparent neglect of phonics and its less
structured approach to reading development has also been a major source of
concern. Clearly a middle-ground composite model of reading incorporating
elements of both the ‘bottom up’ and top-down models is what is required. It
is this composite interactive model as proposed by Rumelhart (1985), which is
embraced by the Revised Primary School Curriculum (1999) in sharp contrast
to its 1971 predecessor.
The primary school curriculum – Curaclam na Bunscoile (1971) clearly
endorsed a more bottom-up, skills-focused traditional model of reading
development. Although it mentioned the broader aims of reading in terms of
‘reading to learn’ and in terms of training pupils to find enjoyment and
entertainment in books, it stated unequivocally that reading in the primary
school was mainly concerned with “the drills and mechanics of the various skills
involved and with the development of skill in comprehending what is read”
(Curaclam na Bunscoile 1971, Part 1 pg. 89). In early reading, it thus
emphasised the role of developing the skills of reading readiness (e.g. visual and
auditory discrimination and memory activities), the building of a sight
vocabulary through whole-word and look-and-say approaches as well as the
eventual stage of readiness for reading, which was the step “to establish and
consolidate word-recognition skills, as well as to master the process of reading
consecutive words, phrases and sentences and to obtain meaning from them”
(Curaclam na Bunscoile 1971, Part 1 pg. 92). Emphasis was clearly on formal
phonic approaches to word recognition (e.g. phonic and structural analysis and
synthesis), on structured reading lessons, and on the use of reading scheme
texts, which were to be “the main source of graded material for practice of these
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(mechanical) reading skills” (Curaclam na Bunscoile 1971, Part 1 pg. 93). The
reality of this practice was noted by Morgan & Martin (1994) in their
reflections on the results of the IEA literacy study with respect to Ireland. They
noted the reality from the study findings that reading development in Irish
primary schools was characterised by greater attention to skill-orientated aims
as opposed to interest-enhancing aims (Morgan & Martin 1994, pg. 247).
The Revised Primary School Curriculum (1999) marks a considerable change
in the approach to reading and a significant step towards application of a
composite top-down/bottom up interactive model of reading development. It
clearly grounds all stages, but particularly the early stages of reading and
literacy, in the child’s general language experience and incorporates many of the
practices of the aforementioned top-down model. This is clearly illustrated in
the Teacher Guidelines for English:
…oral language activities will provide the basis for the children’s
preparation for reading. This will progressively involve the child
in the creation and reading of oral-based texts and in the
collaborative reading of large format books. Building on this
foundation of language activity, the child will learn to use a
number of strategies that will enable him/her to read and
understand an increasingly complex range of text. (Primary
School Curriculum 1999, Teacher Guidelines for English, pg. 50)
A central role is also accorded to the provision of a print-rich environment in
the classroom, characterised by an interaction between children and books and
activities to develop children’s curiosity about print including collaborative
reading and language-experience approaches. Reading aloud to children is seen
as a crucially important element of overall reading development. Phonic word
identification strategies are broadened to include a programme of phonological
and phonemic awareness development fostered through rhyme, riddle and
language game activities. This practice is clearly grounded in the understanding
that “in acquiring the ability to use sound-letter relationships (grapho/phonic
cues), the child needs to develop phonological and phonemic awareness, that is
the ability to manipulate the sound segments in words” (Primary School
Curriculum 1999, Teacher Guidelines for English, pg. 58). The use of semantic
and syntactic cues as important word identification strategies is also recognised.
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The bottom-up emphasis on the development of a basic sight vocabulary is still
however acknowledged to be an important feature in early reading
development. It is envisaged however that this basic sight vocabulary will be
acquired from a broader range of sources and contexts, to include languageexperience material, large-format books, environmental print and labelling as
well as from the traditional use of flash cards. Perhaps the most significant
change in terms of early reading development is the advocated delayed
introduction of the structured reading programme, which can preferably begin
“some time during senior infant class” (Primary School Curriculum 1999,
Teacher Guidelines for English, pg. 54) as opposed to the traditional practice
of introducing formal structured reading, early in the initial Junior Infant year.
This broader and more holistic approach to reading readiness and development
is clearly indicative of a composite interactive model of reading development.
It is clear that the composite interactive model of early reading development
embraced in the Irish primary curriculum avoids the excesses and extremes of
either the top-down or bottom-up models. It embraces many of the accepted
composite features of best practice with respect to early reading development.
Its impact on classroom practice has as yet to be gauged but the range and
variety of methodological approaches outlined therein, reflecting current
internationally acclaimed best practice, augurs well for the future effective
development of literacy in Irish primary classrooms.
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The role of Assessment as an integral
part of the teaching/learning continuum:
some experiences from the US and Italy
nna idgway
It is children’s learning that must be the subject of teachers’ most
energetic care and attention – not their lesson plans or schemes of
work, or their rich and stimulating provision – but the learning
that results from everything they do (and do not do ) in schools
and classrooms. The process of assessing children’s learning – by
looking closely at it and striving to understand it – is the only
certain safeguard against children’s failure, the only certain
guarantee of children’s progress and development.
Drummond 1993
INTRODUCTION
The rather startling comment that the primary duty of a pupil lies in finding
out what the teacher wants and doing it, serves as a reminder to us, by Willes
(1983) that it is much more commonplace for us, as educators of the young,
to tell children what we want them to do and how they should do it, rather
than share the learning intentions with them before they commence work on
a task. Clarke(1998) correctly states that without the ‘secret’ knowledge of
the learning intention, children are denied the opportunity to be a part of
the assessment process. Assessment is a key issue in any current debate on
educational issues, particularly in relation to the Revised Primary
Curriculum (1999), and it is evident that there is often a mismatch between
educational goals and assessment approaches (NCCA 1993). Jamentz (1994,
55) reminds us that ‘traditional assessment practices have been isolated from
and damaging to instruction, learning and school practices’. Assessment is a
multifaceted and highly problematic area, which is often spoken of simply
as ‘measurement’, thereby, reducing it to connotations of accuracy and
reliability (Kelly 1992). If we attempt to educate reflective and
independently thinking young graduates, we must consider the most
authentic form of assessment to allow our students to apply their knowledge
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and to show us what they know and understand. Gardner (2001) says that
to act intelligently entail goals and values, therefore, our approach to
assessment should allow our pupils to show how they can act intelligently.
To do this, it is imperative that, as learners, they must be part of a
negotiated, shared and public assessment process. It is essential that
curriculum and assessment are interwoven successfully and that assessment
should be ‘intelligence fair’ to take the full range of a student’s intelligences
into account (Gardner 1983; 1991; 1999b). Assessment is undergoing a
paradigm shift, as educators move from psychometric or standardised testing
towards establishing an assessment culture that is authentic and meaningful
for students. This move is essential when one considers the wide range of
purposes for which assessment is required, including that of supporting
teaching and learning, providing information about students and to
providing a selective or allocative function (Gipps 1994).
In this PhD research I explore many different concepts of Assessment,
beginning with the traditional understandings of intelligence, which led to
assessment taking the form of IQ and other psychometric tests. The limitations
of psychometric testing precipitated the move to more authentic criterion
based, or ipsative assessment. I have focused primarily on the integration of
teaching, learning and assessment in a meaningful way as is required in the
Revised Primary Curriculum, therefore, I have explored the work done in the
United States and Italy, with the Project Spectrum and the Reggio Emilia
approach respectively. Both of these approaches have at their core, a deep sense
of collaboration with the child in pursuit of meaningful authentic assessment.
The learning outcomes or intentions are shared and public, therefore, the
children involved know why they are doing a task. I also consider the work on
Assessment for Understanding at Project Zero, with its use of Feedback,
Criteria and Rubrics as collaborative means of involving the child in
meaningful assessment. For the purposes of this paper I have focused briefly on
the Project Spectrum work in early childhood and that of Reggio Emilia, both
of which offer much food for thought. Neither approach may be readily
imported into a different culture, nevertheless the central concepts inherent in
each provide a good basis for understanding how one could develop a different
culture of teaching/learning/assessment in the classroom. I have also included
some information on the work of Project Zero’s WIDE web based assessment
course as this is particularly relevant for use with all age groups.
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PROJECT SPECTRUM, A PROJECT
OF PROJECT ZERO AT HARVARD UNIVERSITY.
Project Spectrum was set up to develop a new means of assessing the cognitive
abilities of pre-school children. Krechevsky (1998, 1) outlines the history of the
project, which began as the project team set about devising a set of curricular
and assessment materials to tap a wide range of cognitive and stylistic strengths,
bearing in mind the narrow focus of traditional testing methods. The research
team then focused on how the Spectrum approach could be used to identify
relative cognitive strengths in kindergarten and first grade children, and they
were particularly concerned with children at risk of school failure.
The objective of Project Spectrum is to make assessment real and meaningful,
particularly to the marginalised groups who are negatively affected to a
disproportionate degree by standardised testing (Feldman 1998, 6).
Standardised testing usually begins in the elementary classes but this could
impact on younger children by exerting downward pressure to teach to the test
by offering a restricted curriculum to pre-schoolers. Spectrum is an approach to
understanding different areas of cognition, rather than a curriculum in itself.
One may, however, use a Spectrum lens to view the activities of a classroom or
to look at suitable activities to challenge the various strengths of the children.
Spectrum assessment should not be used, however, to label children or to track
them into narrow educational paths (Chen et al 1998, 44).
Spectrum activities allow children to explore multiple domains and work on a
wide range of educational goals. Spectrum researchers endeavoured to develop
an alternative form of assessment, which would be compatible with the view
that children should grow at their own pace, in an environment that is broad
and pressure free. The inextricable link between assessment, curriculum and
pedagogy is at the core of Spectrum’s philosophy. Gardner (1998) points out
that the research team developed an assessment tool but more importantly,
developed an educational approach suitable for use in a multitude of settings.
The Non-universal Theory (Feldman 1980/1994) provided a framework for
determining which intellectual endeavours Project Spectrum would assess. This
is founded on Piaget’s developmental concept, which Feldman (1998, 10) states
‘is basically a framework for expanding the field of developmental psychology
to better encompass cognitive effort that does not occur spontaneously, but
requires individual effort and external support’. Its central assumption holds
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that many of the activities pursued by children and adults are developmental but
not necessarily universal. Piaget (1963) described an inevitable sequence of
changes that will be achieved by all individuals, but non-universal theory
proposes that there are many domains of activity that are not common to all
individuals and, which do not bring with them a guarantee of success. These
activities are developmental, because one needs to reach a certain level of abstract
thinking to achieve them, but non-universal theory recognises that not everyone
can or wants to perform them competently, as Feldman (1998, 10) states,
If we want to understand how people choose, engage, pursue and
achieve advanced levels of expertise in non-universal domains, we
need a framework that does not (as Piaget’s does) virtually
guarantee that all children eventually will reach the most
advanced stage of development.
This theory extends developmental theory and states that children progress
sequentially through bodies of knowledge or domains. One of the most
interesting aspects of non-universal theory for the pre-school child is its
emphasis on the understanding of transitions, the ways in which children
progress from one developmental level to the next as they acquire expertise in
any field of study or endeavour. This of course, has profound implications for
the education of young children, which must focus on establishing an
environment in which children may explore, discover new concepts and achieve
mastery of a topic. Spectrum set out to identify areas of strength in children and
to provide a base of information about how to enhance positive change
(Feldman 1998).
The Spectrum approach has provided educators with an alternative
assessment tool and a framework for curriculum enrichment. We should
view Spectrum as a theory-based approach to assessment and education
practice in the early childhood years, with the explicit goal of identifying
and nurturing the distinctive cognitive strength and interests of young
children. Lazear (1994) refers to the innovative nature of Spectrum research,
which provides a way to build children’s feelings of worth and identify
endeavours in which they can show their competence, by recognising
abilities in music, movement, mechanical science, and other areas not
usually emphasised in standardised testing.
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One of the most exciting and important aspects of Spectrum research has been
the understanding and validation of the ways in which children approach tasks.
These may be as revealing as the content of the task, hence the inclusion of
‘working styles’ in the Spectrum assessments (Gardner 1998, 139). These
‘working styles’ describe the child’s interaction with the tasks and materials
from various content areas and reflect the process dimension of a child’s work
or play. Working style descriptions include whether or not the child is easily
engaged, distractible, serious or focused on the work in hand (Krechevsky
1998, 193/197). The research team endeavoured to ascertain if the child’s
approach to a challenge varied from one domain to the next, just as strengths
and weaknesses do. They posed two questions concerning how children work,
do children use different working styles when solving problems from different
domains and are some working styles more effective than others in particular
domains or across domains. The Spectrum domains are also linked to
‘endstates’ or adult roles valued in society, which is one of the factors Gardner
(1983) used to define an intelligence and which make the approach meaningful
and real in the child’s world. The use of ‘end-states’ helps the child to see the
link between performances in everyday life and in-school learning.
Multiple Intelligences (MI theory, Gardner 1983,1991,1999) theory guided
Spectrum’s efforts to identify children’s strengths in a number of ways. The
domains addressed by Spectrum reflect the manifestation of different
intelligences in children. Spectrum activities do not set out to assess the
intelligences individually, but each child demonstrates his/her intelligence profile
in any activity by calling upon several intelligences to accomplish each task.
Multiple Intelligences theory’s emphasis on the importance of guided assistance
for the achievement of a goal, determined the role of teachers and researchers in
Spectrum activities. Spectrum values the interactions and conversations between
teachers and children as an invaluable part of the child’s learning, a way of leading
a child to the ZPD (Vygotsky 1978). In Project Spectrum we see the fusion of
two theories, different but complementary, which has produced a meaningful
assessment tool for educators of young children.
Krechevsky (1991) summarises five key factors of Spectrum’s assessment
system:
l The lines between curriculum and assessment are blurred. This means
that teachers gather information from their careful observation of
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l

l

l

l

students who are involved in a wide variety of learning tasks and
activities
Assessment is embedded in meaningful, real-world activities. Project
Spectrum suggests that assessment be focused on abilities and skills
relevant to achieving rewarding roles later in life. What is taught and
tested should be grounded in the real world outside of the school setting.
The focus here is on the ability to apply one’s knowledge.
The measures that are used are ‘intelligence fair’. This is an effort to
move from the traditional linguistic and logical mathematical tests to a
method of assessment that allows students to use their areas of strength
to show their knowledge of a topic.
Children’s strengths are emphasised. The assessment factor emphasises
giving students the experience of success in school by creating learning
activities and lessons that encourage the students to know and learn
using their stronger intelligences.
Project Spectrum is concerned about children’s working styles, which are
displayed in the manner in which they approach their work.

Spectrum’s assessments are not designed to replace standardised tests
completely, rather they provide a supplementary view of the child’s strengths in
a way that can be acted upon by teachers, parents and the children themselves.
This is invaluable to educators who seek to design a curriculum and
instructional approach suitable for pre-school children showing, as it does, a
greater understanding of how children’s learning takes place (Feldman 1998).
Many Spectrum activities, however, require one to one encounters between
teachers and children, which has implications in terms of staffing, time and
other resources available in the school.
The observations of the research team did show that the most successful
outcomes were derived from allowing children to interact with appealing
materials. Practice influenced theory in this respect as these hands-on activities
captured the children’s attention and highlighted differences in children’s
abilities rather dramatically. This allowed them to develop authentic assessment
tools that evaluated children in the context of their work (Chen et al 1998,
22/23). The task criteria included activities that fitted easily into the classroom
context, materials that were readily available and were meaningful to children
and roles that reflected significant adult roles in our society, relating once more
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to the Gardnerian ‘end-states’. Chen et al (1998, 23) reminds us that Spectrum
assessments examine the key abilities in the context of an activity that is
relevant to the child.
Spectrum researchers were determined to use tests which were ‘intelligence fair’
and rejected the traditional assessment model which uses the lenses of language
or logic only. The research focused on two key abilities within each domain,
devised scoring systems and a method of reporting results to parents through
the use of portfolios. The Portfolio assists the teacher in drawing up a profile of
the child at year’s end, which may be used to inform parents and teachers of the
work of the child over the year. The portfolios contain score-sheets, observation
checklists, anecdotal observations, working style information, children’s written
and art work, artefacts, photographs and video/audio-tape. This method of
assessment focuses on an in-depth study of each student’s uniqueness. One may
contrast this with the traditional emphasis on standardised testing, which
endeavours to assess uniformity rather than the uniqueness of each child.
Information from parent questionnaires or interviews may also form part of the
portfolio. This is a very effective way of acknowledging the role of the parents
in their children’s education. Many of the activities are based on a one-on-one
research model and it is recommended, therefore, that most of the observations
be video or audio taped to help the researcher score the activity later.
One must again consider the resources required for this type of study, the
amount of time available to the teacher and the availability of audio-visual
equipment. The focus of the profile is the individual child and the aim is to
identify the child’s strength and interests. The profile is divided into three
broad areas, the first contains a description of the child’s general level of ability.
This is drawn from scoring the specific activity and from drawing substantive
information from classroom observations. Specific scoring sheets are available
for each activity. The second focuses on the child’s working style, particularly
whether her approach to an activity was consistent across domains or varied
depending on the content area. It is common to find children who use different
working styles in different domains depending on their interest in an area.
Fifteen activities have been developed in the seven domains outlined.
Krechevsky (1998, 39/44) has outlined some distinctive features of the
Spectrum approach, notably that Spectrum not only challenges us to reconsider
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our reliance on standardised testing, but that we must examine our view of
what constitutes intelligence, as we assess movement, interactive styles or
artwork. Spectrum is grounded in Multiple Intelligences theory, which allows
us to tap into many different areas of cognition. Spectrum provides a
framework for assessing cognitive abilities in context, thereby lending meaning
and validity to the activities, which can illuminate where children’s strengths lie.
Spectrum activities allow children multiple entry points into each area of the
curriculum. This helps to build bridges for children who experience difficulties
in certain areas and helps them achieve mastery of a topic.
The teacher/researcher scaffolds the child’s work by engaging in conversations
with them and by offering a range of follow up activities designed to cater to
children’s strengths they have identified.
The Spectrum approach offers breadth and depth to a curriculum. It provides
a constructivist approach by stimulating the child’s interest in making
discoveries and constructing meaning. It brings a foundation in real-world
disciplines to the early childhood curriculum and its content is grounded in
domain activities drawn from Feldman’s developmental continuum. Spectrum
follows the model of the apprentice/master and upholds the place of parents
and other specialists, as models of different kinds of expertise. Spectrum
eschews deficit-oriented forms of assessment and focuses on identifying and
celebrating children’s strengths. The framework allows children to feel good
about themselves on the basis of specific achievements and a realistic sense of
their own abilities. Providing children with a concrete sense of their own worth
in the early years is an invaluable help to them as they progress through school.
One of the key issues in the Spectrum approach, is in its view of the teacher as
learner, viewing both in an inextricably intertwined manner. This approach
challenges educators to view teaching, learning and assessment in a holistic
integrated manner, as cited in the Revised Primary Curriculum, which is far
removed from traditional approaches. This leads to a consideration of another
approach, that of Reggio Emilia, which is highly collaborative in nature and to
which the Spectrum team has established research links.
REGGIO EMILIA APPROACH TO EARLY YEARS EDUCATION
The provision of early years education in the province of Reggio Emilia in
northern Italy has become the focus of world attention. There is a very high
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level of collaboration between staff, parents, children and the community in the
development and management of these schools. The environment is considered
to be of great importance, with a significant amount of time and resources
being devoted to developing ‘ways to increase children’s educational, aesthetic
and social opportunities’ (Abramson et al 1995, 198). The schools are spacious
and full of light with open-ended creative play structures. Each classroom is
integrated with the rest of the school, and the school with the surrounding
community. Classrooms open on to a central piazza and access to the
surrounding community is assured through wall-size windows, courtyards and
doors leading to the outside of each classroom. Classrooms, hallways and foyers
feature an extensive use of mirrors, plants and displays of children’s work (New
1993). The Reggio school environment is a reflection of the children’s personal
and cultural histories, where the children’s work is displayed in a most attractive
manner and many exhibits of children’s work are on show throughout the
world annually. The physical environment abounds with ‘Paintings, drawings,
paper sculptures, constructions, transparent collages colouring the light,
mobiles moving gently overhead’ (49).
Each school has an ‘atelierista’ (artist) and a ‘pedagogista’ (curriculum specialist)
to work on the development of the curriculum. The Atelier offers an incredible
amount of supplies for the children’s use and the children explore many themes
through projects. Working with artistic materials helps to foster emerging
aesthetic awareness in the children and the children are encouraged to value
themselves as unique individuals who are also contributing members of the
class group New (1990, 6/7). Teachers place a high value on their ability to help
children enjoy, explore and respond to the unexpected. Katz (1990) attests to
the very careful planning necessary to achieve such a remarkable environments
while Bartlett (1993, 113) concurs by describing the Reggio environment as
‘beautiful, sunlit and thoughtfully organised’.
Lella Gandini, United States Liaison for the Reggio Emilia Programme in the
United States, refers to the sense of welcome achieved by the Reggio
environment. The attention to colours, sense of transparency and profusion of
plant life, together with an absence of clutter, emphasises the serene aspects of
the space. The display of children’s work is particularly striking. Katz reminds
us that Reggio teachers do not underestimate the children’s capacity for
sustained effort when working, nor is there an overemphasis on coverage of a
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topic, in the emergent curriculum. The materials found in the classroom reflect
life in the community. Children use pottery they are familiar with and not
plastic delph or cutlery, which is reminiscent of Montessori’s philosophy. The
cupboards are filled with real foods and the children may view the cooks as they
prepare meals using pots and utensils similar to those used at home.
In this programme, 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’
(Gandini and Edwards 1998,15). The children’s activities and constructions are
valued and may be expressed in a great variety of ways, which has been
acclaimed as ‘the Hundred Languages of Children’ by the founder, Loris
Malaguzzi and the freedom and encouragement to be expressive helps children
become capable of rational and imaginative thought.
Reggio Emilia project work is unusual and distinguished in several ways, not
the least of which is the role played by the teacher. Reggio Teachers see their
role as learner and teacher, a partner in the child’s process of learning. This
concept of partnership empowers the child and builds self esteem, in the way
the Spectrum approach does. Teachers work as a collaborative group, sharing
with each other during lengthy and extensive planning sessions (Neugebauer
1994). The topics grow out of the children’s interests and multiple
experiences with media are used to aid the children’s understandings of
concepts. The themes considered may start from a chance event, a problem
posed by one of the children, or a planned event. Children work mainly in
small groups which helps to foster dialogue, collaborative problem solving
and a social context for the work being undertaken (Malaguzzi 1993). Parents
interact frequently with teachers and are involved with curriculum
development activities. Malaguzzi (1993) refers to the ‘Hundred Languages
of Children’ as the wide variety of symbolic and graphic modes of
representation of the children’s work. Gardner (1999b, 91) refers to multiple
intelligences to express this concept, stating that the ‘use of multiple
representations or intelligences, furnishes a powerful set of entry points to the
community’s cherished truths, sense of beauty and ethical standards’.
There is a great emphasis on documentation of children’s work in the Reggio
approach. This serves as an individual and collective memory of the children’s
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activities and provides a means of reflection, which leads to new experiences.
The work is then shared with parents and other interested parties and provides
a means for continued growth and development (Vecci 1993). Children’s work
is displayed prominently in Reggio schools, showing the history of children’s
work and not just the current project being considered.
Reggio teachers respect the children’s spontaneity and see themselves as actively
co-operating in the children’s creative activities. They communicate their regard
for the children’s activity by documenting the process of learning and creating,
and by displaying the photographs taken and the examples of the children’s
work. The children’s work retains its individuality while making a powerful
aesthetic statement (15). Documentation also allows the child to return to
his/her own work from time to time and view the process and progress of the
endeavour, which empowers the child and gives him a sense of ownership of the
work and a major part in the assessment process.
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. In fact, one of the most striking images of the Reggio Teacher
and Reggio Child comes from Kennedy (1996), who conceptualises both roles
as mirror images of one another. The method of assessment employed in
Reggio schools, through project work and collaboration is reflective of this
concept of teacher and child, and provides much food for thought. It transfers
ownership of the learning process from the teacher to the student, without
negating the enormous importance of the teacher in the classroom. This is an
exciting and innovative approach to providing a student centred, emergent
curriculum that combines meaningful, authentic assessment and is based on
collaboration between children, parents and teachers.
ASSESSMENT FOR UNDERSTANDING AT WIDEWORLD/PROJECT
ZERO: FEEDBACK, CRITERIA AND RUBRICS
http://harvard@learnweb.edu
The work of Project Zero is very interesting, and the online course available
deals with the development of strategies for feedback, negotiating criteria for
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assessment and the use of rubrics that are both instructional and evaluative.
This web-based course, which I participated in during Spring of 2001, and
which I now coach, is available twice yearly and runs for 16 weeks. One of the
most interesting features of the initial weeks of the course is that, as a learner,
one is challenged to look at one’s own ideas and understanding of assessment.
These are shared with the other learners in one’s group and a rich discussion
develops between learners who come from diverse locations throughout the
world, particularly the United States and Europe. The course is very practical
as learners are encouraged to try different strategies with their own pupils and
students and to share the experiences and results online. As a learner one must
explicate one’s own practice and be open to questions and feedback from other
learners – a mirror of two of the main components of the course, that of
developing feedback strategies and developing criteria for assessment.
The success of the experience as an online learner depends very much on how
one enters into discussion with one’s virtual colleagues, and particularly on how
open one is to scrutiny from other learners. It is an invaluable experience in that
it gives one a language to use when giving feedback to students and strategies to
use when developing criteria for assessment.

FEEDBACK
Teachers use feedback as an informal assessment tool all the time. Having
completed a task, or performance of understanding, an experienced teacher will
facilitate the generation of feedback carefully and well to see if his/her students
have understood the material being studied. This often takes the form of
questions from the teacher and answers from the students and, of course, it is
vital that the teacher employs a skilful questioning technique to gather in the
information s/he requires. It is important that the language used is understood
by the students and is not judgmental, thereby ending a discussion too quickly
without giving students and opportunity to express exactly what they wish to
say. Two very interesting tools to emerge from the work on AfU at
WIDEWorld/Project Zero are the Ladder of Feedback (Fig. 1) and the Feedback
Pyramid (Fig. 2). The Ladder of Feedback provides one with a very useful
strategy for generating rich feedback. In the first instance a teacher asks for
clarification of a point being made. This extends the conversation and allows
the student time to articulate the point more clearly. The teacher does not make
a judgement on the point being made, by either agreeing or disagreeing with it,
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but, rather, allows the students to move away from what is often a monosyllabic first
response to a more considered reply. Having gone through a process of clarification
a teacher may then offer a judgement, a value, on the point made. This should be in
a very positive tone, for example, ‘ I like your point about ...’, or ‘that is a very
interesting concept’, which, again, keeps the conversations open. On the third step
of the ladder, a teacher is given an opportunity to voice his/her concerns, in ways that
will allow the student an opportunity to think through the answer again. It is
particularly helpful when the teacher, using the final step, offers one or more
suggestions, which the student should consider when revisiting the work. Feedback,
as a very useful assessment tool is, therefore, made more meaningful and rich.

