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Editorial

Editorial
Dr. Judith Butler,
President OMEP Ireland & Co-Editor of An Leanbh Óg
On behalf of OMEP Ireland, we are delighted to introduce Volume 12, Issue 1, An
Leanbh Óg, the OMEP Ireland Journal of Early Childhood Studies.
In April 2018, OMEP’s annual conference was held for the first time at Cork Institute of
Technology. The theme ENQUIRING MINDS: Celebrating Creativity and Curiosity in
Early Childhood provided many thought provoking presentations. Keynote addresses
were delivered by Professor Sylvia Chard (Project Approach), and Lyndsey Hellyn &
Stephanie Bennett (The Curiosity Approach™). In addition, we were extremely
honoured to welcome our esteemed Patron, Emeritus Professor Francis Douglas to
our national conference. His inspirational speech reminded us that the most effective
polices are grounded in high quality research.
OMEP Ireland was delighted to be in the position to participate in the 70th OMEP
World Assembly and Conference Conditions of Early Childhood
Education Today: A Foundation for a sustainable future which was held in Prague
Czech in June 2018. Two of our national committee members, Wendy Oke (PRO) and
Evelyn Egan (Vice- President,) presented their research on the world stage and ensured
that OMEP Ireland was well represented.
Interestingly, three books on the history of OMEP have been published to celebrate
this very significant milestone anniversary of OMEP. These are currently available to
download online. They include:
i.

The history book, photo book, and terminology book. Each book is uploaded in
the
OMEP’s
website
in
English,
French
and
Spanish.
(http://worldomep.org/index.php?hCode=INTRO_01_05_01)

ii.