Suggest
Concerns
Value
Clarify

© Project Zero 2000

Fig. 1 The Ladder of Feedback
Teachers may use the feedback, or assessment pyramid to both plan and reflect
on their feedback assessments. It provides a structure to combine multiple
modes of assessment through feedback. The top of the pyramid describes the
type of feedback, formal and informal that students may receive. It is important
to strike the correct balance between both so that we support the students
learning and understanding, while allowing students to develop critical
thinking skills in relation to their own work. Using a variety of written and
verbal forms of feedback may move the process of assessment forward. The
teacher is not the only source of information in the class and the pyramid gives
equality of position to self, peer and teacher feedback. Developing a culture of
self and peer assessment in a class is a time consuming and sometimes difficult
process, but it provides a rich feedback environment which is extraordinarily
beneficial to students. Teachers may use the pyramid as a tool for reflection or
a planning device to create feedback and support learning and understanding.
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Formal

Informal

Written

Self

Verbal

Peer

Teacher
© Project Zero 2000

Fig 2 The Feedback Pyramid
CRITERIA
Teachers are usually quite clear about the criteria to be considered when doing
a piece of work, but, regrettably, this is not always shared with the students who
are actually attempting the assignment. In attempting to assess genuinely and
authentically, one must ensure that the criteria are open, shared and negotiated
between students and teachers. This vests the ownership of the work very firmly
in the hands of students, and gives them a purpose or reason for the
assignment. Students and teachers together need to develop a shared map of
understanding concerning the goals and purposes of the work they are doing.
Creating the criteria helps to give students more focus and using these criteria,
to engage in an activity and to subsequently reflect on this work, deepens and
sharpens their understanding. Simmons (1994) states that both students and
teachers are often surprised at the positive results obtained when they develop
the criteria for assessment together. She also reminds us that assessment is an
essential ongoing component of instruction that guides the process of learning
by incorporating a number of thought provoking performances, or and she
refers to ongoing assessment as the horse that leads the cart of understanding.
Rubrics – Instructional and Evaluative
A rubric states the criteria for the work very clearly, but it also states gradations
of quality in relation to that work. It shows what the most acceptable work
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should contain, what is unacceptable and one or two stages in between. These
in-between stages are often the areas of most difficulty for students, as they may
be unclear as to how to improve the work. While some people find rubrics too
prescriptive, a clearly defined one is an invaluable assessment tool, which allows
students to engage in self-assessment, with a view to improving the quality of
their work. Interestingly enough the origin of the word Rubric has nothing to
do with evaluating student’s work (Popham 1997), but refers to the headings to
be found in the manuscripts and books produced by monks who copied sacred
scripture. Each section of the book was given a heading in red – Latin ‘ruber’ –
from which the word rubric emerged. The term began to be used in educational
terms to denote the rules that guided the scoring of written work. Popham
(1997) summarises the essential qualities of a rubric in terms of evaluative
criteria, quality definitions and a scoring strategy.
However, the instructional quality of a rubric is often of more interest to a teacher
than the purely evaluative role that it may have, particularly as the gradations of
quality outlined in a rubric will allow students to look at their own work critically.
They may contain questions or prompts to enable the student to improve his/her
work and may be used at all grades or classes. Using a rubric permits students the
time to reflect on their work, but because it also sets out the criteria for assessment
very clearly, students have a very definite understanding of what the teacher wants
them to do before they begin work, thereby reducing ambiguity and confusion.
Assessment often concerns itself with just the content or knowledge area of the
domain, but it is clear that this is just a small percentage of true understanding. A
rubric should reflect the four dimensions of understanding, thereby showing
students not just what they should know, but why they need to know it and how
they can show understanding. Through the use of rubrics, the dimensions of
understanding can help to shape the criteria for assessment. Rubrics are usually used
for important and significant performance based tasks.
Because performance tests typically call for students to display fairly
high-level skills and because the tasks involved are often authentic
(that is, they resemble real-world challenges), performance tests have
received substantial support from educators and noneducators alike.
The subsequent increased use of performance tests has made rubrics
popular – student’s responses have to be scored.
Popham 1997, 73/74)
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Khattri et al cite considerable research to show that performance assessments
provide the means for improving teaching and learning while having a positive
influence in the classroom. They state
Proponents of performance assessments argue that assessment and
instruction must form a seamless web that promotes teacher
/student collaboration, active learning, critical thinking skills, and
multidisciplinary understanding.
(53)
In their research they also found that lack of time and poorly defined content
and performance standards hindered teachers’ efforts to adopt performance
assessments, therefore, considerable inservice support is required for teachers
who wish to move to more meaningful and authentic forms of assessment.
Goodrich-Andrade (2000) and Popham (1997) offer differing views on the
viability of using rubrics. The former refers to the experience of creating rubrics
with one’s students as ‘powerfully instructive’ (13) and she outlines why
instructional rubrics are so valuable. In the first instance, rubrics are easy to use
and explain, their very conciseness and digestibility making them desirable for
use in the classroom. Instructional rubrics make teachers’ expectations very clear,
and also provide a much more detailed level of feedback for students, about their
strengths and areas in need of improvement, than traditional forms of
assessment do. Instructional rubrics also support the development of skills while
also supporting learning and the development of understanding. One of the
most significant findings of Andrade (1999, cited in Goodrich Andrade 2000)
is that the use of a rubric helps to support the development of good thinking.
Popham (1997), however, reminds us that using either task-specific evaluative
criteria or excessively general evaluative criteria, does not help the student to
show his understanding in a meaningful way. The former does not allow the
teacher to ‘capture the essential ingredients of the skill being measured, not the
particular display of that skill applied to a specific task’ while the latter provides
‘teachers and students with absolutely no cues about what is genuinely
significant in a student’s response’ (74/75). This form of authentic Assessment
for Understanding, is a natural progression of using a Multiple Intelligences
and Teaching for Understanding approach, on which this research is based.
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CONCLUSION
Assessment of young children must take the holistic child into account, and
must not, as Hurst & Lally (1992) remind us, neglect the areas of physical,
social, and emotional needs. The teacher plays a prominent part in the area of
early years assessment and must be seen as an action researcher in the classroom,
rather than a professional who implements the theories and practices of other
professionals. In the light of our greater understanding of how children think
and learn, we must look to providing a more suitable and authentic form of
assessment for our youngest school goers. Assessment must now longer be seen
as something to be externally imposed, either by teachers or school
management, but must emerge from negotiation between children, parents and
teachers, all of whom must seek to assess for true and deep understanding.
Ongoing, authentic assessment is centred round a dialogue between teachers
and students, and must include opportunities for feedback and the
development of criteria through discussion and negotiation. All of these are
necessary to provide an open and transparent form of assessment, where the
student is allowed to take ownership of the process. The focus on providing
transparency and equity in the assessment process at fist, second and third level
forces us to consider how we can improve the system that currently exists. I
believe that change should happen at the earliest experience of schooling to
help children become more self-reflective and critical thinkers who are
accustomed to self evaluating their own work and measuring their own
progression as they progress through the school and college system. This centres
assessment in the light of how students learn and not just on what they learn,
therefore, assessment is helpful to the learner. The Revised Primary
Curriculum, with its emphasis on assessment as an integral part of teaching and
learning has opened our minds to different possibilities and approaches. The
emphasis must be on empowering the child.
Gipps (1994, 4) succinctly states,
The original psychometrics was based on a theory of intelligence,
while multiple choice standardised tests were based on a
behaviourist model of learning: educational assessment for the next
century must be based on our best current understanding of
theories of learning. (My emphasis)
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Consulting Children:
factors influencing the interview process
nnie ’oherty, ieczorek-eering orit
 hannon, eoffrey
CONSULTING CHILDREN
Up to relatively recently, children have been effectively excluded from the
research process in the sense that their own perspectives have not been sought or
elicited1. Instead the usual methodology has involved quantitative research
where children are asked to respond to adult-shaped pre-set questions, or a
methodology that relies on adults to speak for children, to report on children’s
experiences such as parenting, teaching, caring received by the children. As
consumers of services, therefore, children have been the silent stakeholders,
until recently they were marginalized and without a voice.
This culture is now changing to one where we listen to children’s accounts and
views. Children used to be considered as objects of research but now are
beginning to be considered partners in research, and their subjective
experiences are beginning to be heard and examined. Part of this change
involves looking beyond the adult agenda, recognising rights and considering
children and childhood as worthy of study for their own sake.
The old paradigm where children were rarely asked to give their view was based on
traditional assumptions of children as unreliable informants, as highly suggestible,
unable to distinguish fact and fantasy, with unreliable memories, who will readily
make things up to please the interviewer2. Children were precluded from decisionmaking processes although their lives were to be affected –instead were represented
by adults who made decisions on their behalf, on matters that affected them. We
know from research in the medical field that parent’s views and those of their
children do not always coincide. Parents are not neutral informants and may not
even acknowledge awareness of issues that affect their children; they often
underestimate their child’s capacity to hold an independent view3. We cannot rely
on parent’s accounts of children’s views. Thinking has changed, and a rights-based,
child-centered approach to social policy issues is now accepted as necessary, where
law and policy both require us to listen to the views of children.
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CHILD WITNESS RESEARCH
One body of literature that has examined in considerable detail issues relating
to interviewing children is child witness research where issues relating to the
accuracy and credibility of children’s statements have been subjected to rigorous
empirical study. This paper examines literature in this field and pulls out a
number of issues or findings that can be highlighted as worthy of consideration
for researchers attempting to design a methodology for interviewing children as
part of the process of consulting children in social research. The focus here is
primarily on the interviewing process itself and how best to approach an
interview when the respondent is a child.
Interviewing children can have a number of different purposes and levels of
formality. We may want to elicit children’s perspectives on matters that affect
them, such as their views about school, families, and parenting or about
experiences such as their parent’s divorce or their time in hospital. Such
interviews may be informal and carried out individually or as a focus group. We
also need to interview children in more formal contexts such as a forensic
interview to investigate suspected child abuse; and perhaps the most formal
type of interview involves a child giving testimony in response to questions in
a courtroom context.
The child witness literature raises a number of issues that relate to ways of
interviewing and questioning children of various ages. Many studies have now
examined ways to facilitate a full, accurate and sincere narrative or statement on
the part of a child or children as informants –including children’s accounts of a
past event, their views, opinions or feelings (and so on) in various contexts4. We
need to know what factors influence the amount and quality of the information
children give us; we need to ensure that they express themselves freely and
frankly, as opposed to telling us half the story or telling us what they think we
want to hear.
LAW AND POLICY
Perspectives have changed from a focus on children’s needs towards a rights-based
perspective, and children’s rights are now being addressed formally at policy level.
The UN Convention On the Rights of the Child is playing an important role in
framing this change. The Convention, ratified by Ireland in 1992, underpins
many policy documents as well as recent legislation in Ireland. Article 12 of the

235

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 236

42 rights stated in the Convention upholds the right of all children to have a voice
in matters that affect them5 –i.e. to be consulted in matters relating to policy
development or decisions in the legal world that affect children. Effectively
offering children a voice and the right to have their views heard and
“… given due weight in accordance with age and maturity of the
child”
Although a rather simple idea, it has profound implications and it further states
that the child should:
“be provided with the opportunity to be heard in any judicial and
administrative proceedings affecting the child”
The Convention offers an overarching principle in Article 3 which states that:
“In all actions concerning children ... the best interests of the
child6 shall be a primary consideration”
In legislation, section 24 of the Child Care Act 1991 offers the possibility of
hearing the child’s view, and although continuing to allow a court case
concerning the welfare of a child to be heard in the absence of the child, it also
introduces the new role of the guardian ad litem who can be appointed to
represent the child’s interests to the court –where the child is not a party to the
proceedings (although this role requires further definition).
S.24 of the 1991 Act specifically states that the court shall,
“while having regard to the rights and duties of parents, treat the
child’s welfare as the first and paramount consideration, and
secondly, shall, in so far as practicable, give due consideration to
the wishes of the child, having regard to his or her age and
understanding.”
This is quite a new departure in Irish law – to have to hear and give
consideration to the viewpoint or wishes of a child.
In a policy context we have entered a child-centered era, and policy documents
such as the Department of Health’s National Children’s Strategy7 similarly
requires that children’s opinions and views about anything that affects their
world, rights, welfare etc. be taken in to consideration. These legislative and
policy changes reflect a view of children as social agents with wishes and feelings
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that must now be considered. This has prompted a new wave of interest in
researching and consulting children directly, and consequently suitable
methodologies are being examined.
CHILD WITNESS RESEARCH
The kind of change that has taken place in terms of people’s assumptions about
interviewing children is very clearly visible in the legal world, particularly in the
context of child protection litigation where children are witnesses in criminal
sexual abuse trials. As the caseload in the area of child sexual abuse grows so
does the pressure to facilitate child witnesses to tell their stories. In these kinds
of cases the child is the only witness, and often with no corroborative evidence,
the child’s testimony becomes crucial. Accuracy and credibility of children’s
statements are critical issues in this context. Whereas children were traditionally
considered to be very unreliable as witnesses, and were thought to be highly
vulnerable to ‘coaching’ or to suggestive questioning8, recent concerns about
the reliability of children’s statements or accounts of past experiences have
prompted many studies in child witness research as to how children perform as
informants in the legal process. This body of literature raises a number of
important questions about interviewing children, and offers considerable
insight in identifying factors that can undermine and factors that can facilitate
a child’s performance, which in turn can inform our understanding about the
process of involving children as partners in social research.
SUGGESTIVE QUESTIONING
We are all familiar with the notion of the ‘leading’ question, and have at least
an intuitive sense of how suggestibility can take place in many ways when
interviewing a child. It may be in the tone of voice of the interviewer that can
suggest a particular answer is correct –a method traditionally employed by
teachers to prompt correct answers, and therefore a very familiar form of
dialogue to a child. Suggestibility may occur inadvertently and beyond the
awareness of the questioning adult.
In the context of a courtroom, however, cross-examination of a child it is a very
different matter; here the dialogue is designed to undermine the credibility of
the witnesses (in the case of a child this may be quite subtle –such that will not
alienate a jury). In the courtroom there is ample opportunity for a skilled
lawyer to undermine the credibility of a child’s statements: by drawing
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attention to the child’s natural inconsistencies / or a child’s attempts to answer
a question they do not fully understand / a child’s answer “I don’t know” to a
question just because they are embarrassed. A barrister is only doing his/her job
within an adversarial system of justice that is designed to be fair to the accused9.
The child is in competition with an adult to be believed, and in a very
intimidating environment. Research has uncovered the effects of the
questioning process and other contextual factors on the quality and quantity of
verbal evidence elicited. Interview protocols have now been developed which
determine the shape of investigative interviews and how they are to be
conducted in some jurisdictions10.
CHILD INCOMPETENCE
Early child witness research was concerned to demonstrate the phenomenon of
developmental suggestibility, supporting a negative view of children’s
capability- the traditional assumption of childhood incompetence. Younger
children can easily be shown to be responsive to suggestive techniques, and
respond less accurately than older children to specific questions. The young
child tends to find questions that demand precise details (e.g. concerning time,
dates, or estimates of distance etc) quite difficult to deal with and are easily
confused, particularly when questions are complex or involved. This early
paradigm evolved further and later research began to examine the conditions or
circumstances under which children best perform when giving oral testimony11.
Recent studies have become increasingly focused on the communicative
processes involved in questioning children and how this can affect children’s
ability to describe their experiences12.
We now see that the older paradigm of suggestibility research was actually
designed to reinforce the notion of the child as an unreliable witness, using a
methodology to undermine a child’s capability (feeding them
misinformation, confusing them, highlighting inconsistencies13 etc.). This
methodology mirrors the reality of a child in the witness box under crossexamination, where the questioner is using an extremely manipulative form
of dialogue: such suggestive questioning may show a child up as ‘unreliable’
and the testimony can then be easily disregarded.
In recent years the views of children are more likely to be sought in the a variety
of contexts involving decisions that are central to their lives and welfare –in the
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legal context or in social policy – in keeping with principles enshrined in the
European Convention of the Rights of the child. There is a clear need to hear
a child’s perspective as a clear, untainted, frank and full answer.
In interviewing children, therefore, we need to identify the factors that will
influence a child’s performance. Age is undoubtedly a factor to be considered
in interviewing children14, but besides age, there are other factors that will
influence how a child performs when being questioned. These include
developmental maturity and relative experience of communicating in different
contexts, personality differences, as well as situational factors like the familiarity
of the room / location / context. Familiarity of the dialogue style used and
whether or not it is similar to the conversational style used in the child’s home
background is also important; motivation and the emotional state of the child
or level of stress involved also play a part, as does interviewer style15.
Although there are developmental differences in recall and consistent age
differences are found in relation to questioning that involves free-recall without
prompting (‘describe everything you saw’). It should be remembered that
younger children can answer questions at a perfectly acceptable level, providing
valuable information16. Several studies have now demonstrated that three- and
four-year-olds can recall forensically useful details of events they have witnessed
if carefully interviewed in such a way that minimizes the possibility of
suggestibility occurring and by using developmentally appropriate language17.
The purpose of the interview will shape the interview process. An interview
may be designed to assess children’s knowledge / understanding, assess their
views / opinions, assess their experiences of past events, to impart information,
or to glean children’s insights about certain issues. The consequences are far
more serious if one is questioning a child for forensic purposes or for medical
purposes as against gathering data for a thesis! Children are also aware of
reasons for asking a question may be different although the questions
themselves may appear similar. For example, asking a child: “would you like
another biscuit?” is a different matter to asking: “would you like another slap?”
When a child is asked a question, they may think :
‘Do I know the answer to this?’
They may also be thinking:
‘Why is she asking me this question?’
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‘Does she really not know the answer?’
‘Or does she just want to know if I know the answer?’
‘What information is she looking for?
‘What does she want me to say?’
‘Will I tell her what I think she wants to hear?
Young children’s awareness at a metacognitive level is not to be underestimated.
In order to elicit a quality answer it will be helpful to have explained what you
want the information for. It is important that the child understands the
purpose of the interview. Past experiences of being questioned in a similar
context will mean that there is already an understanding about interviews, and
the child will be familiar and know what to expect.
Interviewing does not follow the same kind of dialogue conventions (with
differences in terms of formality, tone, interruptions, gaps of silence etc). as
normal conversation and previous experience or familiarity will make a
difference. We need to be mindful of the familiarity factor -the child’s previous
experience of being asked to give his/her views -particularly in similar contexts.
Many children are unaccustomed to being asked to describe their experiences
or give opinions, or even to have an opportunity to talk about such things.
These considerations are particularly important when questioning a child from
a different cultural background to that of the interviewer or a non-dominant
culture child, a child from a disadvantaged background, or a minority ethnic
child. For example a Traveller child who may feel apprehensive can be prepared
in advance to some extent, about what will be involved and about what to
expect, and what will be expected.
Being unaccustomed to interview protocol stands in sharp contrast to
experiences of repeated questioning about a particular matter, which can give
rise to what has been called the Humpty-Dumpty effect18. This can occur in the
context of child abuse allegations, when investigation of allegations or
suspicions of abuse can involve considerable questioning. The child’s account
can become changed, elaborated, ‘contaminated’ or ‘tainted’ when questioned
repeatedly. Children who have been questioned repeatedly by different adults
on different occasions about this same event may develop confusion between
the original memory and subsequent information that has come across as a
result of being questioned repeatedly. Although there is not clear consensus in
the literature on this19, avoidance of repeated questioning is advocated by many.
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As Poole and Lamb state:
“each conversation provides an opportunity for adults to influence a
child’s report. On the one hand, adults may encourage children to deny abuse,
by expressing disapproval or doubt. On the other hand, adult’s suspicions of
abuse can affect how suggestively they question children, and ultimately, the
quality of information on which decisions must be based….[the HumptyDumpty effect is] an inability to piece together what really happened to
children whose accounts had become contaminated.20”
LINGUISTIC CONCERNS
“The most critical error that adults make in questioning children
[is] assuming that children use, process, and understand language
in the same way as we do”21.
This may lead us to failing to formulate age-appropriate questions; not properly
interpreting children’s responses; missing vital information; or creating
“information” out of misinterpretation. The responsibility for clear
communication is ours not theirs, for successful questioning we must be willing
to speak their language22.
In interviewing children it is important to minimise misunderstandings and the
first thing to ensure is that children unambiguously understand the question
being asked. Children need to know that they can ask for clarification where
necessary, to facilitate the formulation of a clear, unambiguous and full answer.
The questioning style and techniques used by adults to elicit information can
present problems for children. For young children, interviewers are advised to
avoid embedded clauses, definite articles, and complicated syntax. They need
to be aware that although a child may appear fluent in daily conversation and
may use particular words, in linguistic terms they are still “continuing learners
of language” and besides vocabulary, syntax and semantics, children are also
learning about conversational convention (turn-taking, interrupting).
Questioning of children may involve unusual terminology and can also involve
tricky question structures, and a kind of dialogue that is outside of the usual
conversational conventions. In terms of conversational experience with adults,
children are more used to being asked specific questions as opposed to openended questions, and find it difficult to get involved in a conversational
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exchange were a free-narrative account is expected –not only is it unfamiliar to
them but requires a high level of linguistic capability.
Where the child is from a minority language or culture background there can
be additional problems of understanding: besides an actual language barrier, a
child from a non-dominant culture will have a particular understanding of
cultural and conversational conventions (such as interrupting, pausing, making
eye contact, or responding to gaps of silence etc). This aspect of the
communication process is culturally specific and may be intended or
understood to communicate respect, rudeness, deference to authority or elders
etc. Meanings of particular words may be culturally specific too, and lead to
misunderstandings between the questioner and the child.
There are also particular difficulties associated with consulting disabled
children or children with special needs who may have different forms of
communication problems.
In a legal context where accuracy and reliability of a child’s testimony is
paramount, use of an interpreter to explain or clarify the questions asked as well
as the child’s answers to the court, have been introduced in some jurisdictions23.
Some populations of children may have particular vulnerabilities around
communication. The child abuse literature highlights for example that
children who have experienced abuse have delayed language development.
Studies that have focused on maltreated children, have found that they
typically exhibit delayed receptive vocabulary, and that their competence is
more likely to be underestimated. If asked open-ended questions, maltreated
children are likely to find it that bit more difficult to give clear narrative
accounts24. Previous experiences of trauma may effect an individual child’s
current competence as an interviewee25: recent studies of maltreated children,
show that physically abused children were found to be less informative and
responsive than sexually abused children26. Researchers need to be mindful
that children who have been abused may have particular developmental
vulnerabilities that affect their verbal performance. We need to take
cognisance of these findings when researching vulnerable populations such as
maltreated children and care should be taken in generalizing from typical
accounts from ‘normal’ children.
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BEFORE THE INTERVIEW BEGINS
How children respond to questioning will depend to some extent of how
accustomed they are to being asked their opinions. Some children may not find
it easy to respond; children need explanations of what the interview is about
and why it is being done, and reassurance about what the session will entail and
what to expect during questioning. If questioning involves a particular topic
area involving particular concepts, for example, it is important to ensure at the
preparation stage that there is a shared meaning of particular terms.
Permission from parents is required when conducting research with children as
a minimum requirement before interviewing takes place. A parent’s presence in
the interview context is another concern, and freedom of expression may be
undermined –children may not feel free to say how they really feel about their
disabled sibling, or their parent’s separation, for example. The issue of whether
it is preferable for a parent to be present during the interview…remains
debatable. Aldridge and Wood (1998)27 comment that the presence of an
‘attached’ adult often interferes with an interview process because the normal
rules of interaction do not apply: a child cannot check a detail with an adult or
defer to the adult to answer the question. There may be an additional
emotional burden on the child where the ‘attached’ adult becomes upset, a
child will respond (naturally) by saying no more for fear of causing further
upset. On the other hand if a parent is present they are more aware of the child’s
viewpoint and can be there to give support after the ordeal. The presence of a
‘detatched’ adult –like a social worker can sometimes be helpful.
A further question that arises here is whether children should be asked to
consent too? Is a young child capable of giving consent? At what age? There is
no blanket test or measurement of competency to consent –this is difficult to
define or measure. It has been suggested28 that the term ‘assent’ be used to
distinguish a minor’s agreement to treatment or research from the adult’s legally
valid consent. Assent is defined as
“a child’s affirmative agreement to participate in research; mere
failure to object should not be construed as assent.”
When (if ever) is a child’s assent required? Should it be necessary to have a
child’s consent to a painful medical procedure, for example? The issue of when
a child becomes competent to consent has been debated in the medical
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literature. Consent to medical treatment may not be equated with consent to
being interviewed or tested, however, a further issue is that of confidentiality;
this is assured as a matter of course in research, unless of course it is in the
child’s interest to report a disclosure of abuse, for example.
PREPARATION
Before the interview proceeds, children need to be given ‘permission’ to let the
interviewer know that they do not understand the question (or to ask for
explanation of a particular word). Without this, children tend not to tell the
interviewer that they do not understand the question. There are many reasons
for this: they may not know that they do not understand the question, or they
may think that they do understand, or they may know they don’t understand
but not want to say, or feel that they should understand it, or they may have a
‘beginner’ understanding of a word –a very limited or literal meaning29.
Walker (1999)30 gives an example of a five-year-old being asked “what is your
name?” and on answering is asked: “do you remember your address?” and
replies “No ... (pause) ... because I never forgot” This child understands
‘remember’ to mean that you must first forget something before you can
remember it.
Children need to be coached -given instructions to listen carefully and to decide
whether they understand the question, and if not, how to ask for clarification.
They also need to be told that its OK to say “I don’t know”. It would be bad
practice, for example, to preface a question with “Just answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to this
question” –as a child is likely to think that ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I don’t understand
the question’ or a qualified ‘yes’ or ‘no’ are not acceptable answers.
RAPPORT-BUILDING
For children, as with adults, rapport-building before the substantive interview
begins is very important. We need to build up trust as the child may have
anxieties about talking to a stranger and individual children may have further
difficulties about speaking up in a focus group interview.
The rapport phase can serve a number of purposes31:
l It can allow the interviewer to assess a child’s social, emotional and
cognitive development and particularly about his or her communication
style and degree of understanding.
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Serves as a warm up…can the child talk about feelings –on a neutral
topic?
l The child can be given a role in determining the agenda to be discussed.
l It gives the child an opportunity to relax a little and to get to know the
interviewer a bit, and to establish a basis for trust.
It has been suggested that a mutual exchange of personal information can help
the child feel that they are not alone in revealing details about themselves.
Stereotyped questions that adults always ask children may come across as
insincere. Very open-ended questions can be an unfamiliar type of interaction
(such as “Can you tell me about yourself?”) and a younger child will find this
particularly difficult because this kind of question is so unfamiliar to a young
child (Graffam-Walker, 1998).
l

LINGUISTIC CONCERNS
The issue of linguistic immaturity is used to explain away the difficulties
associated with interviewing children. Aldridge and Wood (1998) note that
while demands for ‘age-appropriate’ language are usually stressed in documents
offering professionals guidelines about interviewing children, there is usually
little explicit information as to how what age-appropriate language is, exactly,
or about how to apply a knowledge of language acquisition. Walker (1999)
points out that we often fail to formulate age-appropriate questions (although
we know we should) and can often be guilty of misinterpreting children’s
responses, missing vital information or creating information out of
misinterpretation. The responsibility for clear communication belongs to us
not to children, to interview successfully we must be willing to speak their
language32
Adults often expect children to tell them that they don’t understand the
question; and children may be unaware that they have the right to tell adults
that they don’t understand. A child may think they understand when they do
not. They may have a ‘beginner’ understanding of a word –a narrow
meaning.
Interviewers should check shared meanings of certain terms or concepts to be
used in the preparation phase before the interview begins, and should check
back with a child as to meanings of words that the child gives in his or her
answers – to be sure they accurately understand what the child means. A ‘yes’
answer, for example will be ambiguous if the question itself is ambiguous to
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the child; and ‘I don’t know’ as answer may mean ‘I don’t have a clue’ or it
may mean ‘I’m not completely certain’ (or indeed it may indicate an
unwillingness to go down a particular questioning route for reasons of
embarrassment33).
A useful type of probe to encourage a child to talk about sensitive matters if
they are reluctant is a binary question: ‘do you mean A or B?’ or a more open
multiple choice question such as ‘ Do you mean A, B or something else? –here
a child will not feel that A or B are the only possible answers.
Children may appear to understand a term because they use it correctly –but
this may be only so in a familiar language context; it may not be so in an
unfamiliar sentence structure or in stressful circumstances. Adults may not
appreciate that a question is ambiguous until they hear a young child’s
answer: Walker (1999)34 gives one example where a five-year-old was asked:
“When were you 5?” and responded “I am 5”. Here the child did not
appreciate that this question was a request about her date-of-birth and was
not meant to imply that she cannot be five now. Children are very literate in
their approach to language –using a narrow interpretation of meaning, and
moving from the general to the particular -are skills not well developed in
young children.
Inconsistency is normal for children35 and is often mistakenly thought to
indicate inaccuracy in a child’s statement. Children often recall different details
about the same event on different occasions. Concepts of time and place
develop later than we often realize, because words can appear to used accurately
although within a limited meaning: words like “before, after, yesterday, etc
often confuse young children. Questions that demand a narrative ‘chronology’
answer (such as ‘what happened?’) can elicit answers that come across as
inconsistent, leaving a child open to not being believed.
Repeating a question may entice a child to change the second answer; when a
question is asked a second time children are inclined to think that their first
answer must have been wrong36. A child may also change a response if the
questioner repeats the child’s answer back in a sarcastic tone … to suggest
disbelief. This suggests a kind of acquiescence which can be further affected by
the authority status of the questioner.
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Wording of questions should be kept as simple as possible. Some aspects of
grammatical knowledge are still being acquired at or after the age of 10; and the
narrative skill of being able to give a complete and coherent account of a
personal experience may still be developing in late teens37.
The kinds of questions to avoid include vaguely worded questions, ambiguous
questions, complex questions, or questions with abstract concepts or embedded
phrases (avoid using connectives like ‘while’ / ‘which’). Closed ‘Yes-no’ type
questions should be avoided too as they will tend to elicit monosyllabic answers
and leave no room for communicating detailed useful information and fail to
reflect what the child really thinks or knows.
As a general rule it is best to begin the substantive phase of the interview process with
Open narrative questions – to allow the child to freely give an account with the
minimum of prompting. This will minimise the possibility that suggestive
questioning will ‘taint’ the child’s answer. However young children may have a
difficulty giving full answers here – they may have a difficulty knowing what
information you’re looking for.
Keep the questions simple and short. The first task the child needs to be able
to do is to remember the question. The number of ideas in the question should
be minimized -simplicity is the fundamental principle: do not use passive verbs,
or interrupt an idea with a description. And use concrete words and phrases:
“Tell me about” instead of “describe” and “What happened to you” rather than
“What you experienced38”
It is important to frame the questions, to let the child know what the subject
area is. Children will not be able to categorise questions the way an adult will,
and when moving from one topic to another children need to be made aware
of the change of topic area. The interviewer should ‘flag’ the topics (“I have
asked you about your school, now we’ll talk about your family”) –this will
facilitate a child’s ability to focus on the coming questions as well as facilitate
their awareness of what to expect39.
The child is influenced by what they think the adult expects or wants as an
answer. Reinforcement can play a part – even verbal reinforcement – like
“you’re doing really well” “ you’ve got a great memory”.
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The interview context may be stressful for a child, being expected to talk openly
with a stranger may result in unwillingness to answer questions about
something personal, like emotional trauma for example, individual sensitivities
or embarrassment can intervene. The interview context itself may be
particularly traumatic in a courtroom cross-examination for example, in the
presence of the accused. This will undoubtedly affect the quality and quantity
of children’s answers40.
Interviewer style – the attitude of the questioner -will affect the quality of the
answers. A neutral benign attitude best facilitates accuracy of answers.
Personable but not over-warm and friendly approach at the rapport-building
phase of the interview will affect the quantity of the answers later in the
interview. The level of formality of the interview context will affect the
outcome too, a friendly non-intimidating approach will help and a lot can be
done at the rapport phase to encourage openness and trust, although there is
some suggestion that over-friendliness can be counter-productive41.
In conclusion, there is a considerable amount of information about
interviewing children that emanates from child witness research, which
includes a wide body of well-controlled empirical studies. This information can
inform social research in the search for suitable methodologies to explore
children’s views, opinions, insights. It informs us about how questions should
be asked, and about many of the factors that influence the quality and quantity
of children’s answers. Maybe the next question is -Are we ready to hear what
children have to tell us?
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A Qualitative Study Exploring
Diversity Education of Early Years Students
in the Dublin Institute of Technology
iranda ooke
INTRODUCTION
Growing up in a minority group in Ireland made me aware of difference from a
very young age. Being an early years professional myself I also had concerns
regarding how the issues of diversity and discrimination were being addressed or
not addressed in training and practice. Although diversity and racism are not new
phenomena in Irish society, the public debates in Ireland concerning refugees and
asylum seekers throughout the 1990s, brought these issues to the forefront.
As this study took place over a two and a half year period it would not do the study
any justice to attempt to summarise it in this article, therefore this article will focus
on the first objective of the study, which explored whether diversity was an issue
for the students and if so in what way. Students’ views of their role as an early years
professionals have implications for how they will address diversity and the
literature and findings regarding this are discussed in this article.
For the purpose of this study, the term diversity referred to differences in six
specific categories: class, culture, religion, race, gender identity and ability. The
term ‘equality’ when used in this study was in line with the vision of young
children growing up in a society in which they all have the same chances of
reaching their potential in life, in other words they have equal access,
participation and outcomes.
AIM OF THE STUDY
The overall aim of the study was to explore a sample of students’ and staff ’s
views regarding the training provided in the Dublin Institute of Technology
(D.I.T.) and how it equips the students to address the issue of diversity in their
work as early years professionals.
CONTEXT OF THE STUDY
Clearly throughout the 1990s and continuing into the 21st century Ireland has
witnessed an increase in diversity. At the time of the study there was limited
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statistical data available regarding some of these changes in our society at the
time of the study. Articles in the media however, regarding racist attacks and
studies reporting negative attitudes in our society clearly reflected the increase
in ethnocentrism and racism (MacGreil,1996; Airey,1999) A high level of
homophobia was also reported as well as negative attitudes and a lack of
awareness regarding how to deal with disability. (MacGreil,1996; Airey, 1999).
Other indicators of the changes in Irish society in relation to diversity would
include the introduction of the Equality legislation. The Equality Authority set
up in 1999 under the Employment Equality Act (1998) aims to create a wider
awareness of equality issues and to celebrate diversity in Irish society. The
National Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism in Ireland
(NCCRI) was set up in 1998 in order to design programmes and actions
against racism and to act in a policy advisory role to the Government.
In 1995 The Report of the Task Force on the Travelling Community (1995)
was published and recommended that, ‘In the context of European integration
and the greater mobility of people, the curriculum in education and training
institutes needs to be intercultural in its content and in its perspectives’ (1995,
p.170). The Irish Government has taken on a range of international obligations
relating to the welfare of children including the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (1989). Another significant development in this field is
the National Children’s Strategy launched by the Irish Government in 2000,
“… to enhance the status and further improve the quality of life of Ireland’s
children” (The National Children’s Strategy, 2000).
THE DIPLOMA IN EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION
In 1985, the one-year certificate course was extended to two years and in 1993
a Diploma course was introduced which extended the course to three years.
Since September 1999, the College has been providing a three-year course
leading to a B.A. in Early Childhood Care and Education. As the data for this
study was collected early in 1999, the Degree course had not yet started, hence
the focus was on the Diploma course.
The aim of the course was to provide the students with the appropriate
knowledge and skills they need in order to develop high quality early years
services. There was a strong focus on working with a child-centred approach
and being aware of the role of the families in the context of early childhood care
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and education. Supervised placements were integral to the course and are used
to develop professional competence in the student.
METHODOLOGY
The case study, which was the focus of this study consisted of two focus groups
with final year students and questionnaires to the final year students, the
lecturers and the tutors of each year of the course. One advantage of this
approach was the potential for more in depth data as the study was
concentrated in one particular setting.
The students involved in this study were both part-time and full-time in their
final year on the Diploma in Early Childhood Care and Education (1998/99).
There was a total of 25 students (part-time and full-time combined) in the final
year of this course. Eight of the students volunteered to participate in the focus
groups, while eleven of the students responded to the questionnaire. All of the
students involved were Irish, female, white and presented no physical disability.
The key value of the study was the extent to which the participants engaged in
the research.
THE RELEVANCE OF DIVERSITY TO THE EARLY YEARS
OF A CHILD’S LIFE
Research demonstrates that young children are capable of developing and
acting on negative attitudes towards diversity and difference (Robinson & Diaz,
1999). The implications of this research for early years professionals have been
identified by a growing number of authors in the literature on early childhood
education. Lane (1999) refers to how, “Children have a right not to learn such
negative attitudes and not to be subjected to any behaviour resulting from
them” (1999, p.4). Children who are prejudiced are denied access to many of
life’s experiences and opportunities. Learning not to be prejudiced allows
children to benefit from the differences in our world (Lane, 1999). DermanSparks (1998) argues how, as early years professionals we should be playing a
responsible role in this vital work, “… because children come to us at the very
beginning of their development of attitudes about themselves and others”
(1998, p.ix). Robinson and Diaz (1999) in support of this argument refer to
how, “challenging children’s positioning within negative discourses of difference
and intervening in their discriminatory practices is paramount in the process of
counteracting inequities in the broader community”(1999, p.33).
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Siraj-Blatchford and Clarke (2000) discuss the issue of learning taking place
in early years services and refer to how four main conditions need to be
satisfied for learning to take place:
1. The child needs to be in a state of emotional well-being and secure
2. The child needs a positive self-identity and self-esteem
3. The curriculum must be social/interactional and instructive
4. The child needs to be cognitively engaged
(Siraj-Blatchford & Clarke, 2000, p.9)
Goldsmith (1992) in supporting the importance of the second condition
regarding the importance of a child having a positive self-identity and self
esteem, refers to how one of the philosophies of the Save the Children Fund is
based on the belief, “that children will only develop to their full potential if they
live in a society which understands and values their individual and family
identity, and their race, culture and heritage”(1992, introduction).
A research review was carried out by the NSPCC (1999) in the U.K. and shows
the effects of racism on children’s educational achievement in the U.K. to be
significant, “Racism within the educational system has been shown to have a
profound and diverse effect on ethnic minorities’ experiences of school, levels
of qualification and achievements”(Barter, 1999, p.13).
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION, THE ROLE
OF THE EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONAL
The previous section presented a strong argument for the role of the early years
professional with regards to promoting equality in the early years. However, as
there are other views regarding the role of the early years professional, they must
also be discussed. Including the view of the role highlighted in the previous
section, four main views of the role of the early years professional have been
identified in reviewing the literature in this area:
l

The early years professional as a poor quality substitute parent

l

The early years professional as a good substitute for poor parenting

l

The early years professional complementing the work of parents

l

The early years professional as a leader and advocate
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THE EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONAL AS A POOR QUALITY SUBSTITUTE PARENT

Childcare as a poor substitute for mother care and often of poor quality is
identified by Hayden (1996) as one of the common images of services in this
field. The underlying belief being that the care of children is the responsibility
of the family. Edgington (1998) refers to how, “Parents often consider nursery
teachers to be less able than teachers of older children-many teachers report that
a move into the infant department is seen as a promotion!”(1998, p.205). Katz
(1995) in support of the above refers to how, “many lay people believe that the
work involved in caring for children is no more than minding babies whose
mothers are otherwise engaged”(Katz, 1995, p.221). However, Calder (1999)
refers to how this view of the role, “has constrained/prevented a proper
consideration of what is required of those who are going to bring up our
children, as citizens of our society “(1999, p.57).
THE DEFICIT VIEW: THE EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONAL
AS A GOOD SUBSTITUTE FOR POOR PARENTING

The deficit model suggests that particular groups of parents (especially working
class, ethnic minorities or those who are rurally isolated) are defective in caring
for and educating their children. The purpose of involving such parents, in an
early years service would be in order to help them change their child-rearing
practices by modelling them on the practices of early years professionals
(Cohen, 1988). Siraj-Blatchford (1994) looks
deeper into the deficit view and suggests,
In the past, schools might have led them to believe that they were lacking in
ability and potential. Years of undermined self-confidence and inner
articulation of themselves as being incapable could make some parents doubtful
about their ability to be good educators to their own children, let alone to get
actively involved in their child’s education through nurseries, playgroup, school
and so forth (1994, pp.93-94).
The deficit model, therefore, would not encourage parents to get actively
involved in an early years service.
THE COMPLEMENTARY APPROACH: THE EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONAL
COMPLEMENTING THE WORK OF PARENTS

An alternative to the deficit/substitute/compensatory approach would be the
complementary approach where parents would view the role of the early years
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professional as complementing how parents are ‘teaching’ the child in the
home. In other words, both parties, the parents and the early years professional
are responsible for the child’s education. However, this can be at different levels,
for example parents coming into the service as helpers, or working in
partnership with the service providers. Pugh (1988), mentions how, “From a
professionals point of view a closer relationship with parents offers
opportunities for overcoming some of the many discontinuities between home
and school” (1988, p.177). Pugh (1988) also mentions how there is a, “growing
recognition that parents too may benefit from a closer working relationship
with preschool workers, and a greater involvement in planning and
determining services”(1988, p.176).
THE EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONAL AS A LEADER AND ADVOCATE

The social changes of the 20th century have precipitated an expansion of
roles that early childhood professionals undertake, one of these roles being
the ability to provide sensitive and skilled leadership (Rodd, 1994). This new
vision of the role for the early years professional in the 21st century means
becoming “…a teacher of excellence, capable of advocating for and providing
conceptual leadership to the field as well as promoting the value and
importance of the early childhood years” (Fraser, 2000, p.1). Curtis (1996)
mentions how if, “all early childhood training programmes could include
ways of encouraging workers to be advocates for young children then they
would at least have the skills to fight for children’s rights”(1996, p.79). Pascal
(1988) refers to how, “Children need us to vote, to lobby, to inform, and to
speak out on their behalf. As early childhood educators, in partnership with
parents and other concerned adults, we have the power to create change”
(1988, p.1). Edgington (1998) refers to how, if early years professionals have
contact in their work with families from a variety of social and cultural
backgrounds, this should heighten their awareness, “of some of the
inadequacies of the education system and prevents her from becoming
complacent – this is the challenge but ultimately rewarding process”
(Edgington, 1998, p.216).
Rodd views the development of leadership skills as, “a vital and critical
challenge for early childhood professionals in Australia and other countries if
the provision of socially and culturally responsive services for young children
and their families is to be successful in the next century”(1994, p.xvii).
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PRACTITIONERS’ AND STUDENTS’ VIEWS
OF THEIR ROLE AS EARLY YEARS PROFESSIONALS

In terms of how early years professionals view their role, it is crucially important
for them at each stage of their career, to discuss and reflect on what it really
means to be an early years professional, in order to construct, reconstruct and
refresh understanding (Smedley, 1996). Rodd (1994) highlights the recent
research into, “the perceived parameters of the child-care professional role as
understood by a group of 273 child-care practitioners employed throughout
Victoria (Clyde & Rodd 1993) replicated work conducted in America by
Vander Ven (1991)”(Rodd, 1994, p.xvi). This sample of current practitioners
were found to hold a narrow conceptualisation of their professional role as one
where the focus was on direct care of and interaction with children. Although
the majority of the respondents wanted to be professional in their jobs, this did
not mean that they were comfortable with activities which would contribute to
achieving such a goal. These activities included managing programs, marketing,
influencing policy, lobbying, making speeches, fund raising and research. Rodd
(1994) reveals that, “The respondents identified more closely with the
attributes which Almy (1975) ascribed to early childhood practitioners, for
example, patience, warmth, capacity for nurturing and high energy level.”
(Rodd, 1994, p.xvii). Rodd further refers to how,
Current early childhood practitioners generally have considerable
skill in setting standards and expectations for the children in their
care but appear to have varying degrees of effectiveness in
influencing the behaviour of other relevant groups especially
parents and other adults (1994, p.2).
Rodd elaborates on this point by saying,
Many members of the early childhood field appear to be content
to confine their work and aspirations to basic or advanced levels
of direct care of children rather than to extend their interest and
competence to the more indirect care and educational activities
related to professional, entrepreneurial and leadership roles and
responsibilities with adults (1994, p.3).
Edgington (1998) however, highlights the fact that, “Many of the skills involved
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in nursery teaching are directly transferrable to work with adults. Sadly, some
teachers lack confidence in their own ability and need support if they are to reach
their full potential in this area” (1998, p.215). Perhaps this is because additional
skills are needed when working with adults. Oberhuemer (1999) refers to
research carried out in the United States on early childhood educators’ belief
systems and how it, “suggests that a majority of practitioners believe that early
childhood centres should serve children alone, rather than families (BurtonMaxwell & Gullo, 1995)… we can conclude that this is a question that initial
and further training will need to address”(Oberhuemer, 1999, p.7). Menmuir
and Hughes (1998) who studied the professional expectations of a group of early
years professionals attending a degree course part-time, refer to how there appears
to be no one set of professional expectations which are applicable to all early years
professionals (Holman & Kleinberg, 1994). However, they do suggest that some
of the elements of these expectations are beginning to emerge (Pascal, 1996;
Blenkin & Kelly, 1997; Moss & Penn, 1996).
Rodd (1994) mentions how if there are any essential characteristics of leaders in the
early childhood field, they should be those proposed by Bogue (1985); Curiosity,
candour (principles and actions being open to public scrutiny and a willingness to
speak the truth), courtesy, courage and compassion. Such characteristics are
described as being the foundations for building positive relationships with others
and are essential in order to effect leadership (Rodd, 1994). “Bogue’s characteristics
can be seen as essential for anyone wishing to work in early childhood services but
are pivotal for effective leadership of the diverse groups of parents and staff which
characterise the early childhood field” (Rodd, 1994, p.10).
The literature highlighted how there are different views of the role of the early
years professional and they will have implications for how diversity is addressed.
The themes which emerged from the findings regarding this are discussed in
the next section.
DIVERSITY AS AN ISSUE FOR THE STUDENTS IN THE D.I.T.
Diversity was clearly an issue for a high number of the students at the level of
being a reality in their placements/work settings rather than an abstract concept
or notion they would address with the children in their care. The fact that all
of the students believed that children and families could be discriminated
against in early years services and that some of the students gave accounts of
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witnessing discrimination by placement staff further demonstrated how
diversity was a real issue for them. The students and staff also indicated that
some of the students may have had negative attitudes/uncomfortable feelings
towards working with different children and families. In exploring how diversity
was an issue for the students several themes emerged including:
l
l

The students’ view of their role influencing how they addressed diversity
issues
The students’ level of comfort being linked to whether they addressed
diversity issues with children or adults

THE STUDENTS’ VIEW OF THEIR ROLE
INFLUENCING HOW THEY ADDRESSED DIVERSITY ISSUES

The students were asked in the questionnaires to say how they would feel and what
they would do in relation to case scenarios where children made racist or
homophobic comments to other children in their group. The students’ view of
their role as an early years professional may have influenced how they addressed
diversity issues. For example, some of the students may have taken the
deficit/substitute view as outlined by Cohen (1988) and Siraj-Blatchford (1994).
One student who said she would feel comfortable with the case scenario which
involved the racist comment, said that she would talk to the children and the
child’s mother asking her, ‘ not to push her views on her child, as they were against the
policy of the pre-school’. Perhaps, she viewed the mother as incapable and saw it as
her role to educate the child. The student did not consider discussing the issue
with the parent. However, one must consider that many parents may not be open
to discussing such issues and may not view it as appropriate for an early years
professional to approach them regarding this. When asked what the three most
important functions of an early years professional are, the same student identified
involving parents in the setting as one of those functions. Her role in terms of
working with parents may have been regarding other matters.
Some of the students who identified feeling uncomfortable, because they had
to deal with the parents’ as well as the child’s attitudes, may be in line with the
complementary approach as outlined by Pugh (1988). These students
therefore, may have recognised how having a closer relationship with parents
can overcome many of the discontinuities between the home and the service. A
closer relationship with parents may not result in attitudes being changed but
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may give the early years professionals more of an understanding of how such
attitudes develop. As a result, they may devise subtle ways of challenging them.
The student that responded to the racism case scenario saying she would feel
very uncomfortable may fit in here. She identified her role as having to deal
with the child’s and the mother’s attitudes. She highlighted how her
understanding of her role had broadened since starting the course to include
working with families, other agencies and lobbying groups.
Although some of the students were concerned with the issue of diversity they
were not at the stage of advocacy as outlined in the literature. Some of the
students, however, may have been beginning to reach the stage of advocacy
(Rodd 1994; Pascal 1988; Edgington 1998 and Fraser 2000) recognising that
they have the power to create change and to promote the idea of children
having rights. In contrast to this view one student said in relation to the case
scenario when the two boys were called ‘queers’, that she would be shocked that
the child would know such a word and that it would be very unusual for a child
to know what the word means. This attitude reflected a lack of awareness of the
fact that children would know that ‘queers’ was a derogatory term and of the
research highlighted by Robinson and Diaz (1999) regarding the development
of attitudes in young children.
A further indication of the students’ view of their role, which could possibly
influence how they addressed diversity issues, would be the personal
qualities they believed early years professionals should have. As some of the
students’ views regarding the personal qualities needed to carry out their role
differed, it could be expected that the students may have had different
professional expectations regarding their role. For example, one student
listed three personal qualities, which she thought an early years professional
should have: patience, open-mindedness, kindness. She did not include
addressing the issue with the parents in the racism case scenario. If she had
included parents in her response she may have listed good communication
skills as a vital quality. In contrast to this, another student listed the
following personal qualities: creativity, confidence, sense of humour, good
communication skills and open-mindedness. She did, however, include
addressing the issue with the parents in the racism scenario and had a much
broader view of the personal qualities required to carry out her job in
comparison with the first student.
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STUDENTS’ LEVEL OF COMFORT BEING LINKED TO WHETHER
THEY ADDRESSED DIVERSITY ISSUES WITH CHILDREN OR PARENTS

In analysing the data from the case scenarios (in the questionnaires) it would
appear that how some of the students said they would feel depended on
whether they would address the issues with the children or the parents.
The majority of the students who said they would feel comfortable with the
case scenarios (regarding the racist and homophobic comments), revealed
how they would address the issues with the children only. The idea of
students being more comfortable in interacting with children in comparison
to adults is supported by the research outlined by Rodd (1994). This research
highlighted how a sample of early years professionals held a very narrow
conceptualisation of their role as one where the focus was on the direct care
of the children rather than broadening their role to indirect care and
educational activities with adults.
However, some of the students responded to the case scenarios saying they
would feel uncomfortable as they would have to deal with the child’s as well as
the parent’s attitudes towards diversity. Of the four students who said they
would feel uncomfortable in addressing the situation which involved a
homophobic comment, three of them mentioned the parents, one in particular
mentioned that she would be uncomfortable having to deal with the idea of
parents’ prejudices. Clearly, some of the students were fearful of having to
discuss such issues with parents.
THE FUTURE PATH FOR COURSE DEVELOPERS AND TRAINERS
Those who are involved in developing courses and qualifications for early
years staff are well placed to contribute to the understanding of what it
means to be an early childhood professional (Menmuir & Hughes, 1998).
Menmuir and Hughes (1998) suggest that this should involve the students
as well as the course developers, “working towards a better understanding
of what it means to be an early years professional”(1998, p.18). In other
words, if training programmes want to train early years professionals to be
advocates then they may need to focus on how to develop in students the
personal qualities needed to carry out the advocacy type role such as
assertiveness, and good communication skills. However, Hevey and Curtis
(1996) point out that,
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Definitions of ‘quality teaching’ like those of ‘good practice’ are
hard to find as most authors tend to be unwilling to commit
themselves to state exactly what constitutes a ‘good early years
teacher’. However, it is essential to attempt this before considering
how best to design the ideal training programme (Hevey &
Curtis, 1996, p.224).
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE D.I.T.
All developments in training in early childhood care and education within the
D.I.T. should be guided by current and future national and international
developments including the European Commission’s Quality Targets in
Services For Young Children (1996), the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989), the Equal Status Act (2000) and the National
Children’s Strategy (2000).
It was recommended that a clear course philosophy be developed by the Course
Committee and the staff (which should include both part-time and full-time
lecturers and tutors) on this course. In developing a course philosophy
discussions should include their views regarding the values of the course, the
role of the early years professional and the level the course is aiming for in
training the students.
The staff on this course came from different disciplines, which can be seen as a
strength, however, they also had differing views regarding the role of the early
years professional and the personal qualities required. Unless there is discussion
and clarification of values and priorities, the result may be an inconsistent and an
ill-defined training experience for the students. Ongoing discussion and review
among staff, students, placement supervisors and the Advisory Board of the
course needs to take place in order for the course to be improved and kept up-todate with what they believe are evolving issues in the field. These issues can be
considered when discussing the course philosophy. Furthermore, liaising with the
stake holders (parents, children, providers) of early years services could also be
vital for the same reason i.e. keeping up-to-date with their needs and concerns.
OUTCOMES FROM THE RESEARCH
Shortly after completing my masters I took up a post on the ‘éist’ project in Pavee
Point and am carrying out work strongly linked to the topic I had studied in the
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D.I.T. Pavee Point Travellers’ Centre is a national non-governmental
organisation, which aims to contribute to improvement in the quality of life of,
living circumstances and status of Irish Travellers and Roma gypsies through
working collectively for greater solidarity, social justice, development and human
rights. Since my involvement as a project worker in this innovative project my
awareness has been heightened to the existence and abundance of cultural racism
towards the Travelling community and in particular at the institutional level in
Ireland, the extent of which was not apparent to me due to the gaps in my
training and the negative focus which the media tend to take when addressing
Traveller issues. Clearly, it is vital that course developers and trainers begin to look
at how they will include in their course content the experience of Travellers as an
extremely marginalised minority ethnic group in Irish society. The issue of
cultural racism towards the Travellers was only mentioned in my research study
in relation to a high number of the students and some of the lecturers having
negative attitudes towards the Travellers, however there were no case scenarios in
the questionnaires concerning Travellers which may have brought up some data
highlighting the need to address the experience of the Travellers in our society
with pre-service early years students.
One of the objectives of the ‘éist’ project is to work in partnership with colleges
and organisations to mainstream the anti-bias approach. This approach
incorporates class, cultural, racial, religious, gender and ability differences and
promotes equality of access, participation and outcomes for all children
attending early years services.
In developing the training programme it has proved useful to have focused in
such depth in the research study on the role of the early years professional and
the crucial role they have to play in relation to diversity as this is a strong
element in our rationale for making this issue a priority with training providers.
Furthermore, the analysis of the roles will be useful when working with
students in terms of finding out where the students starting points are and for
showing them the possibilities for their role in the future. How they view their
role will clearly have implications for how they address the issue of diversity in
their work and the priority they give to this issue.