An online journal titled OMEP: Theory into Practice was launched at the 2018
world assembly and conference in Prague, Czech in celebration of OMEP’s 70th
anniversary. The theme of the first volume is ‘Constructing Early Childhood
Cultures of Peace, Right, Play and Participation’.:
(http://worldomep.org/index.php?hCode=PUBLICATION_05_01_02)
iii. International Journal of Early Childhood
The International Journal of Early Childhood (IJEC) published Volume 50, Issue
April 2018. For more information, please visit the URL provided
below.
(https://link.springer.com/journal/13158/50/1/page/1)
9
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This issue (vol 12) of An Leanbh Óg commences with a Keynote paper from our 2016
conference which was delivered by June O’Sullivan MBE. June is an inspiring speaker,
author and regular media commentator on all things Early Years, Social Business and
Child Poverty. June has been influential in driving a major strategic, pedagogical and
cultural shift for the Early Childhood Care and Education sector in the UK. She
introduced a new childcare model and stronger social impact through her work at the
award-winning London Early Years Foundation (LEYF). June’s key note address asks, ‘Is
Ireland Ready for Social Enterprise?’
Fundamentally, OMEP’s mission is to defend & promote the rights of children to high
quality Early Childhood Education & Care; many of the papers in this issue continue to
directly address this, including this issue’s first peer reviewed paper, written by Dr
Mary Moloney.
Dr Mary Moloney, Ple Chairperson, author, researcher and lecturer, examines the
Professional Practice Placement Component of Early Childhood Education and Care
Degree Programmes in Ireland. Dr Moloney confirms that there is an awareness of the
relationship between high quality early childhood education and care provision and
positive child outcomes, and informs how educator qualifications are increasingly
important in quality provision. The author further highlights that excellence in early
childhood teaching involves a continuous interplay between theory, research and
practice (NAEYC, 2009: 6), and supervised, reflective field experiences, or practicum,
are critical to teacher preparation (Bonnett, 2015; Waddell & Vartuli, 2015). Evidently,
little is known about ECEC practicum in Ireland and this paper, which is based upon the
perspective of Higher Education Institutions, provides an interesting insight into the
nature, extent and purpose of practicum experiences across a range of full-time
undergraduate ECEC degree programmes in Ireland.
Lydia Mannion’s paper takes the form of a critical evaluation of the Irish childled, playbased ECEC curriculum framework Aistear (NCCA, 2009) and its potential to contribute
to the application of sound pedagogical practice when working with young children. It
examines the ways through which guidelines, or contexts for learning outlined in
Aistear contribute towards children’s learning experiences, outcomes and overall
holistic development, whilst also considering relevant theory and practice. Relevant
limitations pertaining to the Aistear framework (2009) are also forwarded, particularly
the current lack of widespread governmental provisions to support full
implementation of the framework.
Dr Annie Cummins and Belinda Walsh in their intriguing paper titled Land Art as a
Creative Practice that Celebrates Nature and the Outdoors explore how research has
shown that the institutionalisation of children’s time and space has negatively
impacted on their opportunity to play outdoors. Due to the real or imagined dangers
10
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of the outdoors, children find it difficult to foster a relationship with the environment.
This paper presents land art as a movement that encourages contact with the natural
world. Moreover, the child-environment relationship evolves during the land art
workshop as children explore, discover, manipulate and change the environment.
Using the concept of affordance, this paper explores the potential land art has for
cultivating a relationship between children and the environment.
Clara Hoyne & Dr Suzanne Egan in their paper ‘Shared Reading in Early Childhood: A
Review of Influential Factors and Developmental Benefits aims to review research
examining the factors that support early shared reading experiences and the
developmental benefits of this learning opportunity in early childhood. These authors
acknowledge that while international research provides a rich source of information
on early shared reading experiences, there are few studies in Ireland that investigate
this practice in infants and young children prior to starting primary school. Therefore,
an additional aim of this article is to draw together relevant findings from a number of
recent Irish studies, in order to build a picture of shared reading practices nationally.
Dr Mary Daly, Dr Derek Grant and Dr Máire Mhic Mhathúna in their informative paper
titled Mo Scéal: Preschool to Primary School Transition explore how The National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) was tasked with the development of
reporting templates and accompanying materials to support children and their
family’s transition from preschool to primary School. This paper outlines the research
underpinning the NCCA’s work on this task and describes the Preschool to Primary
School Transitions Initiative and its evaluation. The paper also describes the layout
and content of the reporting templates developed by the NCCA for sharing
information about children’s learning and development at the end of the second
preschool year. The information in these reports can be shared with parents and with
their permission, they will also be shared with the child’s new primary school.
Dr Margaret Clark, Assistant Professor of Early Childhood Education and Director of
Early Childhood Programs at the University of Hartford, in her paper titled Our Rigorous
Work: Reflections & Actions from an Educator Inquiry Group articulates the story of a
group of early childhood educators who engaged in a year-long process of doing the
“real, rigorous reflective work” that takes part when caring for and educating young
children in classrooms in upstate New York. Nine teachers met on a monthly basis in
an educator inquiry group that called itself Meristem, derived from the name of the