265

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 266

BIBLIOGRAPHY
AIREY, S. (1999) Challenging Voices, Pathways To Change, Galway, Sisters of
Mercy.
ALMY, M. (1975) The Early Childhood Educator at Work, New York, McGraw Hill.
BARTER, C. (1999) Protecting Children From Racism and Racial Abuse, Policy
Practice Research Series, London, The National Society for the Prevention
of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC).
BLENKIN, G.M.& KELLY, A.V. (1997)(eds) Principles Into Practice in Early
Childhood Education, London, Paul Chapman.
BOGUE, E.G. (1985) The Enemies of Leadership: Lessons for Leaders in
Education, Bloomington, Phi Delta Kappa Educational Foundation.
BURTON- MAXWELL, C. & GULLO, D.F. (1995) “Negotiating familycentred early education: A multidimensional assessment of interests and
needs” in Early Child Development and Care, Vol. 113. pp 45-58.
CALDER, P. (1999) “The development of early childhood studies, degrees in
Britain: future prospects” in European Early Childhood Education Research
Journal, Vol.7, No.1.
CASEY, K. (1990) “Teachers as mothers: curriculum theorizing in the life
histories of contemporary women teachers” in Cambridge Journal of
Education, Vol.20, No.3, pp.301-320.
CLYDE, M. & RODD, J. (1993) “A comparison of Australian and American
centre-based caregivers’ perceptions of their roles” in Advances in Early
Education and Daycare, edited by S.Reifel, Greenwich, JAI Press.
COHEN, A. (1988)(eds) Early Education: The Parents’ Role, A Source Book for
Teachers, London, PCP Education Series.
CURTIS, A. (1996) “ Do we train our early childhood educators to respect
children?” in Respectful Educators-Capable Learners, edited by C. Nutbrown,
London, Paul Chapman Ltd.
DERMAN-SPARKS, L. (1989) Anti-Bias Curriculum, Tools for Empowering
Young Children, Washington, NAEYC.
DERMAN-SPARKS, L. (1998) in foreword to Unlearning Discrimination in
the Early Years, by B. Brown, Staffordshire, Trentham Books Ltd.
EDGINGTON, M. (1998) The Nursery Teacher in Action, London, Paul
Chapman Publishing.
FRASER, D. (2000) “Children’s services: A vision for the future” in Australian
Journal of Early Childhood, Vol. 25, No. 1, March.

266

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 267

GOFFIN, S.G. & LOMBARDI, J. (1988) Speaking Out: Early Childhood
Advocacy, Washington, National Association for the Education of Young
Children.
GOLDSMITH, O. (1992) Equality: a basis for good practice, A resource for
everyone working with young children, London, Save the Children.
HAYDEN, J. (1996) Management of Early Childhood Services: An Australian
Perpsective, Wentworth Falls, Social Science Press.
HEVEY, D.& CURTIS, A. (1996) “Training to work in the early years” in
Contemporary Issues in the Early Years, edited by G. Pugh, London, Paul
Chapman Ltd.
HOLMAN, A. & KLEINBERG, S. (1994) “Training for quality in early
education” in Watt, Journal of Early Education: The Quality Debate,
Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press.
KATZ, L.G. (1995) Talks with Teachers of Young Children, A Collection, New
Jersey, Ablex Publishing Corporation.
LANE, J. (1999) Action For Racial Equality in the Early Years, Understanding the
Past, Thinking about the Present, Planning for the Future, London, The
National Early Years Network.
MacGREIL, M. (1996) Prejudice in Ireland Revisited, Kildare, The Survey and
Research Unit, Department of Social Studies, Maynooth College.
MENMUIR, J. & HUGHES, A. (1998) “Developing professionalism in early
years staff ”, in Early Years, Volume 19, Number 1, Autumn.
MOSS, P. & PENN, H. (1996) Transforming Nursery Education, London, Paul
Chapman Publishing Ltd.
MURRAY, C. & O’DOHERTY, A (2001), ‘éist’, Respecting Diversity in Early
Childhood Care, Education and Training, Pavee Point, Dublin.
NATIONAL CHILDREN’S STRATEGY (2000) Our Children-Their Lives,
Dublin, Stationery Office, Government Publications.
OBERHUEMER, P. (1999) “Conceptualising the professional role in early
childhood centres:Emerging profiles in four European countries”, Paper
prepared for presentation at the 9th EECERA Conference on Quality in
Early childhood Education, Helsinki, 1-4 September 1999, Email;
KL211ah@mail.lrz-muenchen.de
PASCAL, B. (1990) “What is Advocacy?” in Speaking Out: Early Childhood
Advocacy edited by Goffin, S.G. and Lombardi, J., Washington, National
Association for the Education of Young Children.
PASCAL, C. (1996) “Development and training: Towards a new career for

267

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 268

early childhood professionals” in Early Years, Vol. 16, No. 2, Spring.
PUGH, G. (1988) “Portage in perspective: parental involvement in preschool
programmes” in Early Education: The Parents Role, a Source Book for
Teachers edited by A.Cohen, U.K., PCP.
ROBINSON, K. & JONES DIAZ, C. (1999) “Doing theory with early
childhood educators: Understanding difference and diversity in personal
and professional contexts” in Australian Journal of Early Childhood, Vol. 24,
No. 4, December.
RODD, J. (1994) Leadership in Early Childhood, The Pathway to
Professionalism, Buckingham, Open University Press.
SAVE THE CHILDREN (1997) The UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child, Training Kit, Geneva, International Save the Children Alliance.
SIRAJ-BLATCHFORD, I. (1994) The Early Years, Laying the Foundations for
Racial Equality, Staffordshire, Trentham Books Ltd.
SIRAJ-BLATCHFORD, I. & CLARKE, P. (2000) Supporting Identity, Diversity
and Language in the Early Years, Buckingham, Open University Press.
SMEDLEY S. (1996) “Personality, professionalism and politics: What does it
mean to be an early years teacher”, in Education in Early Childhood, First
Things First, edited by S. Robson and S. Smedley, London, David Fulton
Publishers.
SMEDLEY S. (1996) “Working For equality and equity”, in Education in Early
Childhood, First Things First, edited by S. Robson and S. Smedley, London,
David Fulton Publishers.
VANDER VEN, K. (1988) “Pathways to professional effectiveness for early
childhood educators” in Professionalism and the Early Childhood Practitioner,
edited by B. Spodek, O.N. Saracho and D. Peters, New York, Teachers
College Press.
VANDER VEN, K. (1991) “The relationship between notions of care giving
held by early childhood practitioners and stages of career development” in
Early Childhood Towards the 21st Century: A Worldwide Perspective, edited by
B. Po-King Chan, Hong Kong,Yew Chung Education Publishing.

268

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 269

Teacher-Perceived Behavioural Difficulties
in Infant Classes in Primary Schools
arah uinn, orit .eering,
athleen ennedy & aeve artin
INTRODUCTION
Certain child factors as well as factors in the child’s social and physical
environment were examined in relation to behavioural difficulties in the junior
and senior infant child (age range predominately four to six years). As part of
this study a survey of primary school teachers of junior and senior infant classes
in Co. Kildare and Co. Dublin took place. Some of the findings, both
significant and non-significant, of the quantitative element (the survey) of this
study are reported on in this paper.
According to Mortimore, Sammon, Stoll, Lewis & Russell (1988) a child’s
behaviour should not be examined in isolation from its context. Furthermore,
behaviour is a joint function of not only characteristics of the child but also
characteristics in the environment (Moen, 1995). Therefore, it was
hypothesised that child factors and factors in children’s social and physical
environment were linked to the existence of a child/children with behavioural
difficulties in the class and to the extent that their behavioural difficulties
deviated from the norm.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Many feel that the numbers of children exhibiting behavioural and/or
emotional difficulties is increasing (Soodak, 1994). The majority of teachers
believe that a lack of discipline is becoming more of a problem in recent years
with 34% of primary schools in Ireland reporting indiscipline to be a real issue
of concern (Martin, 1997). There is a dearth of research examining behavioural
difficulties in the young/preschool child in Ireland. However, one such study in
1985 of children in a preschool playgroup in a working class Dublin suburb
found that 16.9% of the children were rated as behaviourally disturbed on the
Behaviour Screening Questionnaire (Leader & Fitzgerald, 1985). Not only are
behavioural difficulties very common in young children (Richman, Stevenson
& Graham, 1982) and their rising numbers a cause of concern, but a growing
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body of evidence indicates that behaviour problems, when identified in the preschool years, often persist to later years (Campbell & Ewing, 1990). Campbell
suggests that behavioural problems in the under six year olds may be considered
as potential indicators of more long-term difficulties (Campbell, 1995).
The incidence of behavioural difficulties in children has been found, in many
studies, to be greater in children in schools in deprived environments than in
children in school in less disadvantaged areas. Chazan and Jackson (1974),
examining children at five and seven years old, discovered that 16% of the
children attending schools in deprived areas were rated by their teachers as
‘somewhat’ or ‘very’ disruptive while only 6% of their peers in middle-class
schools were similarly rated. The Department of Education and Science,
Ireland, have designated 316 Irish primary schools as disadvantaged based on
educational indicators such as the number of children in the school who live in
rented accommodation, whose parents are unemployed and hold a medical
card, and on information on the basic level of literacy and numeracy in the
schools (Special Education 2, 2001). Amongst other benefits, schools that are
designated as disadvantaged receive additional capitation funding and have
maximum teacher ratios of 29:1. Regardless of these concessions, in phase two
of the Irish leg of the IEA Preprimary Study teachers rated seven year old
children in designated disadvantaged schools as having significantly more
problematic classroom conduct than those in non-designated disadvantaged
schools (Hayes & Kernan, 2001).
In 1996 the Department of Education and Science launched a new initiative to
break the cycle of disadvantage. All schools involved in this new initiative were
previously designated as disadvantaged. The schools qualify for grant assistance
for special projects, additional capitation funding and improved pupil: teacher
ratios of 15:1 (Minister for Education, 1996). On evaluation of this scheme it
has been found that, in the main, results were positive. Principals concluded
that the scheme had a positive effect on the morale in the school. Teachers
thought that the atmosphere in their classrooms were more pleasant and classes
easier to manage – they spent less time disciplining their students and more
time in individual work (Department of Education and Science, 2000).
Another environmental factor affecting prevalence estimates of behavioural
difficulties, according to Laing and Chazan (1987), is the geographical area in
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which the children live. The incidence is often found to be lower in rural
settings. In a study conducted by Fitzgerald and Kinsella (1987) the Rutter B2
scale (teachers) questionnaire was administered to all children between the ages
of seven and 11 in two disadvantaged schools in an Irish urban area and in two
schools in a small town in rural Ireland. It was found that 35% of the urban
children exhibited behavioural deviance as against 11% of the rural town
children. Contrary to popular belief the Irish National Teachers’ Organisation
(INTO) reported that overall the number of children with behavioural
difficulties was decreasing. However, schools in inner city disadvantaged areas
were exceptions to this (INTO, 1995).
The Elton Report of 1989 states that teachers tended to blame parents for their
children’s misbehaviour in school. Indeed, Braun (1992) claimed that some
teachers perceive that parents inculcate their children with ‘wrong’ attitudes and
do not prepare them adequately for school. Miller notes how teachers have
alleged that home factors in combination with child factors are the cause of
problem behaviour in schools (Miller, 1994). The Department of Education and
Science, Ireland, (1990) sees parents as playing a crucial role in shaping the
attitudes of their children which lead to good behaviour in school. It
acknowledges that schools need parental support in order to meet and maintain
their desired levels of behaviour. Although some teachers do not see the value in
developing home-school relations; others feel threatened by parental
involvement; and more are too busy to become involved in genuine partnership
with parents (Pugh & DeAth, 1989), the Department of Education and Science
(1990) advises school authorities to communicate with parents and involve them
from the early stages in the management of their children’s misbehaviour.
Gender is a child characteristic that has been found to be significantly
associated with behavioural difficulties. According to the Irish researchers
Kellaghan and Lewis (1993) boys require more disciplinary action in school
than girls, especially in mixed schools. This leads them to believe that boys
present more problems to the teacher than do girls. Of the 59 children assessed
in the Leader, Fitzgerald and Kinsella (1985) study nine of the children found
to have behavioural difficulties were boys and only one was a girl. Gender, they
found, was the only useful predictor of behaviour problems in the pre-school
child. Fergusson and Horwood (1997) found that gender acted to influence
classroom behaviours, with boys being more prone to distractable, disruptive
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and inattentive behaviours from the point of school entry. In studying the
experiences of four-year-old children in selected settings outside the home
children’s developmental status was examined. Regardless of the type of setting
(pre-school or primary school) or location of setting (designated or not
designated disadvantaged schools/pre-schools) girls scored significantly higher
than boys on measures of social skills and social competence (Hayes,
O’Flatherty & Kernan, 1997).
One of the measures which is recognised to have a positive effect on children’s
behaviour and social well-being is good quality early education (Hayes, 1995).
Sylva and Wiltshire (1993), in reviewing the effect of pre-school education on
children’s development, concluded that: pre-school education leads to immediate,
measurable gains in educational and social development; high quality early
education leads to lasting cognitive and social benefits in children; the impact of
early education is strongest in children from disadvantaged backgrounds; and the
most important learning in pre-school concerns aspirations, task commitment,
social skills and responsibility and feelings of efficacy.
In addition to variables related to the child’s background and living conditions the
school itself is included as one of the contributing factors in the onset of conduct
disorders (Kazdin, 1995) and seen as one of the sources of children’s maladaptive
and disruptive behaviour (INTO, 1995). Schools are recognised to influence
children’s social development (Cullinane, 1999). It is possible that the child’s
problems become more aggravated if the school does not recognise the reasons for
the child’s problems and provide a caring and supportive environment (INTO,
1995). According to this INTO report lack of adequate and co-ordinated support
services for children with social and emotional problems is a huge source of
concern to parents and teachers alike. It concluded that minimum recognition by
the Department of Education and Science was given to these children and
provision of services was poor. It estimated that, although there were 2823 children
in ordinary primary schools with emotional and/or behavioural difficulties
additional teaching support (remedial education) was only available to 77% of
these children. Interestingly, Chazan and Jackson (1971) in the UK found that
over a third (38.2%) of the head teachers interviewed were quite satisfied with
their available support services; not many schools made use of outside services; and
teachers preferred to cope with children’s behavioural difficulties by means of
internal school resources than by seeking external help.
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One of the factors attributed to satisfactory levels of discipline in Irish
primary schools was a class size that allowed a lot of attention be given to
potentially disruptive pupils (Martin, 1997). Results of a state-wide
intervention project in Tennessee, project STAR, showed, consistently, that
children taught in smaller classes for the first four years of school
outperformed those taught in larger classes, and maintained their academic
advantage over two years (Finn & Achilles, 1990). Most teachers and parents
assert that smaller classes provide a more productive educational environment
than larger classes (Blatchford, Goldstein & Mortimore, 1998). However,
reflecting on studies and research into the effects of class size the UK Office
for Standards in Education (OFSTED) have concluded that, for the most
part, they have failed to demonstrate that pupils do better in small classes
(OFSTED, 1995). Podmore (1989) admitted that examining class size as a
determinant of child outcomes was a complex business as outcomes are
confounded by variations in classrooms, child characteristics and
instructional processes. However, over a decade later, she concluded that
smaller classes do benefit children with special needs, those from minority
groups and younger children during their first years of school by facilitating
changes in aspects of instructional processes (Podmore, 1998).
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
In short the questions posed in this study were:
Are these teacher, classroom and school factors associated with the existence
of teacher-perceived behavioural difficulties in children in junior and senior
infant classes?
Is there a link between child, teacher, class and school factors and the extent
of deviation from the norm of children with teacher-perceived behavioural
difficulties?
METHODOLOGY
OPERATIONAL DEFINITIONS

As the emphasis in this study was on identifying children who were perceived
by their teachers to have behavioural difficulties, behavioural difficulties have
not been measured using a standardised measure rather teachers were asked to
provide information on children whose:
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behaviour teachers considered or perceived to be a problem, caused a
disruption, were difficult for the teacher to manage, were of concern to
the teacher;
l behaviour that teachers perceived as affecting the teaching and learning
process in the class and/or affecting the acceptable levels of social
behaviour in the school;
l behaviour that was both or either internalising and externalising in
nature.
Teachers were asked to interpret the term ‘behavioural and/or emotional
difficulties’ in as broad a sense as possible.
l

1. Existence of behavioural difficulties
The existence of behavioural difficulties indicated that the teacher had
perceived one or more children in his/her class to exhibit behavioural
difficulties (as described above).
2. Deviation from the norm
Deviation from the norm referred to the extent to which the behaviours
displayed by the children with behavioural difficulties deviated from what the
teacher regarded as normal/acceptable classroom behaviour.
PILOT

Drawing on ecological psychology and systems theory the child’s behavioural
difficulties were not viewed as occurring in a social and physical vacuum,
therefore school, child and classroom details that were deemed pertinent and
that the teacher would have immediate knowledge of were included in the
questionnaire.
The questionnaire was piloted on 14 teachers teaching in both designated and
non-designated schools. Seven of these questionnaires were researcheradministered. This facilitated immediate feedback, informal discussion and
clarification. The other seven questionnaires were self-administered. Having
completed the questionnaire the participants were asked to consider and
respond to a list of queries regarding the clarity and validity of the questions on
the questionnaire. Over 85% (six out of seven) of the self-administered pilot
questionnaires were returned. Minor changes were made to the questionnaire
following the responses from all involved in the pilot.
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QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN

The intention of the questionnaire was primarily to identify children who the
teacher perceived had behavioural difficulties. It was also intended to gain
information on characteristics of these children, on certain factors in the
children’s school environment, and on teachers’ positions with regard to
existing or desired support structures.
The questionnaire was designed to be brief and easy to answer and consisted of
three parts. In the first section general questions pertaining to the school were
asked. The second section was concerned with details of the child the teacher
had identified with behavioural difficulties. In the third section, the teacher was
asked certain personal and class details and his/her opinion regarding supports
available and desired.
The teachers were asked to complete the ‘child-details’ section on as many
children as they perceived displayed behavioural difficulties (there was no upper
limit applied) and they were provided with extra ‘child-detail’ sheets for this
purpose. They were also free to comment on any issue of relevance and
comment sheets were provided for this purpose. The questionnaire generated
both qualitative and quantitative data.
SAMPLE

Although not designed primarily as a comparative study in order to gather
information on the rural/urban factor the population chosen were all junior
and senior infant teachers working in mainstream primary schools in Co.
Dublin and Co. Kildare.
To select a random and representative sample stratified random sampling – a
form of probability sampling – was used. This accommodated differences
between the characteristics of groups and differences between the numbers in
each group.
The strata were: schools in areas designated as disadvantaged in Co. Dublin;
schools in these areas in Co. Kildare; schools which were not located in designated
disadvantaged areas in Co. Dublin; similar non-designated disadvantaged Kildare
schools. The socio-economic status of the schools was measured according to the
designation applied to the school by the Department of Education and Science.
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A Java based computer programme was designed to produce a list of random,
non-repeating numbers. These were applied to school listings obtained from
the Department of Education and Science.
The Department of Education and Science also produced figures on the total
number of infant classes in Co. Dublin and Co. Kildare and, to ensure
representation, the size of the sample (the total number of questionnaires
forwarded) was based on these figures.
ADMINISTRATION

Permission to involve each school in the survey was asked of the principal
teacher prior to forwarding the questionnaires to the teachers of junior and
senior infant classes. The principal indicated the number of teachers of these
classes working in the school and the appropriate number of questionnaires was
forwarded, care of the principal, for distribution among these teachers. A cover
letter, list of aims and a stamped addressed envelope were included with each
questionnaire. In order to improve the response rate reminder letters were
forwarded three weeks post mailing to any school that had not yet returned the
questionnaires.
RESPONSE RATE

A total of 539 questionnaires were forwarded to teachers. There was a response
rate of 51% with 150 responses from teachers in schools not designated as
disadvantaged and 123 from those that were designated disadvantaged. Of the
disadvantaged schools, 20 were also part of the Breaking the Cycle scheme. In
total 273 questionnaires were returned.
Examining the responses by county – 38 were from Co. Kildare. These made
up 13.9% of the total sample. Six of the Co. Kildare responses were from
teachers working in schools that were designated as disadvantaged. In Co.
Dublin, responses were received from 235 schools, which is equal to 86.1% of
the overall response. A similar number of responses were received from Dublin
schools that were not designated as disadvantaged (119; 50.6%) as from schools
that were (116; 49.4%).
RESULTS

1. Existence of behavioural difficulties
As the expression ‘existence of behavioural difficulties’ indicated that at least
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one child in the teacher’s class was perceived by the teacher to exhibit
behavioural difficulties the overall number of teacher-responses (n = 273)
were examined rather than the total number of children (n = 444) identified
by the teachers.
Two hundred and forty teachers (87.91%) reported having a child/children
with behavioural difficulties in their class while 33 teachers (12.09%)
perceived there to be no children in their class with behavioural difficulties
(see Figure 1).
Fig 1: Percentage of children with/without behavioural difficulties.

1.1 Incidence
The incidence of teacher-perceived difficulties in this study was found to be
6.3%. This was ascertained by calculating the number of children the teachers
perceived as having behavioural difficulties (444) as a percentage of the total
number of children in the classes the teachers taught (7054).
Two hundred and forty of the 273 respondents perceived there to be at least
one child in his/her class with behavioural difficulties. As is evident in Figure 2,
130 reported on more than one child, with six teachers identifying five children
in their class to have behavioural difficulties.
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Fig 2: Number of children perceived to have behavioural difficulties per class.

1.2 Socio-economic status
Coding Breaking the Cycle school as designated disadvantaged there was no
significant difference between the observed and expected frequencies of
children with behavioural difficulties from designated and non-designated
disadvantaged schools (chi sq = 1.053, df = 1, p = 0.305). This information is
presented in Figure 3.
Fig 3: Frequencies of behavioural difficulties in children in designated (DD) and
non-designated disadvantaged (NDD) schools (chi sq = 1.053, df = 1, p = 0.305).
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When examined as three groups – designated disadvantaged, non-designated
disadvantaged, and Breaking the Cycle – the findings, again, were not
significant (Chi-sq. = 1.459, df = 2, p = 0.473).
1.3 Location of school
There was a significant difference in the existence of at least one child in the class
having behavioural difficulties according to the geographical location of the
school. More schools located in Co. Dublin had children with teacher-perceived
behavioural difficulties than Co. Kildare schools (two-tailed Fisher’s exact p =
0.029). In Dublin there were over eight times as many schools with behavioural
difficulties than without. While in Kildare there were just over three times as
many schools with children with behavioural difficulties than without such
children. See Figure 4 and Table 1 for an illustration of these results.
Fig 4: Percentage of children with/without behavioural difficulties in schools
in Dublin and Kildare (Fisher’s exact p = 0.029).

Some teachers commented on the location of their school. A number of Kildare
teachers explained their reduced number of behavioural difficulties by way of
their school’s non-urban setting. ‘This is a rural, three-teacher school with 65
pupils. We do not have any serious discipline problems because we are dealing
with country children and the parents are very supportive.’
1.4 Parents
As indicated in Table 1 and Figure 5 there was no significant difference between
the observed and expected frequencies of teachers who felt supported by
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interested parents and the existence of children with behavioural difficulties
(chi sq. = 1.237, df = 1, p = 0.266). However, the issue of interested parents was
an emotive topic for many teachers. Parents and children’s home background
were admonished for either creating or sustaining the behavioural difficulties in
children that present to teachers in the classroom. Comments such as
‘…difficulties with children in the infant classes stem from the home’; ‘Usually
the disinterested parents have the problem children’; and ‘Parenting courses
should be compulsory!’ were reflective of the opinion of many teachers.
Fig 5: Percentage of children with/without behavioural difficulties where teachers
found parents to be/ not to be supportive (chi sq. = 1.237, df = 1, p = 0.266).

1.5 Gender
Over three-quarters (339; 76.4%) of all children with behavioural difficulties
were boys, whereas, only 105 (23.6%) out of the total 444 children with
behavioural difficulties were girls.
Teachers’ views on the gender imbalance in relation to the incidence of
behavioural difficulties was in keeping with the above finding. One teacher
reflected on her experience (20 years) of teaching mixed classes and stated that
‘it is nearly always boys who cause disruption’. Another teacher restricted
her/his observations to all boys’ classes where s/he claimed that ‘the average is
one out of six boys exhibit behavioural difficulties.’
1.6 School supports
Of the 265 valid responses to the question of adequacy of school supports two
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fifths (40.38%) of teachers considered their school supports to be adequate. As
Figure 6 illustrates significantly more teachers who found their school supports
to be inadequate reported children with behavioural difficulties (chi sq. =
5.456, p = 0.019, df = 1). These results are also presented in Table 1.
Fig 6: Percentage of children with/without behavioural difficulties where school
supports were perceived to be adequate (chi sq. = 5.456, p = 0.019, df = 1).

Referring to teachers’ qualitative comments one teacher said that ‘there is a reaction
of sympathy but that the child is the teacher’s problem to deal with – there is little
or no practical help’. Another teacher referred to the abolition of the support
corporal punishment. She said ‘we are all aware of what we are not allowed do’ but,
she lamented, teachers have not been provided with positive alternatives.
Table 1: Summary of significant results of Chi square tests on the existence
of behavioural difficulties. (*Denotes significant results.)
≥ 1 child with
behavioural
difficulties exists

No child with
behavioural
difficulties exists

chi sq.

df

p

Fisher’s Extract
p

Dublin schools
N (%)

211 (89%)

24 (10.2%)

/

/

/

*0.029

Kildare schools
N (%)

29 (76.3%)

9 (23.7%)

Adequate school
supports N (%)

88 (82.2%)

19 (17.8%)

5.456

1

*0.019

/

145 (91.8%)

13 (8.2%)

Inadequate
school supports
N (%)
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1.7 Class size
Although there was no significant difference between the size of the classes that
held a child/children with behavioural difficulties and ones that did not (t = 0.722, df = 270, p = 0.471), this topic was contentious for many teachers (see
Table 2). One teacher felt for the children saying ‘large class sizes are the
greatest injustice to children’ and considered them the cause of much difficult
behaviour – ‘many problems would not arise if we had to cater for less children’.
In a similar vain another teacher claimed that ‘class sizes are too big to deal
effectively with the highly disturbed child’. Small class numbers, in many
instances, were seen as the ‘teachers’ biggest help’.
Table 2: The mean difference in class size where children with behavioural
difficulties did/did not exist. (*Denotes significant results)

Class size
Kildare schools
N (%)

≥ 1 child with
behavioural
difficulties exists

No child with
behavioural
difficulties exists

t

df

p

N

239 (88%)

33 (12%)

-0.722

270

0.471

Mean

25.85

26.58

2. Deviation from norm
Each child who was perceived by the teacher as having behavioural
difficulties was given a rating of deviance from behaviour that the teacher
considered to be normal and acceptable. Out of 442 children (in two cases
teachers did not rate their children) 42 (9.5%) children were given the rating
of ‘minor degree’ of deviation from the norm, 211 (47.7%) were thought to
deviate to a ‘moderate degree’ and a further 189 (42.8%) to a ‘major degree’.
Of the 6.3% of the total number of children in the classes with teacherperceived behavioural difficulties, i.e. the incidence of behavioural
difficulties in this sample, 0.6% deviated to a ‘minor degree’, 3% to
‘moderate degree’ and 2.7% to a ‘major degree’. These results are illustrated
in Figure 7.
Fig 7: Percentage of children with behavioural difficulties according to their
deviation from the norm.
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2.1 Socio-economic status of school
There was a significant difference in the extent of deviation from the norm of
children with behavioural difficulties in designated and non-designated
disadvantaged schools. As may be seen in Figure 8 those in designated
disadvantaged schools had significantly higher mean scores of deviance from
the norm than those in schools that were not designated as disadvantaged (t =
-2.158, df = 440, p = 0.031). Results are also presented in Table 4.
Fig 8: Mean scores of the extent of deviation from the norm of children with
behavioural difficulties in designated disadvantaged (DD) and nondesignated disadvantaged (NDD) schools (t = -2.158, df = 440, p = 0.031).
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2.2 Location of school
Evident from Figure 9, there was no significant difference in extent of deviation
from the norm of children with behavioural difficulties in schools in Dublin
and Kildare (t = 0.223, df = 440, p = 0.824).
Fig 9: Mean scores of extent of deviation from the norm of children with
behavioural difficulties in Dublin and Kildare schools (t = 0.223, df = 440, p
= 0.824).

2.3 Parents
There was no significant difference in the extent of deviation from the norm of
children with teacher-perceived behavioural difficulties for teachers who
did/did not consider themselves to be supported by parents (t = -0.922, df =
405, p = 0.357). See Figure 10 for presentation of results.
Fig 10: Mean scores of extent of deviation from the norm of children with
behavioural difficulties where teachers perceived themselves to be supported/
unsupported by parents (t = -0.922, df = 405, p = 0.357).
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2.4 Gender
As indicated in Figure 11 the mean extent of deviance from the norm for boys
and girls did not differ significantly (t = 1.853, p = 0.065, df = 440).
Fig 11: Mean scores of extent of deviation from the norm of boys and girls
with behavioural difficulties (t = 1.853, df = 440, p = 0.065).

2.5 Pre-school attendance
The mean extent of deviance for children who did not attend pre-school was
significantly higher than for those who did attend pre-school (t = -2.461, df = 342,
p = 0.014). As indicated in Figure 12/ Table 4 below, the number of those who
had not attended pre-school was 105 with a mean extent of deviation of 2.45, std.
= 0.62. The number of those who had attended preschool was 239 with a mean
extent of deviation of 2.26, std. = 0.67. (For 86 children teachers did not know if
they had attended pre-school and in the case of 13 children answers to this
question were missing – (‘no answer’). Both the ‘don’t know’ and ‘no answer’
responses were treated as missing values in analysis.)
Fig 12: Mean scores of deviation from the norm of children with behavioural
difficulties who have/have not attended pre-school (t = -2.158, df = 342, p =
0.014).
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2.6 School supports
Where teachers did/did not perceive school supports to be adequate there was
a significant difference in the extent of deviation from the norm of children
with behavioural difficulties (see Figure 13 and Table 4). Not surprisingly,
teachers who perceived their supports to be inadequate found the behaviour of
children with behavioural difficulties to be less acceptable and deviate further
from the norm (t = -3.424, df = 428, p = 0.001).
Fig 13: Mean scores of extent of deviation of children with behavioural
difficulties where teachers perceived their supports to be adequate/
inadequate (t = 3.424, df = 428, p = 0.001).

2.7 Class size
There was no significant relationship between the extent of deviance for
children with behavioural difficulties and the size of their classes (rho = -0.092,
p = 0.054, N = 441). Although it was noted that as class sizes got bigger
deviance tended to reduce (see Table 3 for presentation of results).
Table 3: Correlation between class size and extent of deviation.

Class size

N

Rho

p

*411

-0.092

0.054

*Three teachers did not provide information on class size.
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Table 4: Summary of significant t-test findings in the above section (deviation
from norm). (*Denotes significant result.)

N

Mean extent
of deviation

t

df

p

Non-designated
disadvantaged
school N(%)

212 (48%)

2.26

-2.158

440

*0.031

Designated
disadvantaged
school N(%)

230 (52%)

2.4

239 (69.5%)

2.26

-2.461

342

*0.014

105 (30.5%)

2.45

Adequate school
supports N(%)

157 (36.5%)

2.2

-3.424

428

*0.001

Inadequate school
supports N(%)

273 (63.5%)

242

Pre-school
attendance N(%)
Pre-school
non-attendance
N(%)

DISCUSSION
Teachers were encouraged to report on as many children in their class as they
perceived to have behavioural difficulties. It is possible, however, that teachers,
due to teaching or time pressures, did not complete a ‘child-detail’ sheet on all
children in their classes with behavioural difficulties. For this reason the
incidence estimate (6.3%) may be interpreted as the least number of children
with teacher-perceived behavioural difficulties. Indeed, this figure may be
regarded as rather conservative given the results of other Irish studies which
found prevalence rates in a Dublin pre-school population to be 16.9% (Leader
et al, 1985). Rates in primary school populations (derived from the Rutter
Teacher Questionnaire) in Co. Clare were 11% (O’Connor, Ruddle &
Gallagher, 1988) and in Dublin were 17% (Jeffers & Fitzgerald, 1991).
As many as 24% of the total sample in the Chazan and Jackson study (1971)
showed some indication of behaviour deviating from the desirable norm as seen
by the teachers, and, between 13-14% of children appeared to be presenting
problems to an extent of warranting attention, though only a small proportion
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were thought to need specialist help. Each child identified in this study was
given a rating of deviance from the norm. Over two fifths of the children were
given the highest rating indicating major deviance.
The findings in relation to socio-economic status of the school were contrary
to those of many studies that have found behavioural difficulties occurring
more often in children attending schools in deprived and disadvantaged
schools than in non-disadvantaged schools (Chazan & Jackson, 1971;
McCarthy & O’Boyle, 1986; Jeffers & Fitzgerald, 1991; Hayes & Kernan,
2001). An explanation for this may be found in the methodological design
of this study. Schools in this study were designated as disadvantaged
according to the Department of Education and Science criteria. In many
other studies, with the exception of Hayes and Kernan (2001), these same
designating criteria were not necessarily applied. Hayes and Kernan found,
not necessarily a greater incidence of children with behavioural difficulties
in designated disadvantaged schools, but, that teachers in designated
disadvantaged schools considered the children to be significantly more
problematic. This was in line with the results of this study where children in
schools that were designated as disadvantaged were perceived to deviate from
the norm significantly more than those in schools that were not designated
disadvantaged.
The location of schools with regard to the county in which it was situated
and the incidence of teachers reporting that at least one child with
behavioural difficulties were found to be significant. More children with
behavioural difficulties attended Co. Dublin schools than Co. Kildare.
While both town/urban and country/rural schools were represented in
Kildare, in comparison with Dublin there was a higher proportion of rural
schools in this county and there were no city schools. Studies examining the
incidence of children with behavioural difficulties in different geographical
areas have found there to be a higher incidence of behavioural difficulties in
urban areas (Rutter, Cox, Tupling, Berger & Yule, 1975; Larsson & Frisk,
1999, Fitzgerald & Kinsella, 1987). This finding is seen to be true in this
study also. However, as rural schools have been represented in both counties,
the incidence of teachers reporting a child/children with behavioural
difficulties may be said to be significantly higher in urban areas, even when
areas are only predominately urban.
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The existence of children with behavioural difficulties and the mean extent of
deviation from the norm did not differ significantly for teachers who did or did
not consider themselves to be supported by interested parents. Contrary to
recommendations by the Department of Education and Science (1990) this
finding does not indicate that parental support is needed in order to meet and
maintain desired levels of school behaviour. It also suggests that although many
teachers in their qualitative commentary tended to attribute the cause and
maintenance of behavioural difficulties to the parents they do not consider
themselves any more supported by parents in classes where there are no children
with behavioural difficulties. However, there may be a methodological
explanation for this contrary finding. Perceived parental support was measured
generally – teachers were asked if they considered themselves to be supported
by interested parents – the question did not specifically and solely apply to the
parents of the children identified as behaviourally difficult. Had the teachers
been asked about the support yielded from the parents of the children they
perceived to have behavioural difficulties it is possible that a significant
association may have been found.
In keeping with the findings of other studies more boys presented with
behavioural difficulties than girls (Kellagher et al, 1993, Hayes et al, 1997).
Leader et al (1985) found nine times as many pre-school boys in a urban
disadvantaged area to show behavioural difficulties than girls, whereas,
Richman, Stevenson and Graham (1982) using the same measure found the
ratio of behaviour problems in three year old boys and girls to be 1.5: 1
respectively. In this study boys were three times more likely to present with
behavioural difficulties than girls. The same ratio was found in the Fitzgerald et
al study (1987) of seven to 11 year old children in the rural Irish schools.
Examining the Leader et al (1985) and Fitzgerald et al (1987) findings more
closely it would appear that the strong sex difference disappears as the children
grow older (pre-school are to seven/11years old). In this study the ages ranged
from four to seven. Perhaps the ratio of boys to girls found here reflects this agerelated reduction. In an attempt to explain the higher numbers of boys with
behavioural difficulties in schools attention may be drawn to recent research
which is focussing on the phenomena of male disadvantaged in educational
outcomes and adaptation to school (Sammons, Mortimore & Thomas, 1996).
It is possible that the difficulties boys have in adapting to school are associated
with their school behaviour in as much as with their academics.
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In a study examining relations between aspects of early child care and school
adjustment, Howes (1988) reported that high-quality, stable childcare
predicted fewer behaviour problems, once family characteristics had been
accounted for. The significant association found between pre-school attendance
and reduced deviance from the norm supports the claims of other studies that
pre-school can have a positive influence on social behaviour, well-being (Hayes,
1995; Sylva et al, 1993) and school adjustment (Howes, 1988).
In light of the INTO findings (1995) that children’s behaviour problems
exacerbate when school environments are not supportive it is not surprising
that teachers who perceived at least one child to in their class have behavioural
difficulties considered their school supports to be inadequate. Furthermore, the
extent of deviance from the norm of children with behavioural difficulties was
significantly higher where teachers found their school supports inadequate.
Interestingly, the percentage (37.3%; n = 88) of those teaching children with
behavioural difficulties and who were satisfied with their supports was almost
identical to that found for the head teachers who were quite happy with their
available support services in the schools studied by Chazan and Jackson (1971).
No association was found between class size and children’s perceived
behavioural difficulties. This is consistent with much of the literature (Rutter,
Maughan, Mortimore & Ouston, 1979; OFSTED, 1995). Teachers
themselves, however, made the link between these variables. Some considered
that large class size caused certain behaviours to manifest. Others thought that
high class numbers, rather than be associated with the cause of the problems,
effected their management of the child – large numbers made behaviour
problems were made more difficult to cope with. In these instances the mere
existence of children with teacher-perceived behavioural difficulties would not
necessarily be associated with high class size but would be related to the
experience of behavioural difficulties. Therefore it is not surprising that
teachers who work with these children daily call for a reduction in class size
(Martin, 1997).
Although the home, according to the INTO (1995) is the main influence on
social and emotional difficulties, the teacher is in a good position to influence
the course and progression of the difficulties. The issue of behavioural
difficulties in the classroom is a major cause of stress for teachers (INTO, 1995;

290

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 291

Docking, 1997, Elton, 1989). According to Docking (1996) most behaviour
problems, given the appropriate support and resources, can be dealt with by
improving classroom management and the ethos of the school. He claims that
a crucial aspect of effective behaviour management is a determination to stand
back and examine the pedagogic and classroom management strategies being
used. Wise teachers try to pre-empt behaviour problems using this proactive
method; they reinforce and reward desired behaviours.
Disruptive acts in school need to be viewed within the context of the school; the
individual pupil is not to be seen as bearing the sole responsibility for
misbehaviour (Rutter & Nicola, 1976). By attributing blame for behavioural
difficulties to child and parent factors (Miller, 1994) teachers are ignoring the part
school, teacher and classroom factors may play in the manifestation of behavioural
difficulties. These factors, as well as the child, his/her personal characteristics and
home background, are all elements of the various systems in which the child lives
and behaves. It is important that teachers pay due regard to the elements of the
various systems of the child’s environment, as, to effect change in the child’s
problem behaviour the nature of the key elements that make up the systems in
which the child operates must be changed (Docking, 1996).
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An Introduction to the research in to the
“Differences in the social competence of children who
attend integrated junior infant classes and children who
attend segregated learning environments”
udith . utler
Increasingly, children with special educational needs (S.E.N) are attending a
variety of integrated and inclusive childcare and education settings. This
contemporary practice of educating children who present with disabilities in
mainstream classrooms in primary schools has stimulated vast interest on the
impact of such practices on children with identified disabilities. Indeed,
children who present with disabilities “fare far better in mainstream education
than in special schools” (Prof. S. Buckley, cited in Siggins, 2001, p25)
However, educators and practitioners in the field of early years education and
care are concerned with meeting the needs of all children in their learning
environments, while also affirming high academic standards (Putman 1983).
Fundamentally, it must be highlighted then that integrated education produces
questions about the impact of such practices on children without identified
special educational needs.
While it is clear that these questions can be addressed from the various areas
of child development (i.e. cognitive, physical, linguistic, emotional, spiritual,
creative and social development), this research focuses on the social domain.
It investigates the development of social competence in junior infant class
children without identified disabilities as they experience different
educational settings:
1. A non-integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school.
2. An integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school.
Additionally, this research also focuses on the development of social
competence in children with disabilities who were educated in:
(a) An integrated junior infant class in the mainstream school.
(b) A segregated junior infant class for children who present
with disabilities

295

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 296

While it is evident that in the early years of life “children undergo
transformations that make the metamorphoses in Ovid or the plaques in
Exodus look mundane” (Keizer, cited in Teacher, A little Book of Appreciation
1998 p.82), the rationale for this research lies in the fact that it is during these
early years of life, the foundation of a child’s social competence is laid.
(Gammage & Meighan 1995, Katz, et al 1995, Berk, 2000).
It is during a child’s first five or six years of life that children learn to cope with
anxiety, disappointment, trepidation, aggravation and displeasure. They learn
to get pleasure from others and develop relationships and friendships. (Cole &
Cole 1997, Berk 2000)
Moreover, research from many sources indicated that a child’s level of social
competence in the early life accurately predicts social and academic
performance in later years.
(Dowling 2000, Bark 2000, Hartrup 1992, Pellegrini & Glickman 1990,
Parker & Asher 1987, Waters & Scroufe 1983).
As an indication of the pivotal role social competence plays in the holistic
development of the child, Pellegrini and Glickman emphasise that:
“Perhaps some of the time and money now spent on standardized
tests should be spent on observing Children’s social competence.
We’d save money later on”.
(Pellegrini & Glickman 1990 p.44).
In addition to this Vygotsky (1978), Parker & Asher (1987) and McClellan &
Katz (1991), all discuss how a child’s social competence is particularly
important before and during his/her early years education when peer relations
and friendships are beginning to emerge. Indeed extensive research has been
presented which indicates that failure to develop positive relationships with
peers has been an indicator of social and cognitive development in later years.
This can clearly be seen in the work of Hartup (1992) who explains that:
… the single best childhood predictor of adult adaption is not
IQ, not school grade, and not classroom behaviour, but rather
the adequacy with other children. Children who are generally
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disliked, who are aggressive and disruptive, who are unable to
sustain close relationships with other children and who cannot
establish a place for themselves in their peer culture are
seriously at risk.
(Hartrup 1992, p.9)
Katz and McClellan’s research shows that these risks are many and can lead to
poor mental health, early school dropout, low achievement and other school
difficulties as well as poor employment history. As a result of their initial
research, Katz and McClellan (1997) advocate, “relationships should be
counted as the first four R’s of education”. (McClellan & Katz 1997,
Ericps.ed.uiuc.edu/eece/pubs/dijest 1997/ mccle/93.html).
More recently however Dowling (2000) supported this belief and advocated that
the 3r’s should be interpreted with the 3A’s meaning – ‘Affection, Acceptance and
Approval’. This writer continues to discuss how in Taiwan kindergartens children
are given homework, tests and lists of work to memorise. These young children
face the stress of competition as Dowling explains, that even at this young age
scores on a range of pencil and paper tests measure success.
In addition to this Dowling continues to discuss how in Hong Kong nearly
90% of parents intend that their children should attend University. In order to
achieve this, parents advocate that an ‘early start’ is essential. However, because
kindergartens in Hong Kong are private and subsequently compete for
children, kindergartens are keen to respond to parental wishes. In 1992, a study
in to the early education provision in this part of the world highlighted that
98% of kindergarten children receive homework mainly in writing and number
skills. Moreover, children at the age of three begin to learn Chinese reading in
98% of these preschools, while 95% of the kindergarten children are taught
Chinese writing at the same time. The majority of these early years education
settings also teach these children English writing and reading at the same time.
Children are regularly assessed and examined and given homework to
complete. As Dowling advocates the emphasis:
… is on academic attainment with little attention being paid to
personal, social and emotional areas of development.
(Dowling 2000, p. xvi).
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Fundamentally however, there are worrying consequences. Research indicates
that compared with similar groups of pre-school children in the western world,
pre-school children in Hong Kong show:
Higher levels of dependency and anxiety, display more temper
tantrums, suffer more eating problems and have greater
difficulties with relationships. As children move in to the primary
sector, studies show that they display higher levels of materialism
together with little sense of personal responsibility and honesty.
(ibid)
Winters’ (1998) also explains that these children appear not to value themselves
and because pre-schools have emphasised the learning of content, children find
it difficult to be creative and divergent thinkers. As Winters concludes, Asian
education methods have valued and emphasised academic achievement and
development while damaging and sacrificing other domains of children’s
growth which help them to achieve in adult society.
In addition to this, other researchers present a collection of research, which
suggests that family including styles of parental control, community peers and
teachers, influences social and personal development. (Baumrind 1971, 1983,
Pellegrini & Glickman 1990, Parker & Asher 1987, Waters & Scroufe, 1983).
Since the 1990s, an increasingly common practice in Irish primary schools is
the full inclusion of children with identified disabilities and it is obvious that
this educational arrangement changes the typical classroom community.
The value of integration for children with disabilities continues to be a
frequently researched educational issue. (Whelan, 1987, Ballingsley 1993,
Fuchs & Fuchs 1995, Shanker 1995, Vaughan & Shuman 1995)
However, it is clear to this researcher that research related to the impact of
integration of children without disabilities is less evident in the literature (and
never researched in Ireland) but it is, of course, equally deserving of detailed
research, discussion and debate.
This research focuses on one area in the social domain of child development –
social competence.
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The differences in social competency ratings between children who participated
in an integrated junior infant class and children who participated in a nonintegrated class (i.e. either a mainstream junior infant class, which did not
integrate children with identified disabilities or in a junior infant class in a
special school for children with disabilities).
These opportunities are legitimised by the concerns documented by teachers,
practitioners and parents of children without learning disabilities, who are
being taught in classes that include children with identified disabilities.
Nevertheless, integration has how materialised as one possibility in a spectrum
of placement options for children with identified disabilities. The advocates for
children with disabilities, who are proponents of this process of integration, are
supporting its ever-increasing popularity and expansion as a programme design
for providing services to all children, regardless of their type or degree of special
educational need. Consequently, as Brennan (1987) points out, many schools
utilise integration as a ‘one size fits all’ education option. Notably however, in
this country the implementation of the policy of integration is largely being
made in the absence of data on the impact of such practices on the
development of children without disabilities.
The following research questions were posed:
The first goal of the research is to investigate the social settings in which the
children from all four schools (involved in this present research) interacted.
Therefore, the following questions were posed:
l What is the child’s level of social participation in each learning
environment?
l To what extent do the children in each group interact with their peers?
l What factors influence social interaction?
l Do the children in the junior infant non-integrated classroom differ
from those in the junior infant integrated classroom in their social
participation?
l Which group interacts more with their class teacher?
The above questions attempt to illuminate the general practice in each of the
selected learning environments. However, it was also believed that it was
important to examine the overall organisations of the four different types of
class. This is the second goal and as a result the following questions were posed:
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l

Is there a difference in the structure between the four classrooms?

l

What are the teachers teaching styles? (e.g. commitment to providing
children with opportunities to learn through activities that are “hands
on”, developmentally appropriate and child centred, or other)?

l

Is there a difference in the daily schedules?

l

Are there noticeable differences in the availability of equipment between
the four classes?

l

How do the teachers in all four classes see their role in promoting social
competence?

l

What qualifications does each class teacher hold (B.Ed, N.T., AMI, Mont.
Dip Adv., Diploma in Special Education, Remedial Education etc.)?

l

How many adults are in each classroom (Teacher, Special Needs
Assistant, Community Employment Employee)?

l

How many children are in each classroom?

l

Were there any disruptions (by children) during class time?

The third goal of this present research is to examine the differences in the
development of social competence in children, without identified disabilities,
who are educated in a junior infant integrated class, in comparison to their
peers – children without identified disabilities who are educated in a noninclusive (i.e. with no children with disabilities) junior infant class.
The following questions were posed:
l Do the children without disabilities who attend the integrated
learning environment achieve a higher rating on the Californian
Preschool Social Competency Scale and on the Teacher Child Rating
Scale 2.1 in comparison to the children without disabilities who are
educated in a non-inclusive learning environment after one academic
year in the classroom?
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l

Do the children without disabilities who attend the integrated classes
achieve a higher rating by their parents on a questionnaire that aims to
measure their social competence, in comparison to the children without
disabilities who are educated in a non-inclusive learning environment?

The information is currently being obtained through the use of the California
Preschool Social Competency Scale (CPSCS) devised by Levine, Elsey and Lewis in
1969. This scale was specifically designed to be used within the context of the
classroom environment. Moreover, it was designed to measure the social competence
domain of social development. Class teachers are asked to rate the children on the
scale in the pretest stage (2002) and in the post-test stage (2003). Additionally,
teachers are also required to complete the Teacher-Child Rating Scale 2.1 (T-CRS
2.1). This scale is a brief socio-emotional measure. It was selected for many reasons
including that it is a five point scale as many social skills tests are designed for
diagnostic purposes, and use either presence/absence or three point scales which are
less suitable for research. This scale was designed by Perkins and Hightower and was
last updated in 2001. It is a brief objective scale designed specifically for teachers to
use to assess children’s school and problem behaviour and competencies. TeacherChild Rating Scales are an important tool to use in a research like this. (Edelbrock
& Achenback 1984, Martin 1983, Quay 1986, Sattler 1982)
The teacher is of course a significant source of information on children’s school
adjustment, as it is the teacher who is most familiar with the child’s current
school behaviour and performance. (Cowen et al 1996)
This researcher completed Target Child studies (Sylva et al 1971) on each of
the children enrolled in the four classes in year 1 (2002) and year 2 (2003) of
the study.
This method consists of one observer (this researcher) collecting information
about a Target Child with category or topic change as a coding unit. The ‘state’
(social code) of the Target Child in the present study is recorded, as is a
description of what the child is doing (activity report).
The Target Child Observational Study Schedule was selected to be the most
suitable for the present study for many reasons including, that it offered the
researcher a method of observing and categorising a child’s linguistic, cognitive
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and social development simultaneously, which is significant as social
competence often involves the use of linguistic, cognitive and social skills.
Additionally, Hills informs the reader that observational approaches are
particularly useful for addressing assessment problems in early childhood
education, while classroom observations avoid the problems of testing
young children in formal situations and allow “assessment of the natural
flow of behaviour and integration of socio-emotional and cognitive
functioning” (Bronson 1994 p.232). Observational techniques also
facilitate the inclusion of process variables such as choice of activities,
child’s level of involvement, persistence and the use of strategies in social
and cognitive problem solving.
Assessing the young child’s functioning in the natural setting “…also enhances
ecological validity and may contribute to pedagogic and program planning”. (ibid)
The fourth goal of this present research is to investigate the differences in the
development of social competence in children with disabilities, who are
educated in the integrated environment in the mainstream school, in
comparison to the children with disabilities who are educated in a segregated
environment in a special school.
The following questions were posed:
Do the children with disabilities who are educated in the mainstream
integrated junior infant class achieve a higher rating in the social
competence on the C.P.S.C.S. and T-CRS 2.1 than their peers – children
with disabilities who are educated in a segregated class in a special school?

l

l

Do the children with disabilities who attend the integrated learning
environment achieve higher ratings by their parents on a questionnaire
that measures their social competence, in comparison to the children
with disabilities who are educated in a segregated environment in a
special school after one academic year?

This information was achieved in the same way as for goal three – that the teachers
rated the children in their classes on the C.P.S.C.S. and the T-CRS 2.1 in the pretest
stage in January 2000 and in the post-test stage in January 2003.
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This researcher with the aid of the Portage Programme devised a questionnaire for
the children’s parents to complete. Portage is an idea that originated in the 1960s
and consists of a developmental checklist for the six main areas of child development
In this instance, the questionnaire has been devised using the socialisation
development checklist as it aims to measure this domain of children’s development.
The areas of enquiry, which will be discussed in chapters in the thesis, are
outlined below:
Chapter one consists of an introduction to the research.Chapter two focuses on
the earliest provision for the care and education of children who present with
disabilities in this country. The provision for such children began in Europe
and this is examined, as is its journey to the British Isles and Ireland. It traces
the development of Special Schools for children who present with learning
difficulties, physical disabilities, hearing and visual impairment and emotional
difficulties in this country.
Additionally, this chapter studies the evolution of the policy of integrating
children with identified disabilities into mainstream learning environments. It
is clear from this that integration is not about “dumping” children into already
pressurized schools. In fact, in order for integration to be successful for all
children “it must be a policy, a programme orientated towards its own
destruction” (Brandson & Miller, 1989 p161)
Chapter three presents a discussion on the development of social competence
in young children. The theoretical perspectives presented by the likes of
Bronnfenbrenner (1978) (The Ecological Memory), Skinner (1957)
(Behaviourism), Bandura (1975) (Social Learning Theory) and Vygotsky
(1986) (Social Constructivism) are addressed. From analysing these
perspectives, it is evident that all of the above theorists differ in the emphasis
placed on the environment in explaining the development of young children.
Moreover, these theoretical perspectives also act as a base from which to
consider how an integrated learning environment could impact on the
development of social competence differently from that of the mainstream
classroom environment.
Chapter four of the research thesis will present a detailed discussion on the
research design used to conduct this study and the methods of data collection.
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Chapter five focuses on findings and analyses of the present study and finally
Chapter Six will consist of a summary of the research providing conclusions
and recommendations.
From my research to date, parents and teachers have stated to this researcher
that integrated programmes offer additional benefits for children without
disabilities. Parents have stated that children without disabilities enrolled in the
integrated learning environments display less prejudice and fewer stereotypes
and are more helpful to others, than are children (their other children) in nonintegrated settings. Additionally, the class teachers have reported that children
without disabilities became increasingly aware of the needs of others and enjoy
learning to communicate using the “LAMH” sign language system.
Fundamentally, while these findings are based on teachers and parental
perceptions (rather than direct observation) they do emphasise the social
benefits of integration for children with disabilities. In essence, this researcher
advocates that for integration is to be successful for all children (with and
without identified disabilities) than it must be viewed in terms of inclusion:
“… where all children of all abilities are welcomed, accepted and
valued, children learn to work together in a cohesive and
supportive learning environment. Each child’s contribution to the
class, no matter how small, is valued. Each step of learning is
cheered and celebrated” (Gammage & Meighan 1995 p.75)
However as Slee (1993) clarifies this inclusive education,
“necessities a reconsideration of the complex and potent cocktail
of pedagogy, curriculum, school organization and the ideologies
that inform these components of schooling” (Slee, 1993 p351)
Ominously, Humphries (2002), elucidates that while,
“each child is unique, individual and different …difference has
not been affirmed in Irish culture, where children (and adults)
conform to the demand to be the same in homes, classrooms,
churches, communities and sports fields”
(Humphries, 2002 p.2&3)
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The insights to be gained from this type of research will hopefully enable us to
resist romantic notions of change and to provide teachers, schools and all
children the support to which they are entitled and which is necessary if
laudable rhetoric is to become reality.
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An Introduction to
Visual Impairment in Pre-School Children
osaleen empsey
Over the past decade the issue of integration of children with disabilities into
the mainstream educational sector has been a highly important issue. For this
reason the health and educational services for children with special needs has
been an area of great concern for parents and professionals alike ( Coolahan,
1998, pg 102).
I chose to undertake research on the subject of visual impairment in pre-school
children because of my personal experiences growing up with a condition called
Albinism, which is associated with lack of pigment in hair, skin and eyes and
also visual disability and because of my interest in the field of early childhood
education and care.
In order to carry out this research the first question I needed to answer was
“What is visual impairment?” Categories such as “blind” and “partially sighted”
mean different things in the medical or legal context than they do in the
educational one. In medical terms visual impairment is diagnosed by means of
testing visual acuity ( Webster and Rowe, 1998, pg 23). Visual acuity can be
described as the ability of the eye to discriminate high contrast fine detail at a
distance, the power of the eye to distinguish form and the sharpness and clarity
of vision. In an educational context visual impairment is measured in context
of functional vision. This term refers to how well the child uses the amount of
vision she has. It is very useful for practitioners dealing with children with
visual impairments to be aware of the child’s level of functional vision (Mason
and McCall, 1997, pg. 53).
Since visual impairment is most commonly expressed in medical terms i.e.
visual acuity it is necessary to explain how this is tested. Visual acuity is
generally assessed by means of the “Snellen Eye Chart”. This chart has rows
of different sized letters arranged in decreasing size, which can be read by
a “normal” eye at different distances (Webster and Rowe, 1998, pg. 23).
The largest letter is 60 millimetres high, it has a viewing distance of 60
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metres. The smaller letters have viewing distances of 36, 24, 12, 9, 6 and
5 metres. A normal eye reads the six millimetre high letters at a distance of
6 metres. The individual’s eyes are tested separately by asking to read the
letters with one eye covered. Visual acuity is expressed for each eye as 6
over the smallest line that can be read at a distance of 6 metres. In the
United Kingdom and Ireland normal vision is referred to as 6/6 while in
the United States of America it is 20/20 and 1.0 in some European
countries. A visual acuity of 6/12 indicates that the smallest line of letters
that the person can see is 12 at a distance of 6 metres. i.e. he can see at 6
metres what someone with average eyesight can see at 12 metres. For some
people with low vision visual acuity can be measured at a distance of 3
metres. The World Health Organisation in 1980 described moderate to
severe low vision as being between less than 6/18 to less than 6/48. Near
total blindness is expressed as less than 1/60 (WHO in Webster and Rowe,
1998, pg. 24). With young children it can be difficult to interpret the
responses to the test or to know whether instructions have been
understood. A test that can be used for young children who cannot yet read
is to give them a cut out letter “E” and ask them to identify it at different
orientations. An alternative chart with pictures of common everyday
objects instead of the Snellen. letters can also be used.
The method of detecting visual impairment in Ireland is called the
“Developmental Model of Disclosure”. This begins in the Maternity Hospital
where tests are performed on newborn infants and those who are perceived to
have problems with their sight are referred to an Ophthalmologist. A similar set
of tests are performed by the Public Health Nurse when she visits the child in
the home and again, the infant is referred if necessary. The third stage of
diagnosis usually occurs when the child enters primary school as a result of the
School Medical Team screening of incoming pupils.
If a child is diagnosed by the ophthalmologist as having a visual
impairment the level of support given to child and family largely depends
on a number of factors such as the degree of visual loss that the child has.
Totally blind children are rare ( probably not more than 10 in the
country). Technically blind children with less than 6/60 vision number
approximately 20 while partially sighted children (with 6/36 vision or
better) are more numerous.
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Support comes in a variety of forms; the Visiting Teacher for the Visually
Impaired, the Community Resource Worker for the Blind, The low Visual Aid
Clinic, the Technical Assessment Unit and the Educational Psychologist for
children with visual disabilities. Further support comes from the public health
nurses who run clinics and use developmental tests that identify the problem in
the first instance. The Assessment Unit in The National Council for the Blind
of Ireland (NCBI) in Dublin run a complete battery of tests whose results can
impact very positively on the recipient.
Given the above background I intend to explore the processes that are involved
in the support and guidance of pre-school children (0-6 years old) with visual
impairments and their families in the Munster area. I therefore intend to
describe the work of the professionals involved in the assessment and support
of these children from the staff in the Maternity Hospital and public health
nurses to those within the National Council for the Blind of Ireland who deal
with pre-school children. These would be the Multidisciplinary Assessment
Team for young children and the Community Resource Worker. The work of
the visiting teacher for visually impaired children and the educational
psychologist are vitally important and will also be studied. This will be done
through informal interviews during visits and questionnaire surveys.
In addition I intend to focus particularly on the experiences of seven children,
between naught and six years old, with varying degrees of visual impairment and
their parents, writing up my findings as seven case studies. The results of tests,
questionnaires, interviews and personal observations will be used as the evidence
in these studies. The self-esteem levels of these children will be of key importance
in my research together with their degrees of social competence and independence
skills in the older children. The reasons for this will be discussed later.
The varying conditions that cause visual disabilities will be described. These
include albinism, aniridia, retinitis pigmentosa and retinopathy in prematurity.
“A child’s visual impairment is less likely today to result from
infectious disease and more likely…to result from risk factors
associated with pre-term delivery and low birth weight which are
related to parental health and maternal care”
(Safford and Safford, 1996, pg. 123)
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I will also examine the consequences of visual loss for the young child as regards
their cognitive, social and linguistic development.
A child who is blind or has a visual impairment may experience difficulties in
social interaction because a great deal of human communication is non-verbal
in the form of facial gestures and body gestures (Mason, 1995, pg, 45).
Teachers and pre-school practitioners wishing to enrol a child with visual
difficulties need to be aware of that child’s difficulties in seeking out friends and
turn taking in conversations. Parents and professionals can then work with the
child and show her how to interact with other children, invite another child to
play a game or to share toys for example. Other children in the class/group need
to be made aware about the needs of a visually impaired child and they can be
taught skills such as guiding the child or attracting the child’s attention by using
her name.
There will also be a historical aspect to my study. Valantine Harry established
the first school for blind children in Paris in 1784 but it is clear that in various
parts of Europe a small number of children with visual impairments received
formal education before that date. Some of these children were educated
alongside their fully sighted peers (Mason and McCall, 1995, pg. 3). In recent
times we have begun to move away from the Special Education approach for
children with disabilities to the idea of integration. My research will examine
this change by describing the responses of the Departments of Education and
Science and Health and Children to visual impairment in the past and by
discussing the current situation. A comparative study between the services for
children with visual impairments in Ireland and those in other European
countries will also be included.
Parental understanding of and attitudes towards their child’s visual impairment
are also of great value in my research. Through the use of questionnaires and
observations I hope to discover the feelings of parents about their child’s needs
and about the services that she receives. As part of my study I interviewed a
Community Resource Worker for the NCBI and the Orientation and Mobility
Officer for the Munster area. Much of their work seemed to overlap but there
were also significant differences between them. The area in which the work of
these two professionals was most similar was with regard to supporting parents
of children with visual difficulties. In particular advising the parent about how
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to play with their child with poor vision was an important part of the work of
both professionals. They can provide useful information about helping the
child to explore his environment as well as advice on suitable toys and
equipment for him.
“ It would be easy at this stage to satisfy your child by bringing
him everything he needs but this will prevent him from having to
discover things for himself and he may get into the habit of
waiting for the world to come to him”.
(Royal National Institute for the Blind, 1996, pg.7)
Providing support and reassurance for parents is a huge part of the work of the
community resource worker and the orientation and mobility officer for
visually impaired children.
The community resource worker can also advise parents on benefits to which
their child is entitled for example; a Domiciliary Care Allowance can be
claimed when the child is two years old. She can also direct the parents towards
services provided by the NCBI such as peer support or counselling and family
therapy if these are necessary.
The Orientation and Mobility Officer can accompany the child to school or
pre-school and discuss her needs with staff while providing awareness training
as regards visual impairment for both staff and children. I accompanied her on
one such visit to a mainstream National School where a child who was totally
blind was attending. She discussed the topic of visual impairment with all the
children, asking them simple questions to determine their attitudes and feeling
towards it. At the beginning many of the ideas the children held were negative.
She then showed them a video of a visually impaired child in mainstream
school who was having a very positive experience of integration. As a result of
this video many of the childrens’ attitudes towards visual impairment became
much more positive when they focused on what a child with a visual disability
can do rather than what she can’t. The use of role-play can also be very helpful
in educating children about disability in general.
“A non-disabled child role-playing a disabled child may gain both
knowledge (for example where the normal line of vision falls for
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someone in a wheelchair) and understanding of feelings (such as
irritation at being addressed through another person)”.
(Lewis, 1995, pg. 51)
The children were blindfold and asked to identify common objects such as
school stationary and coins. This helped them to understand possible
difficulties for a child with a visual disability and how they can be alleviated, for
example coins of different sizes according to their worth.
In my view the awareness of the needs, rights and feelings of a child with a
visual impairment is the key to enhancing his self-esteem and breaking down
barriers of prejudice and lack of understanding within society. However it is the
pre-school years that are vital in building the self-esteem of the child.
“By the time children come to school their self-image has been
largely formed. Certainly, teachers can add or detract significantly
from children’s self-esteem but the source of children’s self-esteem
problems lie in the home”.
(Humphreys, 1993, pg. 8)
This is why the issue of self-esteem is of paramount importance in my research.
As previously mentioned, we have moved towards an ethos of integration and
inclusion of children with disabilities in education. Through the use of
questionnaires I hope to discover the attitudes of National school teachers and
pre-school practitioners to integrating children with visual impairments into
their schools/pre-schools. On a visit to a specialised pre-school for children with
visual impairments in St. Joseph’s School for the visually Impaired in Dublin I
was informed by a staff member that children are encouraged to attend the
setting on a part-time basis, spending some days in the week in a mainstream
pre-school if possible. Without the support and advice provided by the
specialised pre-school many of those in the mainstream sector of early years
education were unwilling to take children with visual disabilities into their
nurseries, playgroups etc. because of fear of what might happen to the child.
This highlights the need for more information on visual impairment to be
provided to those who care for and educate young children. Also more concrete
support as regards equipment must also be provided for these children by the
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relevant government departments. Unplanned and unsupported integration
can be very damaging both for children and teachers as the Irish National
Teachers Organisation has pointed out;
“... the focus of people interested in Special Education should
turn from one of increasing the level of integration of children
with disabilities regardless of the consequences for both pupils
and teachers to one of deciding on the most appropriate
placement to ensure the optimum educational development of
these children”.
(Irish National Teachers Organisation, 1993, pg. 37)
It will be interesting to see whether, almost a decade later, the attitudes toward
integration have changed in a positive or negative way.
It is my hope that my research shall be of benefit to children with visual
impairments, their families and the professionals who work with them. Like all
children, children with visual disabilities need to be enabled or empowered to
take part in the world effectively. However this needs to be on the child’s own
terms and not those of non-disabled people. A child is a child first and visually
impaired second. When a person is defined by her disability (in my case being
referred to as “an albino”) her value as a human being is taken away. It is only
through awareness that negative attitudes can be changed and we can create a
better future for these young children in our country. I will conclude with this
poem, written by a friend of mine with albinism, which I feel best illustrates
my final points.
“When you see me please don’t stare,
You think I don’t notice?
I do and I care,
Your honest questions I don’t mind,
It’s the ones you don’t say, the ones you hide.
Do you realise that what you are doing is bringing me to tears?
I don’t understand all those sniggers and sneers,
So please believe me when I tell you it’s true,
Don’t stare at me ‘cause I would never stare at you.”
(Kristina Venning, 1998)
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Play Provision in Hospitals: Pre- and Post- Platt
rla annon
Close your eyes and visualise a young child in hospital. He has just
awoken following admission as a result of an accident or perhaps has
had surgery. He looks around, nothing is familiar, many strange faces
stare down at him, and there are funny noises and smells. Suddenly
one smiling female pokes him and pinches his arm. When he searches
for a reassuring face or sound, nothing is familiar. What is going on?
Where are Mammy and Daddy?
Admissions to Irish hospitals of young children each year averages 100,000, with
a high percentage of these being under five years of age. Accidents lead to
unexpected unplanned hospitalisation and the trauma of this alone can make the
hospital experience for children and their families a very distressing encounter.
Thankfully fewer children today suffer from lack of parental presence while in
hospital, but what of their normal play experiences? Theories abound on the
subject of play with most early years providers agreeing that play is the most
important means through which children develop and learn in early childhood.
How is this reflected in paediatric hospitalisation?
In this article, I propose to highlight the achievements of the past, the trend at
present and the hopes for the future of play in Irish hospitals.
“I’m convinced that for a sick child’s recovery and well-being not
only is technical medical care and nursing care of the most skilled
kind essential, but the environment in which the child is cared for
is also of the greatest importance. The presence of parents and the
provision of play under the guidance of a professional play
specialist are among the top priorities”.
(Brimblecombe, 1980)
THEORIES ON PLAY
Although play and all its functions are not fully understood, various theories
have been put forward. One of the earliest of these recognised the exuberance
of much of children’s play. The psychologist Herbert Spencer, described play as
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an expenditure of surplus energy. Another psychologist, Groos, in the
nineteenth century suggested that the play of children reflects the course of
evolution, the ‘recapitulation theory’. Karl Groos saw the play of children as
being instinctive preparation for adult life. The psychoanalytic concept put
forward by Freud and others, views play as a symbolic form of ideas and
thoughts related to infant sexuality.
Both educationalists, such as Froebel and Montessori, and psychologists,
such as Vygotsky and Piaget, have recognised and documented, the
importance of play in meeting the educational and psychological needs of
pre-school aged children.
Existing knowledge indicates that play is important to the child’s mental health.
Erikson writes “to play out is the most natural auto therapeutic measure
childhood affords. Whatever other roles play may have in the child’s
development ... the child uses it to make up for defeats, sufferings and
frustrations.” (Erikson, 1963). Thus play links the reality of life to the child’s
fantasies and fears. Young children are dominated by their fears and feelings,
but through play learn how to express and cope with these feelings in an
acceptable way and in so doing move towards psychologically more mature
behaviour. This playing out process often takes the form of reconstruction of
painful experiences in order that they can be assimilated into the child’s
experience. Piaget suggests in Play, Dreams and Imitation in Childhood that the
cathartic nature of the play provides the child with a unique individual
experience and language to express his subjective feelings, so laying the
foundations of normal healthy development.
These theories explain only some of the components of play. The very
complexity of the subject has led to many differing theories and explanations,
none of which is entirely satisfactory in isolation. It would appear from the
present evidence that play is a natural product of intellectual and emotional
growth. Play can be considered as a dormant dimension of the human life,
which if it is to be developed to the full, needs recognition and stimulation
from adults in the young child’s environment.
Many adults regard play as a purposeless activity, a luxury indulged in by
children or when a mother wants them out of the way. It should however, be

317

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 318

considered as part of every child’s natural inheritance and fundamental to the
child’s emotional, social and mental development.
PLAY
“Play is a child’s vehicle for growth, the wheels of movement that
allow exploration of the world”
(Riley, 1973).
Through play, infants and young children grow and develop in all areas. Play is
an essential part of a child’s life and appears to be a natural product of
intellectual, emotional and physical growth. As with development, play
progresses in stages, so that children go from playing in isolation (solitary play),
to play with others. From the moment of birth, there is an increasing demand
for love, attention and security. Newborn babies want to be touched and
accepted by their mother, giving them a feeling of security to facilitate their first
movements and exploration which later develop into play situations.
Young babies have little interest in toys and respond almost exclusively to close
contact and social interaction with other human beings. Active movement in
the first months of life provides the overall mind-body experience, from which
self-confidence is derived and makes it possible for the baby to face the
challenges of life. Every time children are deprived of their active movement,
the foundation of their developing ego is threatened with long-term effects of
incalculable seriousness. Through physical play activities, young children
achieve control over the physical self, which is a pre requisite to general selfcontrol and self-confidence. From infancy, right through childhood, children
need consistency in the care and education they receive, which promotes
confidence and self-esteem, allowing them to develop holistically through
exploration and activity.
Activity and exploration through play helps to develop language skills, increase
cognitive development and problem solving skills. From the earliest weeks of a child’s
life, through singing lullabies and telling nursery rhymes, carers help the
development of language. From around six weeks, much of the play activity centres
on encouraging smiles and later laughter. Play in early childhood has been shown to
facilitate the acquisition of speech and language skills because, “in the course of their
play children argue, discuss, explore, plot and talk together.” (Irwin & Frank,1981).
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Knowing comes from within, from internalised experience. In educating young
children, exploration and activity provide a means for children to increase their
cognitive development. Through play, children also pick up informally
knowledge about colours, numbers, letters, symbols and signs. The adults in
the child’s environment must facilitate, encourage and support so that the child
learns in a holistic and integrated way.
PLAY AND LEARNING
Children are complete and whole persons. They are not divided into parts,
which require education, parts that require care and parts, which need to be
healthy. Ensuring a child’s health, care and education requires a holistic
approach. Children learn effectively through realistic and immediate
experiences. The role of the adult in enabling children’s own ways of thinking
and exploring is crucial. To learn, children need freedom to play and adults
need to create opportunities, which provide freedom to learn in a protected
environment. Brierley (1976) made an important contribution to our
understanding of children’s brain growth and development. He has provided
useful insights for all who have responsibility for and concerns for young
children. Brierley firmly asserts that the years from 0 to 5 are crucial for brain
development and that the first ten years are the years when the brain reaches
95% of its adult weight.
“For most children today, it is fair to say that learning opportunities withheld
or poorly presented during the early years can lead to escalating social and
academic problems throughout childhood and indeed into and through adult
life”. (Fontana, 1984;p.1). Educationalists and psychologists agree that it is
within the first six years that the foundations of the individual’s linguistic,
cognitive, social, creative, physical, moral and spiritual development evolve.
Play is the food and drink of children’s mental growth; it is an essential
requirement for a child’s well being and development.
In play a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his
daily behaviour, in play it is as though he were a head taller than
himself. As in the focus of a magnifying glass, play contains all
developmental tendencies in a condensed form and is itself a major
source of development
(Vygotsky, 1978 p87).
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Deficits in these areas of development can have long-term implications for the
child affecting his or her ability to respond to the challenges provided in the
educational system. These needs in the areas of development do not disappear
when a child enters hospital.
Increasingly, it is becoming evident that the role of the adult determines the
quality of play. Structure and intervention are often key ideas in devising
programmes designed to make play more profitable – this continues to be true
when a child is hospitalised.
CHILDREN IN HOSPITAL
When a child is hospitalised, it constitutes a crisis for that child and his/her
family. The holistic needs of a child must be met to ensure the welfare of the
child while in hospital. It goes without saying, that the activities of daily living,
i.e. sleeping, toileting, eating, privacy, education, safety and mobility must
continue for the child, changing the home/familiar routine as little as possible.
Carers and professionals working with sick children must be aware and
educated in the special emotional, social and developmental needs of children
at different ages and provide care accordingly.
Hospitalisation of a child is both a stressful time for the child and the family. It
can be seen as a time of crisis for a child and the way (s)he copes, depends on
developmental age, seriousness of the illness, any previous experience in
hospital or separation from the family;
“Children’s understanding of, reaction to, and method of coping with illness or
hospitalisation are influenced by the significance of individual stressors ...
These include separation, loss of control, bodily injury and pain.” (Campbell
& Glasper, 1995; p.50).
EARLY CHILDREN’S HOSPITALS
AND PSYCHOLOGICAL ADVANCES
Hospitals for sick children, as we know them today, emerged mainly in the mid
nineteenth century (Miles, 1986). The first children’s hospitals recorded were
places where abandoned children took refuge.
In the seventeenth century, many of the children who found shelter in these
hospitals were dying. Many of the early hospitals, which catered for children,
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had two similar characteristics; Christian charity and an appalling death rate.
(Brandon, 1986).
In the nineteenth century, it was accepted that children, especially young
children, suffered from separation difficulties when apart from the family/home
situation, allowing mothers to be involved in caring for the sick child. With the
twentieth century, came new medical advances and doctors and nurses were
elevated to a position of knowing what was best. The combination of this, with
the fear of cross infection;
“Steadily eroded the care taking role of mothers in hospitals and
led to parents being more or less excluded, not only from the care
of their children but also from any contact at all.”
(Lansdown, 1996; p. 16).
This system was condoned especially by middle and higher-class people who
believed children should be “seen and not heard” and these children were
invariably looked after by others e.g. a governess. With no one but the children
to take care of, nurses could attend to keeping the beds neat and ensuring the
children were quiet especially when the doctor came around. There was evidence
to support this view, i.e. when parents came to visit, the children only became
upset when they left-- therefore, it was better that they did not visit at all.
G.B. Shaw in a letter to the Times in 1944 referred to this very fact, that
children in a Berlin institution many years previously had died from maternal
deprivation. “Within it’s green marble walls, children in beautifully tidy brass
beds were tended by trained nurses under the best medical advice”, yet under
these conditions the infants “died like flies”.
BEGINNINGS OF CHANGE
It was after the Second World War before things began to change in Britain.
The coming of the welfare state saw changes for everyone with an increasing
interest in the rights of individuals. It was around this time that a campaign
began to establish more visiting in hospitals for children, to allow for continued
contact between family and the child.
John Bowlby, a British Psychiatrist, became an important influence on future
developments. He undertook work for the World Health Organisation and in
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1952 published a book entitled Child Care and the Growth of Love;
“This work dealt with mother-child separation in general and it
carried the message that the foundation of a mentally healthy
adulthood is the creation and maintenance of a warm, continuous
and mutually satisfying attachment between the infant/young
child and the mother. If the attachment is not achieved or if
separation brings a break, then damage ensues.”
(Landsdown, 1996 p.19).
Also at this time, a social worker, James Robertson, studied reactions of
separated children and came up with three phases of separation; protest, despair
and detachment (or denial). (Campbell & Glasper, 1995). Now that the
psychological damage of separation on children was recognised, things began to
progress.
The writings and opinions of Bowlby and Robertson were influential in the
drafting of The Platt Report, which was published in 1959.
PLATT
In England in 1956, the Central Health Services Council set up a committee
on the Welfare of Children in Hospital. An orthopaedic surgeon, Sir Harry
Platt, chaired this committee.
The report, which was presented in 1958 and published in 1959, was full of
common sense with well-defined recommendations.
The report began; “Greater attention needs to be paid to the emotional and
mental needs of the child in hospital, against the background of changes in
attitudes towards children, in the hospital’s place in the community and in
medical and surgical practice. The authority and responsibility of parents, the
individuality of the child, and the importance of mitigating the effects of the
break with home, should all be more fully recognised.”
Recommendations of the report included:
l Children should not be admitted to hospital if it can possibly be avoided
(Para 17)
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l
l
l

l

Children and adolescents should not be nursed in adult wards (para 29- 33)
A children’ physician should have a general concern with the care of all
children in hospital (Para 36)
There is much to be said for admission of mothers along with their
children, especially when the child is under five and during the first few
days in hospital. This is of great benefit to the child and if the mother is
allowed to play a full part in his care she can be a help rather than a
hindrance to the hospital staff (Para 68- 70)
A child in hospital must be visited frequently to preserve the continuity
of his life, and the arguments formerly advanced against frequent visiting
are no longer valid. Parents should be allowed to visit whenever they can,
and to help as much as possible with the care of the child (Para 71- 80)

While the Platt Report, recommended unrestricted visiting by parents of young
children and that their mothers should accompany children under age five, not
many hospitals in Britain took any notice.
Most of the problems for children in hospital appeared to arise from the fact
that they were being treated in the same way as adults in hospital. Their special
emotional and social needs were not being recognised. Hospital staff at the time
genuinely believed that visits from parents only upset their children. Since then,
it has been fully accepted that separation from home and the fear of being alone
and even abandoned, can cause great upset to children, and may leave
psychological scars long after the child has recovered physically.
AWCH
It wasn’t until the National Association for the Welfare of Children in Hospital
(N.A.W.C.H.), was set up, (which pushed for children’s best interests being
attended to in hospital), that real progress was made.
Similarly in Ireland, a survey of seventeen Dublin hospitals was undertaken by
O.M.E.P. in 1969. It revealed that not a single hospital allowed a mother to stay
overnight with her child, highlighting the fact that little heed was taken in Irish
hospitals of children’s emotional care as recommended by Platt.
In response to this, while the government took no action, one woman wrote to the
Irish Times newspaper and as a result of her letter being published, received many
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responses from parents around the country. A meeting was organised as a result of
this woman’s efforts (her name was Patricia Hemmens), and AWCH (Ireland) was
formed with about 30 members, a lot of enthusiasm and a sublime ignorance of
the range of problems covered by the words ‘children in hospital’.
Since 1970, when AWCH (Ireland) was formed, the association has grown and
much has improved for children in hospital. The association is now known as
Children in Hospital, Ireland and its aims are set out in its; Charter for Children
in Hospital (Appendix A), and Guidelines for Children in Hospital (Appendix B).
In the initial stages the association worked on having children cared for in
specialised paediatric units as opposed to being mixed with adults, allowing for
their special social and emotional needs to be met. Play was recognised as being
an important factor in child development having also been highlighted by Save
the Children Fund in the U.K., which introduced the first play scheme in a
hospital in 1963.The Association for the Welfare of Children in Hospital
(Ireland) thus advocated that a “playroom for every ward was the optimum
situation” (Stephens, 1995;p.7) and since 1974, the aims of the association have
had the approval of the Department of Health.
CHILDRENS NEEDS
According to Kellmer Pringle (1975), the needs of children include; “the need for
love and security; for new experiences; for praise and recognition; and for
responsibility.” (1975, p.34). In addressing the needs of children, the starting point
for most children is the family environment. According to Sinclair, Hearn & Pugh
1997, positive nurturing relationships between children and parents are a crucial
foundation for well-adjusted development in children. In order for a child to have
his/her need for love fulfilled, (s) he needs to experience, from birth, “a stable,
continuous dependable and loving relationship with his parents (or permanent
parent- substitutes).” (Kellmer Pringle, 1975; p. 34). In the hospital, this need for
love continues and parental presence and participation in care is encouraged.
Research by Bowlby, Ainsworth et al, 1990 and others, supports the view that a
close emotional tie between young children and their day-to-day carers is the solid
base, a secure safety net, a protection against strange and overwhelming
experiences and a comfort in coping with new sensations and relationships.
In order to minimise the effects of separation anxiety, change in routine and the
effects of pain experiences, the Children in Hospital association, have
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advocated the presence of parents in hospital and parental involvement in the
child’s care. It is now Department of Health policy that where children are
admitted to hospital, parents should be encouraged to stay and that the hospital
should arrange for the accommodation of the parents during the child’s stay.
The concept of attachment underpins all good practice.
The concept of family centred care of a child and parental participation in care is
now widely recognised as both benefiting the child and the family. Open visiting
has become commonplace, along with the presence of a parent with each child in
hospital. While parents are considered to be involved in the caring process, Kawik
(1996) has found that there is little empirical evidence to suggest that nurses and
parents are equal partners in clinical practice. Care needs to be negotiated if both
parents and nurses are to feel comfortable in administration of care to sick
children. Kawik believes that nurses should share their knowledge and
responsibility with parents, to empower them to work as partners. With the Audit
Commission report 1993 in Britain, which advocates parental participation as the
way forward, an increased shared understanding between parents and
professionals is necessary for this goal to be achieved. Recent literature also stresses
the need for constancy in key people to support children’s emotional learning,
and their developing ability to manage their feelings, i.e. continuity of care by
same nurses in the hospital along with parental participation.
PLAY IN HOSPITAL
“The child who cannot play is as severely threatened as the child
who is deprived of nourishment.”
(W.D. Wall cited in Weller, 1980).
Just as play is integral to the normal life of the child, it should also form a positive
part of the sick children’s nurse’s care of the child and his/her family. Play in
hospital has a special significance, as it is the one normal element of life in a
strange environment. The activity of play provides a means of interaction with
peers and staff with whom the children can identify in a lively positive way.
Many paediatric nurses may report children moving again despite pain and
discomfort, whilst playing post-operatively. Play has the double advantage of
encouraging mobility (minimising secondary complications) and thereby, the
length of in-patient stay, as well as providing activity suitable for the child’s
normal healthy emotional growth and development.
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Just as the nurse would not starve a child because she understands the value of
balanced nutrition for growth and development as well as the social and
aesthetic aspects of food for health, so she needs constantly to remember that
play is integral to a child’s social, psychological and emotional development.
This is particularly important for the child in hospital who feels vulnerable and
isolated away from his normal environment.
If nurses fail to recognise this responsibility for providing play in their total care
of the child, they will find their role as sick children’s nurses eroded. Their
duties and contribution to the health and educational experiences of sick
children will become relegated almost entirely to providing clinical care.
It is widely recognised that play is an essential part of a child’s emotional and
psychological development, and the child’s need for play is as strong in sickness
as in health.
In the late 1970s, play in hospital began to be recognised as a vital factor in the
intellectual, social and emotional development of the child. Arising from this
awareness came the realisation, that a playroom for every ward was the optimum
situation. Play serves many functions in a hospital setting, including aiding
normality, speeding recovery, preparing for procedures and facilitating
communication. Normal play for children allows for familiarity in an unfamiliar
environment. As play is part of normal development for children, play in hospital
ensures they continue in their development. As the provider of skilled care, the nurse
must recognise her responsibilities towards meeting the sick child’s needs. Play is an
essential characteristic of healthy childhood. It is the means whereby a child makes
experiments and explores the world, sorting reality from fantasy. It is the way through
which (s) he can express to others and to himself/herself by re-enacting it again and
again, what an experience has meant to him/her. Feelings of love, hope, fear and
anger can be safely expressed in play and this contributes to mental health and
stability. Play is deeply satisfying, especially when it comes spontaneously from the
child himself or is initiated by an adult who understands its true purpose. A baby is
not born able to play, but develops this ability with the love and encouragement of
his/her mother or nurse if the child is in hospital (when the mother is not there).
Through the security of his/her relationship with his/her mother, the child will
explore and investigate around him/her. His/her first toy and playmate is his/her
mother, who sings lullabies and nursery rhymes. So the child learns to play ‘peek a
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boo’, to bang his/her own rattle for pleasure and fun and also for the joy and reward
of seeing the encouraging response from his/her parent/primary caregiver.
Nurses caring for sick children, often give the reason of being ‘too busy’, to
provide play experiences, but this is often a rationalisation. It is for the nurse to
assess nursing care priorities, to examine and evaluate ward routines.
Unfortunately, organised play is not always given a sufficiently high priority in
the child’s total care, with the result that insufficient time is allocated to its
provision in the nursing care plan. In order to provide time, routines need to
be simplified and inessentials discarded.
CONCLUSION
Hospitals catering for children have made contributions to the welfare of our
children in society, but any institution runs the risk of disadvantaging as well as
benefiting it’s patients. We have left behind the septic hospitals of the past, but
we must be careful not to recreate such institutions, which ignore the family.
Hospitals and institutions have changed largely in response to the work of
Bowlby and his colleagues and to the National Association for the Welfare of
children in Hospital (now called Children in Hospital). Thanks to ‘Children in
Hospital (Ireland)’, there are guidelines available but not enforceable by law.
While many hospitals aim to embrace the guidelines and the Charter for
Children in Hospital, much awareness is still required, along with education so
that all who care for sick children no longer have misconceptions about
separation and the developmental needs of children, and use their knowledge
to ensure the welfare of all young children in hospital. The care of a child in
hospital is successful when its outcome is therapeutic and encompasses growth.
Play is the natural process of children, and adults need to provide continuous
encouragement and stimulation, if the capacity of play and its benefits are to
be developed to their full extent. In facilitating children to explore and play,
we are promoting their holistic development so that they grow and mature
from dependence to independence and self-actualisation. In the words of
Vygotsky; “What the child can do today in co-operation, tomorrow he will
be able to do alone”.

327

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:16 Page 328

BIBLIOGRAPHY
AUDIT COMMISSION, U.K. (1993), Children First – A Study of Hospital Services.
AWCH (Ireland), (1993), Play for child patients in Irish Hospitals, Association
for the Welfare of Children in Hospital; Report.
BARNES, S. (1982), Onwards from Platt, in Nursing Mirror, Nov. 3:1982.
BOWLBY, J. (1951) Maternal Care and Maternal Health, Monograph Series
No. 2, W.H.O.: Geneva.
BOWLBY, J. (1965) Childcare and the Growth of Love (2nd ed), Penguin:
Harmondsworth.
BRANDON, S. (1986) Children in Hospital. National Association for the
Welfare of Children in Hospital, London.
BRIERLEY, J. (1976) The Growing Brain, N.F.E.R.; Slough.
CAMPBELL, S. & GLASPER, E.A. (1995). Whaley and Wong’s Children’s
Nursing. Mosby: London.
CASEY, S. (1990) A.W.C.H.I. Making hospital a happier place for children in
Irish Doctor 15 March 1990; 214-216.
DARBYSHIRE, P. (1994) Living with a Sick Child in Hospital-The experiences
of parents and nurses. Chapman & Hall: London.
DHSS (1976) Fit for the Future-Report of the committee on Child Health Services
(Court Report), HMSO: London.
ERIKSON, E. H. (1950) Childhood and Society, Penguin: Harmondsworth.
FONTANA, D. (1984) The Education of the Young Child, 2nd Ed.
Blackwell; Oxford.
GARVEY, C. (1977) Play Fontana: Suffolk.
GROOS, K. (1898) The Play of Animals, Appleton: New York.
GROOS, K. (1901) The Play of Man, Appleton: New York.
HARVEY, S. & HALES-TOOKE, A. (1975) Play in Hospital, Faber &
Faber: London.
HAWTHORN, P. J. (1974) Nurse – I Want my Mummy! Royal College of
Nursing, London.
HAYES, N. (1993) Early Childhood – An Introductory Text, Gill & Macmillan:
Dublin.
IRWIN, E. & FRANK, H. (1981) Facilitating the play process in LD children
in R. Strom (ed) Growing through play: Reading for Parents and Teachers,
Brookes/Cole: California.
KAWIK, L. (1996), Nurses and Parents perceptions of participation and

328

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 329

partnership in caring for a hospitalised child, in British Journal of Nursing
1996:5; 7:430-434.
KELLMER PRINGLE, M. (1986), The Needs of Children, (3rd ed.),
Routledge; London.
LANSDOWN, R. (1996), Children in Hospital, Oxford University Press;
Oxford.
LEE, D.H. (1982), The education of children in hospital, in Nursing Times
78:1286-1288.
MALONEY, W.J. (1954) George and John Armstrong of Castledon. E. & S.
Livingstone, Edinburgh.
MILES, I. (1986) The emergence of sick children’s nursing. Part 1: Sick
children’s nursing before the turn of the century. Nurse Education Today,
6(2), and 82-87.
MINISTRY OF HEALTH, U.K. (1959). The Welfare of children in hospital,
(The Platt Report). HMSO, London.
PIAGET, J. (1962). Play, Dreams and Imitations in Childhood. Routledge and
Kegan Paul: London.
RILEY, S. S. (1973), Some reflections on the value of children’s play, in Young
Children, 28(3), 146-153.
ROBERTSON, J. & ROBERTSON J. (1989) Separation and the Very Young,
Free Association Books, London.
ROBERTSON, J. (1970) Children in Hospital 2nd Ed., Harper & Row
London.
SAVE THE CHILDREN FUND (1989) Hospital: A Deprived environment for
children? The case for hospital play scheme, Save the Children Fund: London.
SINCLAIR, R. HEARN, B. & PUGH, G. (1997), Preventive Work With
Families, N.C.B.; London.
STEPHENS, C. (1995) The Association for the Welfare of Children in
Hospital (Ireland) 1970-1995. Papers from the Conference – The Shape of
Things to Come. AWCH(I): Dublin.
SYLVA, K. (1993) “Play in hospital: when and why it’s effective” in Current
Paediatrics 1993; 3: 247-249.
THE TIMES, July 21st 1944.
VYGOTSKY, L. (1978) Mind in Society, Harvard University Press:
Cambridge, M.A.
WELLER, B.F. (1980), Helping Sick Children Play, Bailliere Tindall: London.

329

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 330

Appendix A
Charter for Children in Hospital
1. Children shall be admitted to hospital only if the care they require
cannot be provided equally at home or on a day-care basis.
2. Children in hospital shall have the right to have a parent or person acting
in locoparentis with them at all times, provided that this is in the best
interest of the child. Basic overnight facilities shall therefore be offered
to all parents/parent substitutes, and they shall be helped and
encouraged to stay. In order to share in the care of the child, parents or
their substitutes shall be fully informed about ward routine and their
active participation encouraged.
3. Children and/or their parents or parent-substitute shall have the right to
information appropriate to age and understanding.
4. Children and/or their parents or parent-substitutes shall have the right to
informed participation in all decisions involving their health care. Every
child shall be protected from unnecessary medical treatment and steps
taken to mitigate physical or emotional distress. Children (through their
parents or parent substitutes) shall have the right to refuse to serve as
research subjects and refuse any care or examination when the primary
purpose is for education or information rather than for therapeutic reasons.
5. Children shall be treated with tact and understanding and at all times
their privacy shall be respected.
6. Children shall enjoy the care of appropriately trained staff, fully aware of
the physical, intellectual and emotional needs of each age group.
7. Children shall be able to wear their own clothes and have their own
possessions.
8. Children shall be cared for with other children and not with adults.
9. Children shall be in an environment furnished and equipped to meet
their requirements, and which conforms to recognised standards of
safety and supervision.
10.Children shall have full opportunity for play, recreation and education
suited to their age and condition.
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Appendix B
Guidelines for Children in Hospital
1. Age of Child: A child is defined as under 16 years of age.
2. (a) Admission to Hospital: Children should only be admitted to hospital,
if the care and treatment they require cannot be provided at home under
a General Practitioner or a suitably qualified member of the Community
Health Care Team. Their hospital stay should be as brief as possible.
(b) Planned Admissions: Explanatory leaflets should be sent to parents
prior to the admission of their child. Information should include
admission procedure, being in hospital, visiting, staying in, general
information and advice on discharge.
3. Adolescents: Adolescents should have separate accommodation where
their common interests and problems are taken into account. Where
separate accommodation is not possible, adolescents should be
accommodated within the children’s unit rather than in the adult ward.
4. Children’s Department/Paediatric Unit: When admission to hospital is
necessary all children should be accommodated in an appropriate
children’s environment separate from adults.
5. Staff: A specialist children’s physician should be in charge of the
children’s unit and have responsibility for the welfare of the children
there. Paediatric medical skills should be available at all times. Nurses in
this unit should have paediatric training. All other staff who come in
contact with children should have a good understanding of the special
needs of children.
6. Visiting: Visiting of the child should be without restriction. Parents
should be made aware of the importance of visiting and actively
encouraged to do so. Members of the immediate family, including
siblings should be allowed to visit.
7. Accommodation for Parents: Overnight accommodation should be
provided for parents of young children either by the bed, in the ward, or
away from it but ideally parents should be accommodated by their
child’s bedside.
8. Play: At least one trained play worker should be on the staff of each
children’s unit. Proper facilities should be provided with space for all
children including the disabled. Play on the ward is considered to be of
vital importance.
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9. Education: Educational facilities should be available in hospital for all
those children who would benefit from them, especially long stay
patients and those requiring frequent re-admission.
10.Anaesthesia: Parents should be allowed to stay with their child during
the induction of anaesthesia if they so wish. After the operation, whether
in the recovery room or in the ward, parents should be present when the
child recovers consciousness.
11.Accident & Emergency: Children should be separated from the main
Accident and Emergency department of a hospital. Where this is not
possible there should be a separate area for children away from the sights
and sounds of injured and sick adults. There should be 24-hour cover
from senior paediatric medical staff.
12.Out Patient Clinics: Where possible, out patient clinics should be
separate from adult outpatient clinics with suitable staff and facilities.
Where there is a mixture of adults and children, accommodation should
be appropriate for children and accompanying siblings. There should be
a supervised play area with the help of voluntary play workers as play
organisers. Mothers of young babies and those breast feeding, should
have facilities for feeding and changing their babies. Snacks and access to
a public telephone should be available, especially for long distance
travellers. Parents should be allowed accompany their child undergoing
any treatment or procedure and treatment rooms should have
soundproofing.
13.Day Care: Where possible, operations and procedures should be carried
out on a day care basis. Suitable facilities should be available for parents
and children. Parents need to be prepared in advance. Following day
care, adequate back up facilities in the community are vital.
14. Hospital Care Policy: Every hospital admitting child patients should
have its own written child care policy. This policy should have clearly
defined and achievable aims which are clearly understood by all staff
working within the hospital. Likewise, the community the hospital
should be fully aware of and understand this policy.
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Insights into the École Maternelle in France.
Implications for practice in the Republic of Ireland
essa yan
The École Maternelle is the most common form of pre-school education in
France. Whilst attendance at these pre-schools is not compulsory, they are
considered to form part of the education system. Almost all children aged three,
four and five years and more than 36 per cent of all two-year-olds in France
attend this nursery school (Oberheumer and Ulich, 1997). The École
Maternelle is divided into three sections. These are: la petite section (the small
section) for two and three year olds; la moyenne section (the middle section)
which accommodates four year olds and finally, la grande section (the big
section) which caters for five year olds.
Up to the eighteenth century, children in France, were viewed as weak
individuals, undeveloped in both body and mind, who required constant care
and attention. The education of these children was seen as the ‘maternal
responsibility’ and the family alone was considered sufficient in the provision
of education for the young child. Indeed, the National Assembly held this belief
and felt it was forbidden to interfere in the ‘family domain’ (Dajez, 1994).
The first private initiative to educate young children was in 1770, when JeanFrédéric Oberlin (1740-1826), a French minister, founded an educational
establishment entitled the école à tricoter (knitting school). This school
provided the opportunity for children between the ages of four and seven years
to learn knitting, to learn French (their first language being a regional dialect),
to study nature and to understand the rudiments of reading and writing. The
teaching of good moral and spiritual precepts was also included in the
curriculum. The école à tricoter did not focus on education in the traditional
sense and games and fun held preference over scholarly works (Goutard, 1993).
Another private initiative heralded by the philosophy of an industrial
philanthropist, Robert Owen (1771-1858) greatly influenced the development
of Early Years’ Education in France. In 1816, he established a school for
millworkers’ children in New Lanark, Scotland. Robert Owen founded the first
infant school in London in 1819 and subsequent schools in Ireland and
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Scotland (Vial, 1993, p.22). The development of the infant schools also
influenced the establishment of the écoles gardiennes of Belgium and Holland,
las escuelas de parvalos in Spain, les salles d’asile of France, and the asili of Italy
(Dajez, 1994).
Towards the second half of the eighteenth century, France was experiencing
rapid industrialisation and urbanisation, which was associated with a
deterioration of living standards and conditions. Feelings of pity at the misery
and neglect of young children escalated due to the absence of their working
class parents. These sentiments were the catalysts for private initiatives, causing
benefactors to gather children aged between two and six years together for their
protection, safety, health and for their education (Goutard, 1993). As a result,
the first salle d’asile was founded in Paris in 1825, enroling 80 children. The
primary motive of these establishments was not education. The salles d’asile
were identified as charitable institutions run by women dedicated to the wellbeing of children (Ibid).
Initially, the idea of the salle d’asile was perceived as undervaluing the maternal
role. As its philosophy became more defined, it was apparent that the salles
d’asile were emphasising the importance of Early Years’ Education rather than
undermining the role of the mother (Luc, 1997).
The benefactors intended to replicate the system of schooling for older
children, thus ensuring primarily the inculcation of knowledge, as well as
religious and moral values. Hence, the religious and moral formation of the
children was the second priority of the salles d’asile (Goutard, 1993).
On 6 April, 1836, the salles d’asile were classed amongst those coming under
the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Public Instruction. This recognition showed
that they were gradually moving towards becoming an educational
establishment, which is also evident in the ordonnance royale
22 December 1837, providing the salles d’asiles with a status and defining them
as “établissements charitables où les enfants des deux sexes peuvent être admis pour
recevoir les soins de surveillance matérielle et de première éducation que leur âge
réclame” (charitable establishments where children of both sexes can be
admitted in order to receive material care, supervision and education suitable
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for their age). Following a series of decrees and directives between 1881 and
1887, the salles d’asile were officially integrated into the French education
system under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education. In 1881, the title
of the salle d’asile was replaced with that of École Maternelle and thus its role
was re-defined.
Pauline Kergomard (1838-1925) was another pioneer who dedicated her life to
the education of young children. According to her philosophy, the École
Maternelle was not to be viewed as an inferior form of education. Rather, it was
for every child, an equal, universal and non-discriminatory school. She
explained that “c’est dans l’école, à tous les degrés, que se fait la fusion des différentes
classes de la sociéte” (It is in school, that we merge the different classes of society)
(Dajez, 1994, p.161).
She vehemently criticised the salles d’asile with respect to reading, writing and
counting, as she maintained that the development of the children is
compromised by these teachings. Madame Kergomard did not formulate her
ideas into a ‘method’ of teaching. Instead, she moved away from the systematic
methods, thus creating an open pedagogy, which remains the trademark of the
contemporary École Maternelle.
Kergomard increased the status of Early Years’ Education in France by
achieving training for early childhood educators equal to that of their
counterparts in the primary school. However, following this latter achievement,
she became cognisant of the fact that the training of the École Maternelle was
too general, and thus proposed specialised training institutions in 1917. She
failed to achieve this goal, this problem, of equivalence for specialised training
for work with children of different age groups in education, has remained a
contentious issue in France.
Nevertheless, during the twentieth century the status of the École Maternelle
continued to rise as well as the recognition of it being an educational
establishment for young children. This was due to the development of the
inspectorate in 1910, which was developed solely for supervision of nursery
schools. In the same year, the Association Général des Institutrices des Écoles
Maternelles (AGIEM) which organised annual conferences resulting in the
exchange of information, ideas and experiences was created. The Organisation
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Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire (OMEP) was established in 1948 and was
involved in the promotion of the French model of education worldwide
(Goutard, 1993).
As outlined earlier, Kergomard believed in a minimally prescribed curriculum,
which remained until the 1970s. However, due to the substantial amount of
research undertaken in the area of early childhood, in addition to the significant
practical expertise “on the ground”, the Ministry of Education changed the
curriculum. A Ministerial Circular of August 1977 attempted to synthesise this
expertise, to provide aims, objectives and teaching methods and to relate these
research findings of child development. Subsequently, however, this composite
text was considered to be “virtually unusable” (Ibid., p.42).
In 1986, the Circular of 30 January defined the three official objectives of the
École Maternelle. These are: scolariser (to prepare children for school life);
socialiser (to foster social relationships); and faire apprendre et exercer (to help
children ‘learn how to learn’ and allow time for practice). The primary aim of
these objectives is to ‘transform children into pupils’; which implies that the
École Maternelle is primarily a school, in the full sense of the word.
The size of the National Education Budget in 1989 (20.8% of the national
budget) illustrated the priority given to modernising the education system
under the 1989 Education Act (French Ministry of Education, 2000).
Although it did not make significant changes to school structure, it did,
however, highlight the desire to divide a child’s schooling into educational
stages by setting out three ‘cycles of apprenticeship’. The primary aim of these
was to allow for flexibility, taking into account the rhythm of each child, his
maturity and the competencies he has achieved. They would also improve
educational continuity between the École Maternelle and the École Élémentaire
and help adapt teaching to each child’s individual psychological and
physiological capabilities. Attainment targets were set for each stage rather than
for each year, as before, and were designed to provide the necessary flexibility,
thus preventing children from repeating a year of school.
New timetables and more stringent teaching guidelines for the École Maternelle
and the École Élémentaire were published in 1995. These outlined the
educational goals for the child, which had been previously issued in 1991.
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However, this programme was to be fully implemented en vigeur at the
commencement of the 1995 academic year. Furthermore, it confirmed that the
École Maternelle was indeed a school even if the texts speak in terms of ‘spheres
of activity’ and learning tools’ (Rayna and Plaisance, 1999). The main
pedagogical lines of activity were re-instated. These contributed to the global
development of the child and prepared him for elementary school.
The following extract I choose as the best École Maternelle observed. My first
impressions are that this school has a very warm, welcoming and friendly
atmosphere and having spent a few hours in the school, I knew that it stood
out in comparison to the others that I had visited. During a conversation with
the principal, I discover that this particular École Maternelle is a ‘model school’
and is attached to a training college in Paris. Although they have three separate
classes solely for ‘la grande section’, she thinks it would be in my best interest to
conduct my observations in a particular class with the three levels. The class
comprises of ‘la petite section’, ‘la moyenne section’ and ‘la grande section’. This is
obviously a special class and teacher, and therefore I decide to take the
opportunity to observe it.
The premises has been architecturally adapted in a thoughtful and aesthetically
pleasing manner. It has a well-equipped school yard for the children with
climbing frames, slides, sandpit, tricycles and scooters available.
The teacher is in her late fifties. She informs me that, as well as being an École
Maternelle teacher, she is also a lecturer in one of the teacher training colleges.
Her teaching experience stretches across an impressive forty years. She has also
completed specialised training in infant education.
Passing through the hall, I notice that the walls are adorned with framed
paintings. They are displayed in order to develop the children’s creativity and
imagination and also to create a communal culture for the pupils in the school.
The classroom is located on the first floor and we climb a flight of stairs.
Outside the classroom door is a ‘book corner’. The floor is covered with
cushions which are surrounded by colourfully presented mobile bookshelves.
Displayed on the walls outside the classroom is a ‘Picasso’ exhibition, consisting
of paintings and drawings, as well as photographs and stories, inspired by the
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Picasso Museum. Again, it highlights the school’s emphasis on exposing the
children to the Parisian culture.
The classroom is large and bright and has been adapted to provide activity
corners (e.g. home corner, book corner) of appropriate dimensions for the
children, thus enhancing the children’s opportunities for varied and creative
experiences, and easy access to the abundance of equipment available. The
children’s arts and crafts are hanging all around the room, and each child has
traced and coloured his name underneath his own picture. Some of this
classroom floor is covered with linoleum and other areas are carpeted. The
blackboard is at one end of the room in front of which is a pink rug. Wooden
benches surround this special area and the teacher has a child-sized chair
underneath the blackboard. This area is mainly used when the teacher is talking
to the class as a whole. There are charts hanging on the wall next to the
blackboard for example: the alphabet written in two types of script, the days of
the week and a calendar. There is a globe also hanging from the ceiling.
There are three other seating areas. The first arrangement is adjacent to the
windows. These are moveable tables and chairs arranged so that a group of six
to eight children can be seated. Finally, perpendicular to this previous
arrangement is another cluster of tables and chairs, which seat up to eight
children. Each group can sit where he wants at the allocated table. The teacher
usually divides the children by age. However, she also feels that some of the
younger children work better with the older children in the class. It usually
depends on which activity they are engaged in.
The room is equipped with a teacher’s desk (located just inside the door), sink
area, home-corner, open-shelving stacked with toys, games, puzzles and other
educational equipment. At the back of the classroom is a whiteboard where the
children are free to write, draw and paint. Hanging underneath the window is
a clothesline where the children hang their paintings to dry.
This teacher is a highly organised person. When I ask to look at her timetable,
she tells me that I would not have time to go through it all. She changes it
everyday and is constantly looking up new research for ideas. She stresses how
important it is that the IUFM (training college) keeps updating its course with
new scientific research.
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She is flexible in her routine, but she follows a plan which is very
comprehensive and full of numerous different exercises. For example, on the
two days that I visit this school, the teacher gives lessons in reading, writing,
arithmetic and phonetics. She observes and takes notes on the stagiaires
(teacher trainees) giving a P.E. lesson. Another teacher gives her class a poetry
lesson. Furthermore, the teacher also teaches them Irish dancing and
afterwards puts classical music on for the children to listen and relax. Each
morning and afternoon session is divided into outdoor playtime where the
children can choose to engage in gross motor activities or play with the other
children in the school yard. During one of our conversations, she explains
that there are twenty-seven children in the class and she has requested to have
the three different levels, as she finds it very easy. She stresses that all areas of
child development are important and that she wants the children in her class
to learn to be independent, to respect each other and the ethos of the class.
Her positive attitude, enthusiasm and close involvement with the children is
reflected in the way she interacts with them, and also in the enjoyment that
the children are having in school. I observe how she gives ‘la grande section’
great independence in the classroom. Some of the older children are
responsible for looking after the younger children, and helping them to tidy
up their activities. The vast array of different experiences she provides for the
children exposes them to many different social groupings. For example, some
whole-group (the class as a whole), some small groups and some individual
activities where the children engage in either structured or unstructured play
were evident.
It is clear from my observations of the teacher and children, her questionnaire
responses, our interview and our informal conversations that this teacher is
very knowledgeable and interested in child development. She also highlights
the needs and differences of these age groups. She believes that one should
always encourage children and always tell them something positive even if
they had failed in accomplishing a particular exercise. Furthermore, the
qualities that she expects to find in future teachers are to respect children,
respect their rhythm and their difficulties, to have patience and to always
look for new ideas, new solutions. It is clear that she has an in-depth
knowledge of the École Maternelle programme, and she admits to being afraid
that modern life and the pressure of parents on children are having an adverse
effect on l’age de l’enfance (childhood).
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My two days spent in this particular school were enlightening and
unforgettable. In comparison to the other centres visited, I have never seen such
innovation, creativity, preparation, enthusiasm and love of children. Such a
variety of experiences were provided in a well-planned, stimulating and
energising environment which was conducive to the children’s development.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE IN THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND
In conclusion, this section delineates recommendations, which emanate from
my observations and review of the pertinent literature.
1. In the Écoles Maternelles classes visited, the children spent a large percentage
of their time in small group settings. Researchers, such as Moore (1974), have
highlighted that these small group settings enhance children’s cognitive,
linguistic and social development. Responses from the Irish interviews and
questionnaires, which I conducted, indicated that the classes were taught as a
large group due to the high pupil:teacher ratio and lack of personnel.
In order to effectively implement a child-centred and heuristic approach
to education, the current pupil:teacher ratio will have to be improved. In
Ireland, the Forum Report (1998) stated that some infant classes still
have as many as 35 children (p.141). In France, the average class size in
1993-4 was 27.4 and an auxiliary (who was trained on the job) was
present for at least half of the day (Oberhuemer and Ulich, 1997, p.83).
Teachers from both countries have highlighted the need for infant classes
to be reduced to 15-20:1, in addition to a trained ancillary person for
every Junior Infant/École Maternelle class. In the Irish context, it is also
recommended that children are put in small groups more frequently and
that benefits of small group settings on the child’s development be
incorporated into pre-service and in-service training in Ireland.
2. Furthermore, it is impossible for a child-centred curriculum to be
implemented without appropriate materials and equipment. It has been
stated that France, in comparison to other European countries, invests
considerably in childcare and education services in the years preceding
formal school entry (Ibid., p. 80). This highlights the under-funded nature
of the Irish system at this level. In particular, many Junior Infant classes
lack structured manipulative materials, outdoor equipment and sand and
water areas in the classroom, as well as lacking basic school facilities.
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Indoor equipment and large outdoor areas have been prioritised in the
École Maternelle. The large indoor areas (originally designed for very
large groups) have been adapted to provide activity corners of
appropriate dimensions for young children so that they may have easy
access to the equipment available. There is also an emphasis on using
natural and waste material, as well as didactic materials, thus providing
creative opportunities and varied experiences for both children and
educators (Goutard, 1993, p.48). Hence, it is recommended that infant
teachers in Ireland be given an annual grant by the Department of
Education for the purchase of materials and equipment to facilitate the
holistic development of Junior Infant children. In addition, guidelines
on the purchasing of suitable materials and equipment should be
provided by the Department of Education to all Early Years’ Educators.
3. A ‘once-off ’ financial injection should be allocated to all Corporations
for the specific purpose of covering the initial start-up costs of providing
playground facilities, libraries and toy libraries targeted to meet the
needs of the zero to six age-group.
4. A specific allocation for Early Childhood Education and Care should be
written into the ‘estimates’ for each year. This should distinguish
between the State and Voluntary sectors. A greater percentage of G.N.P.
should be devoted to this area.
5. The École Maternelle is state-funded which means that parents do not
have to pay a fee. Furthermore, the few École Maternelle who are
privately-run also receive state subsidies. In Ireland, there should be tax
concessions for parents to avail of high quality child-care provision.
6. Multi-professional in-service courses, graded with respect to duration
and complexity, should be provided for all Early Years’ Educators in the
State and voluntary sectors. The Department of Education and Science
should administer the provision of these courses but they could be
provided by any organisation (e.g. Health Board, Universities, D.I.T.,
College of Education etc.) considered eligible by the Department.
7. An in-service training fund should be created by the Department of
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Education and Science to finance these in-service courses. It is further
suggested that, in general, all Early Years’ Educators in both countries
should be encouraged to update their qualifications.
8. In 1998, 56.2% of four-year olds and 99.7% of five-year olds were in
early primary education (The Forum Report, 1998). A substantial body
of literature now points to the effectiveness of early childhood education
on the future development of the child. I would recommend that Early
Years’ Educators in Ireland take into account the structure and informal
curriculum of the École Maternelle in France, and that the Department
of Education and Science assess the viability of creating a state-run preschool, which would provide education for three, four and five-yearolds. It is widely acknowledged amongst researchers in this field that four
and five-year-olds would benefit from attending a pre-school with a less
formal curriculum prior to commencing Primary School.
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A Study of the Impact of the Child Care
(Pre-School Services) Regulations (1996) on the
Quality of Early Childhood Services in Ireland:
The IEA Preprimary Project Revisited
ary ’ ane & argaret ernan
INTRODUCTION
“Child care quality depends on child care regulation as plants
depend on water. An insufficient amount guarantees problems,
but an excessive amount may also be problematic”
(Gormley, 1999, p116).
This study aims to identify the differences between the quality and experiences in
early years services offered to four-year-old children attending preschools before
the implementation of the Child Care (Preschool Services) Regulations (1996) and
six years after implementation in 2002. The baseline data used for the purposes of
this study is data gathered as part of the IEA Preprimary Project.
The main research hypothesis is that the Regulations will have had an impact
on quality of early childhood services in Ireland. It will focus on the everyday
experiences of the children looking not only at structural variables but also at
the effect on process variables. However, it is also acknowledged that other
factors, such as increased levels of investment in early childhood care and
education (ECCE), raised awareness of the issues involved in pre-school care
and education, and improved support and networking, may affect quality of
early childhood services in Ireland.
This paper starts by outlining the rationale for the study. It then gives a
background into the IEA Preprimary Project, and some of the findings of
Phase II of the project are presented. This is followed by details of the
Regulations themselves and some information on their implementation,
which should serve to introduce the context of the study. This leads to a
discussion on the tension between the areas of regulation and quality which
was identified in the literature review for the study. The sections on structural
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and process aspects of quality; measurement instruments; sample; and data
collection then provide an insight into the research process. Finally as the
project is at the beginning stages, the paper concludes with a time schedule for
the proposed research.
RATIONALE
There are a number of reasons for undertaking this study. Firstly, there has
been no comprehensive research which has assessed the impact of the
Regulations on the quality of care and education offered to young children
availing of preschool services in Ireland. It should be noted however, that the
Mid-Western Health Board (1999) have undertaken a review of the Preschool Inspection and Information Services in their area. The review found
that the key structures established within the Board to deal with preschool
services were effective within the context of the number of notifications
received and inspections undertaken. Inspections were seen to have had a
number of beneficial and positive consequences for children, parents and
carers. The majority of services were found to be run by dedicated people
committed to the wellbeing of the children in their care, however
insufficient resources and low profit margins limited their ability to provide
higher quality in their services. This review however, did not look at the
issue of the effect of the Regulations on the quality of children’s experiences
in early years services. The results of the present study aim to provide data
on the effect of the Regulations on the day-to-day experiences of the children
availing of preschool services.
Secondly, the IEA Preprimary Project has provided a wealth of data on the
experiences of four-year-old children in preschool and primary school settings
in 1994-1995. It is important that this data is used constructively to follow up
on issues which could lead to improvements in the quality of our early years
services. The study is being undertaken at a time when the Regulations
themselves are undergoing review. This is a good time to provide some evidence
regarding the effect of the Regulations on different aspects of quality.
Finally, the National Children’s Strategy “Our Children – Their Lives” (2000)
sets out a series of objectives to guide policy on children until 2010. One of the
National Goals identified by the Strategy is to use research to better understand
the experiences of children growing up in Ireland. Public concern about
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childcare provision was highlighted as an area of current interest and debate.
The Strategy proposed that:
“better research and information will support policy makers,
operational managers, professionals and others directly providing
services at all levels. This approach will help inform the
development of quality standards and support good management
practices in all organisations.” (p.39)
This confirms the importance of producing up to date research on early
childhood care and education issues in Ireland.
THE IEA PREPRIMARY PROJECT
The International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA) Preprimary Project was a large cross-national study into early childhood
care and education. It aimed to investigate the years prior to a child’s entry into
school and the quality of care and education that children from various
countries receive at this stage. It then reviewed the transition for these children
into primary school education. High/Scope Educational Foundation was the
international co-ordinating centre of the project.
The full investigation took place over three phases. Phase I of the project
produced national profiles on early childhood care and education for four-yearolds in the participating countries, by conducting national household surveys
to determine the use of early childhood services and reviewing official statistics.
Phase II investigated the experiences of four-year-olds in early childhood care
and education. It involved a study into the relationships between the child, the
family, the teacher and the environment, and their impact on the child’s
development. Phase III investigated the relationship between the early
educational experiences of the children as four year-olds and their development
status at seven years of age.
The conceptual framework for the IEA Preprimary Project was based on the
ecological systems model of development proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979;
1992) in which the child is seen to be just one part of a process of interaction
influencing her development. It is suggested that included in the child’s
learning process are: the family and their background, the characteristics of the
child’s learning environment, and the educational values and experiences of
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their caregiver. This results in complex interactions between the child, the
family and the caregiver, in tandem with each of their educational values and
expectations, and the structural aspects of the caregiving situation.
The present study focussed on data from Phase 2 of the Project. Fifteen
countries including Ireland took part in this Phase. The Early Childhood
Research Centre at the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) co-ordinated the
Irish element of the research. The aims of the Irish study were to:
l
l
l

describe the quality of early years experiences of a sample of Irish fouryear-olds
examine designated disadvantaged and non-designated disadvantaged
settings
build up a knowledge base in the field of early years services.
(Hayes N, O’Flaherty J and Kernan M, 1997, p.6)

The study involved 109 schools and preschools all over Ireland (54 pre-schools
and 55 primary schools) and 396 children took part. Quality was assessed in
terms of both structural variables (eg, group size; adult-child ratio; staff
training) and process variables (management of time; adult-child interaction;
and child activities). This was the first nationwide study in Ireland which
gathered data through observational methods, questionnaires, and child
development status tests, giving a very broad picture of the quality of learning
opportunities available. Data for the Irish element of Phase II was collected in
1994-1995. The full details of the Irish aspect of this Phase can be found in
Hayes N, O’Flaherty J and Kernan M (1997) A Window on Early Education
in Ireland: the First National Report of the IEA Preprimary Project.
Interviews with providers in the pre-school sample of Phase II between 1994-1995
revealed the following findings about the structural features of the services:
l
l
l
l
l
l
l

48 per cent of staff had completed some form of pre-service training
58 per cent of staff had access to in-service training
The mean group size was 14 children
The mean adult-child ratio was 1:7, but the range was from between 1:2
and 1:36
77 per cent of services had access to outdoor play areas
Only 12 per cent of services kept records of children’s development
Hours in attendance: average of 13 hours per week
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Special observational instruments were developed to collect data on the
process orientated aspects of quality. The observational findings were divided
into three areas: Management of Time; Child Activity Observations and
Adult Behaviour Observation.
The Management of Time observation found that preschools spent more time
in mixed activities than any other category (approximately 30 per cent). Adults
proposed free choice activities for 18 per cent of the total time. Adults also
proposed whole group structures on average 70 per cent of the time.
The Child Activities Observation found that the overall pattern of child activities
was focused mostly on physical activity at 27 per cent. Both gross motor skills and
fine motor skills were included in the physical category. This was followed by
personal/social activities (21.5 per cent) and expressive work (19.5 per cent). Preacademic activities, which included reading, storytelling/language, writing and
numbers/maths, were not a prominent activity in the preschools.
The Adult Behaviour Observation found that adults were observed most often in
participation/shared and routine activities, with 26 per cent on average in each
category. This was followed by teaching behaviours. Of particular note was the
very low percentage of observations that fell into the categories of
nurturance/expression of affect, with a mean figure of 2.5 per cent. On average
adults in preschools spent more time participating with children than in any other
degree of involvement category, with the least time being spent directing children.
THE CHILD CARE (PRE-SCHOOL SERVICES) REGULATIONS 1996
In 1996, the first legislative control over early education services in Ireland
came into force, in the form of the Child Care (Pre-School Services)
Regulations (1996) under the Child Care Act 1991. The Regulations cover the
various types of preschool provision including community playgroups, day
nurseries, crèches, naíonraí, or any similar service catering for children under
six years who are not attending school. They cover the following areas:
l
l

Part I
Citation; Commencement; Interpretation.
Part II
Development of Child; First-aid; Medical Assistance; Adult/child ratios;
Corporal punishment
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l

l

l

Part III
Notice to be given by person carrying on pre-school service; Notification
of change in circumstances; Notice to be given by person proposing to
carry on pre-school service; Number of pre-school children who may be
catered for.
Part IV
Premises and facilities; Heating; Ventilation; Lighting; Sanitary
accommodation; Drainage and sewage disposal; Waste storage and
disposal; Equipment and materials; Food; Safety measures; Facilities for
rest and play.
Part IV
Furnishing of information to health board; Insurance; Annual fees;
Inspection; Enforcement and execution.

The Regulations also include an Explanatory Guide to Requirements and
Procedures for Notification and Inspection .
Some areas of particular interest are as follows. Features such as adult/child
ratios and adequate space have different recommendations for four different
types of category: sessional services; full day-care; drop-in centres; and
childminders. For example, Full Day Care services must have an adult-child
ratio of 1:3 for 0-1 year; 1:6 for 1-3 years; 1:8 for 3-6 years. Sessional Services
must have an adult-child ratio of 1:10 for children from 0-6 years. Health
Boards will also specify on an individual basis the number of preschool children
that may be cared for in any particular facility. They notify the service in
writing of their decision regarding this matter and the reasons for it, and the
service may request a review of the decision. It is also important to note that
the Regulations do not require that preschool teachers have specific training.
The Child Care Act 1991 imposed a statutory duty on Health Boards to
inspect preschool services to ensure that they were adhering to the Regulations.
Health Boards must also provide information on preschool services to parents.
Providers are obliged to notify Health Boards of their existence, and to conform
to the regulations. (Department of Health, 1996) There are certain providers
who are exempt from the Regulations, these include relatives caring for
preschool children and childminders taking care of limited numbers of children
in their own home.
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Once a service has notified the Health Board of its existence an inspection is
arranged. The Health Board also decides from the application form if the
provider needs to take further action to comply fully with the Regulations. The
Explanatory Guide section of the Regulations advises that the Health Boards
will also provide information and support as necessary to assist providers to
reach the required standards. The Explanatory Guide also states that the first
inspection should take place three months after notification, and then on an
annual basis. Inspections cover:
l
l
l
l
l

how the children are being cared for and how their development and
welfare is being promoted;
the suitability and safety of the premises;
the standards of the premises in terms of space, heat, lighting,
cleanliness, ventilation and repair and maintenance;
the suitability of the person providing the services;
the availability and suitability of toys and equipment.
(Department of Health, 1996).

If a service does not comply with the Regulations they should receive notice in
writing of any issues identified, and should be given a set time period to rectify
these problems, after which they will have another inspection. Any service
refusing to comply with the Regulations can be brought to the District Court
under Section 57(b) of the Child Care Act. The Information for Parents section
of the Explanatory Guide to the Regulations states:
“It is hoped that the inspection process will enhance the status of
pre-school provision and assist health boards in the discharge of
their general duties to secure the health, safety and welfare and to
promote the development of children attending pre-school
services.” (p.43).
The Regulations are seen by many as a positive step in the attempt to formalise
and regulate the childcare industry, however they have been criticised as not
being far reaching enough (Dept of Justice, Equality and Law Reform Expert
Working Group on Childcare, 1999). These were the first regulations imposed
on preschool services, and allowing for the fact that they cover such a broad
spectrum of services, should be seen as a positive first step in an ongoing process
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of development. They focus very much on the structural aspects of settings and
do not regulate quality in terms of process variables such as relationships and
adult-child interaction. However it should be noted that these aspects can be
very difficult to regulate (Hayes, 2002). The original aim, as stated by the
Department of Health, was to monitor implementation of the Regulations over
a period of three years, and then review them “with a view to further enhancing
pre-school service provisions” (Department of Health, 1996).
In October 2001, the Minister for Children, Mary Hanafin, announced that
the Regulations were to be reviewed at national level. “It is now time to look
again at the regulations in terms of what has worked well and in terms of
aspects which need to be strengthened or addressed” (Dept of Health and
Children, 2001). The first meeting of the Review Committee took place in
January 2002. The group includes representatives from the Departments of
Health & Children; Justice, Equality and Law Reform; and Education. It also
includes a parent representative; representatives from various Health Boards
(Managers, Pre-school Inspectors and Environmental Health Officers); and
representatives from various Childcare Voluntary Groups. It is expected that a
report on the Regulations will be published by end 2002.
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN REGULATION AND QUALITY
During the literature review phase of this project, a tension in the relationship
between regulation and quality was identified. On the one hand there is the
view that standards are synonymous with quality (Kelly, 1999; Baldock, 2001)
while others are concerned that regulation can result in an emphasis on
minimum standards (European Commission Network on Children, 1996;
Hayes, 2002). Although these are not directly opposing viewpoints and they
share much common ground, it is important to note this ongoing debate
surrounding the relationship between quality and regulation.
A large body of research (Phillips, Howes & Whitebook, 1992; Philipsen,
Burchinal, Howes & Cryer, 1997; Phillips, Mekos, Scarr, McCartney, &
Abbott-Shim, 2001) has found that US states with the most strict child care
regulations produce higher quality care, on average, than states with less
stringent regulations. These findings related both to structural aspects of care,
such as staff:child ratios, which were being regulated, but also to process
indicators such as the sensitivity of adult-child interactions. Findings also
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highlighted associations among quality of care defined by structural features,
process indicators and compliance with state regulations. Tietze, Cryer, Bairrao,
Palacios and Wetzel (1996) reported similar findings in Europe.
At the “Enhancing Quality in the Early Years’ Conference” held in Dublin in
November 1999, Michael Kelly from the Department of Health & Children,
advised that as of that date the Preschool Regulations had resulted in a
reduction of 1,864 childcare places following inspection. The main
problematic issues identified from the providers point of view were the
availability of adequate space per child and/or the number of adults required
supervising the children. However in his opinion the standards set out in the
regulations represented a minimum threshold required to safeguard the health,
safety and welfare of pre-school children.
This approach to adherence to regulations is not unique. Peter Baldock (2001)
in his book “Regulating Early Years Services” describes the UK situation:
“The distinction between standards and quality is far from
absolute. There is, on the contrary, a high degree of correlation.
If it is to be measured, quality must be defined in operational
terms and a readiness to meet specific standards is evidence of a
disposition to achieve a quality of care and education.” (p.55).
There appears to be consensus here that inspection and monitoring of the
regulations has a positive effect on the experience of ECCE for young children,
even if this results in the closure of some services which cannot meet the
requirements. However, it is important to note that Baldock argues that there
is no reason why minimum standards should be low ones.
“It depends on the importance we attach to the experiences of
children in early years provision. If we want the best possible for
them, then minimum standards will have to be set high and that
will also involve finding criteria for those areas where this is more
complex” (p.55).
Other researchers have spoken of their fears that regulations will become
minimum standards which providers meet, but do not try to move beyond.
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This fear has been articulated with respect to developments in ECCE in
Ireland. For example, Nóirín Hayes, speaking at the National Children’s
Nurseries Association Annual Conference in 2002, stressed the need to debate
the issue of quality, and the need to move beyond seeking quality of structural
elements. She spoke of the “faith in the measurable” and the tendency to seek
certainty in achieving quality in early childhood education. She proposed that
instead, the search for quality should be a “never ending journey” with quality
being constantly discussed, debated and created.
This view is supported by the European Commission Network on Childcare.
The Commission has set “Quality Targets in Services for Young Children”
(1996). This document outlines their dynamic approach to quality in childcare
and education. It states:
l
l

quality is a relative concept, based on values and beliefs…
defining quality should be seen as a dynamic and continuous process,
involving regular review and never reaching a final, “objective” statement (p.7).

Irish organisations such as the Irish Preschool and Playgroups Association (IPPA)
and the National Children’s Nurseries Association (NCNA) also support this
ongoing approach to quality. In 1999, the IPPA launched a Quality Improvement
Programme for childcare services. The focus is very much on involving ECCE
workers in identifying quality targets and exploring ways to achieve them. The
programme hopes to implement a “Quality Cycle” within each service, involving
a cycle of evaluation, reflection, action planning, and implementation (IPPA,
2001). The main aim of the NCNA is to work consistently to improve the quality
of ECCE in Ireland through education, information and support of all involved
in this sector (NCNA, 2000). The NCNA Centre of Excellence Awards scheme
which was launched at the organisations Annual Conference in March 2002 could
be viewed as an initiative designed to support quality improvement.
In summary, differences of opinion exist on the nature of the relationship
between regulation and quality. Should regulation ensure that services are
meeting an acceptable standard, or should it encourage providers to strive to
raise standards? The issue will continue to be debated, however this debate is
part of the process of continually working to achieve the best possible standards
of care and education for young children.
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In the following section the method for the present study is outlined.
METHODOLOGY
Measurement Instruments
Quantitative data, such as questionnaire and interview techniques are proposed to
measure the effect of the Regulations on structural aspects of quality. An adapted
version of the “Provider Survey” used in Phase II of the IEA Preprimary Project
will be used to collect data of a structural nature. This will involve administering
a questionnaire to the manager of each setting and to the teacher working directly
with the sample in each of the settings. The original surveys were comprehensive
enough to represent the wide range of setting characteristics in all of the
participating countries, it was not felt that this level of depth was needed for the
current study, and the survey is being adapted to reflect this.
The questionnaire which will be administered to the Manager of the pre-school
facility focuses on the characteristics of the setting, including its physical
description, staff structure, and patterns of operation. The teacher survey
examines teacher characteristics, enrolment characteristics, and materials and
equipment available.
Qualitative observation methods will be used to measure the process-orientated
aspects of quality. The IEA Preprimary Project was the first nationwide study
conducted in Ireland which made use of questionnaire type data, child
development status tests, and observation techniques. The Management of
Time, Child Activities and Adult Behaviour observation systems were
specifically designed for the project by the National Research Committees of
the IEA Preprimary Committee, under the direction of the International Coordinating Committee. They aim to provide an insight into how the adult spends
her time in the classroom, how she directs the activities of the children, and the
experiences of the children themselves. For the purpose of this study we will be
using these instruments which have been shown to be valid, reliable and stable
measures of quality through cross-national analysis of the data from the project.
The Adult Behaviour Observation focuses on the behaviour of the lead teacher
in the particular setting. The purpose is to note the general behaviour of this
adult and their interaction with the children, for example whether they are
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supervising or actively participating with the child. The Child Activities
Observation focuses on the activities and interactions of one Target Child. The
purpose is to record the types of activities the child is engaged in, and the amount
of time they spend on any given activity. This observational measure also records
the groupings in which the child spends their time, for example alone, with one
other child, or in a large group. These observations will be carried out according
to the same instructions as the IEA Preprimary Project Phase II Observations.
They will take place on two non-consecutive days, for 20 minutes per day, divided
into two ten-minute sections, conducted at different times of the day.
The third observation instrument to be used is the Management of Time
Observation. This observational instrument looks at how the adult in a given
setting organises the children’s time. The instrument is used to record the type
of activities proposed by the adult, the length of time spent at any given activity,
and the group structure of each activity. The observation is carried out
simultaneously with the Child Activities Observation, Adult Behaviour
Observation, and during breaks between these. The process lasts for between
three and three-and-a-half hours each day, and will be carried out on two nonconsecutive days.
Interviews with a number of Preschool Inspectors/Officers working with
Health Boards will also be undertaken to establish their views on the
implementation of the Regulations.
Sample
In the original study two main settings were studied, the preschool services and
the junior infant classes in primary school. Random number sampling was used
to identify the 54 preschools which took part in the study. If any preschool did
not have any four-year-olds attending, or were unable or unwilling to
participate, then the next preschool on the list was contacted.
The sample for the present study will be drawn from the original IEA
Preprimary Project but focusing on the region comprising Dublin, Meath,
Louth, Kildare. A random sample of 10 preschools from this population will be
identified. Setting managers at these preschools will be contacted requesting
permission to visit their setting to observe children and staff, and interview
staff. Permission for children to participate will also be sought from parents.
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Data Collection
The data collector will undertake a period of training in the use of research
instruments using both video and “real” settings. Tests will be undertaken to
ensure inter-rater agreement with another trained observer.
The data collector will visit each setting for a minimum of two days.
Observations will take place on two non-consecutive days and take between
three and three and a half hours each day. Managers and lead teachers will be
interviewed at free periods throughout these days. All the data collected will be
coded according to the IEA Preprimary Project guidelines.
Time Schedule
Work commenced on the project in December 2001. Data collection should
commence in September 2002 and be completed by the end of 2002. Data
coding, entry and analysis will take place in 2003, with the final study report
expected by December 2003.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
BALDOCK, P (2001) Regulating Early Years Services, London: David Fulton.
BRONFENBRENNER, U (1979) The ecology of human development: Experiments
by nature and design. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press.
BRONFENBRENNER, U (1992) Ecology of the family as a context for human
development: research perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22, 6, pp723742.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH (1991) The Children Act 1989: Guidance and
Regulations. Volume 2, Family Support, Day Care and Educational Provision
for Young Children, London: HMSO.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH (1996) Child Care (Pre-School Services)
Regulations, Dublin: The Stationery Office.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND CHILDREN (2000) The National
Children’s Strategy “Our Children – Their Lives” Dublin: The Stationery Office.
DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND CHILDREN (2001) “Hanafin
Announces Review of Child Care (Pre-school Services) Regulations” PRESS
RELEASE. Available at: http://www.ncna.net/press.htm

356

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 357

DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE, EQUALITY AND LAW REFORM EXPERT
WORKING GROUP ON CHILDCARE (1999) National Childcare
Strategy: Report of the Partnership 2000 Expert Working Group on
Childcare, Dublin: The Stationery Office.
EUROPEAN COMMISSION NETWORK ON CHILDCARE (1996) Quality
Targets in Services for Young Children, Brussels: European Commission.
GORMLEY, W (1999) Regulating Child Care Quality, Annals of the American
Academy of Political and Social Science, V.563, pp116-129.
HAYES, N, O’FLAHERTY, J & KERNAN, M (1997) A Window on Early
Education in Ireland: the First National Report of the IEA Preprimary Project,
Dublin: Dublin Institute of Technology.
HAYES, N (2002) Quality in Early Childhood Education. Presentation to the
National Children’s Nurseries Association Annual Conference, Dublin
Castle, 23rd March 2002.
IRISH PRE-SCHOOL AND PLAYGROUPS ASSOCIATION (2001) “IPPA
The Early Childhood Organisation – Quality” Available at:
http://www.ippa.ie/programme.htm
KELLY, M (1999) A Policy Perspective from the Department of Health &
Children. Proceedings of Enhancing Quality in the Early Years Conference,
19-20 Nov 1999, Dublin: Centre for Social and Educational Research: DIT.
MID-WESTERN HEALTH BOARD (1999) A Review of Pre-School Inspection
& Information Services 1997-1999. Mid-Western Health Board.
NATIONAL CHILDREN’S NURSERIES ASSOCIATION (2000) Background to
the NCNA. Available at: http://www.ncna.net/background.htm
PHILLIPS, D, HOWES, C & WHITEBOOK, M (1992) The social policy
context of childcare: Effects on quality, American Journal of Community
Psychology, 20, pp25-51.
PHILLIPS, D, MEKOS, D, SCARR, S, MCCARTNEY, K, ABBOTT-SHIM, M
(2001) Within and Beyond the Classroom Door: Assessing Quality in Child
Care Centres, Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 15, No.4. pp475-496.
PHILIPSEN, LC, BURCHINAL, MR, HOWES, C & CRYER, D (1997) The
prediction of process quality from structural features of child care. Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 12, pp281-303.
TIETZE, W, CRYER, D, BAIRRAO, J, PALACIOS, J & WETZEL, G (1996)
“Comparisons of Observed Process Quality in Early Child Care and
Education Programs in Five Countries”, Early Childhood Research Quarterly,
11, pp447-475.

357

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 358

NOTES

358

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 359

NOTES

359

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 360

NOTES

360

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 361

NOTES

361

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 362

NOTES

362

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 363

NOTES

363

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 364

NOTES

364

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 365

NOTES

365

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 366

NOTES

366

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 367

NOTES

367

OMEP int trial:OMEP int trial 24/02/2010 14:17 Page 368

© 2002 the authors.
copyright resides with the authors
Published by
OMEP (Ireland), 2002.
Financed by
The Early Years Postgraduate Scholarship Fund,
Department of Education, UCC
by courtesy of external donors.

368