tissue in a plant where new growth can take place. The idea of new growth, which
involved both learning and transformation, became a common theme for this group of
educators as they discussed their everyday teaching practices and explored new
research and theory from the field. By the end of the year together, this group of
women immersed themselves in a series of critical reflections on their work, discussing
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how they engage in activism and social justice education, which they believed to be at
the core of their teaching philosophies.
Bridie Thornton, Prof Noirín Hayes, and Dr Sheila Garrity titled It can be daunting
guiding through play, engaging with Aistear within the Montessori setting describe
how profound learning occurs in the early years of a child’s life. Aistear (2009) our Early
Childhood Curriculum Framework celebrates its 10th birthday in 2019 and we are
delighted to include papers relating to Aistear. This is evidenced by the emergence of
national curriculum frameworks focused on early childhood education and care (ECEC)
provision (OECD 2013, Dahlberg et al., 2007, NCCA 2005). The authors further
acknowledge that the publication of Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework (NCCA, 2009) marked a milestone in Irish ECEC policy noting that play lays
the foundation for Aistear; the guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through Play’
which supports the provision of play-based, child centred experiences, nurturing
children’s holistic development. At first glance, the Montessori approach, appears to
be at odds with this emphasis, promoting, as it does learning through sensory
experiences, the engagement with the specific Montessori materials and the prepared
environment (Lillard, 2012). With the establishment of a ‘play based’ national
curriculum framework, Montessori preschools may find a need to adapt their practice
and provision, while remaining true to their underpinning philosophy. This intersection
of traditional practice and emerging policy set the context for a recent qualitative
research project based in the West of Ireland. The study reported in this paper,
explores the experiences of ECEC Practitioners who adhere to Montessori’s
educational philosophy, and their understanding of
learning and development through play, as set out in Aistear
Orla Walsh highlights in her paper titled ‘Nurturing resilience in young children can be
fairly ordinary magic’ that the review of the literature indicates that programmes
available to promote the development of resilience in children tend to be
predominantly targeted at the school aged child. This paper, however, investigates
Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) professionals’ views regarding the
implementation of a pilot project which was developed to support the nurturing of
resilience in the early years (birth - 3). A qualitative methodology, utilising semistructured interviews was employed. Findings indicate that ECEC professionals can be
provided with strategies to help children enhance their psychological coping skills,
which in turn will assist with the nurturing of resilience.
Dr Niamh Gallagher in her paper explains that Developmental language disorders
(DLDs) are described as disorders of speech and/or language that are long term in
nature, highly complex and not attributable to other developmental or bio-medical
conditions. Whilst the role of early educationalists in identifying and supporting
children with more generalised speech, language and communication needs (SLCNs)
12
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has received some attention in the literature, there is a dearth of research focusing on
early years’ practitioners’ (EYPs) awareness of DLDs and even less on the perspectives
of student EYPs who are ‘soon to be practitioners. Dr Gallagher’s qualitative case study
aims to address this gap in knowledge and provides a very interesting analysis.
Dr Jennifer Pope and Dr Suzanne Egan in their paper, Early Childhood Settings: From
Research Evidence to Evidence Based Practice explore the wealth of quantitative
research evidence available to inform practice during early childhood in Ireland. In the
first section of this paper the authors discuss the importance of evidence-based
practice for any discipline, distinguish it from developmentally appropriate practice in
early childhood and consider an ecological systems perspective. The focus is on a
number of research findings derived from the Growing Up in Ireland study illustrating
how research can inform practice, alongside evidence from other international studies.
The benefits and limitations to this approach are considered with the aim of informing
practice and promoting an evidence-based rationale
OMEP Ireland has been instrumental in promoting, publishing and disseminating
research in relation to early childhood education and care and in doing so continues to
raise the professional profile of those working in ECEC. By continuing to publish papers
such as those included in this volume, it is our fervent desire to stimulate conversation,
discussion and debate in relation to our work with and on behalf of children.
We encourage all of our readers to consider submitting a paper to be considered for
inclusion in future volumes of An Leanbh Óg. The guidelines for authors are available
in this issue and also online on the OMEP Ireland website http://www.omepireland.ie.
We share regular updates on our social media platforms and can be found on Twitter
@OmepIreland and on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/OMEPIreland
Sincere thanks to my esteemed colleagues and co-editors Dr Vanessa Murphy and Dr
Frances Clerkin who made the process of editing extremely enjoyable. You both are
true professionals, who have been extremely generous with your time, knowledge and
expertise. It is a pleasure to work with you.

Buíochas a ghabháil leat go léir go mór,
Dr Judith E Butler
OMEP Ireland President & Co Editor of An Leanbh Óg April 2019
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Is Ireland Ready for Social Enterprise? Keynote, OMEP Ireland
Abstract

Conference, UCC, 2016 June O’Sullivan, MBE

This paper shows why a social enterprise community nursery approach can offer an
effective means of delivering high quality childcare to all children but especially those
from poor and disadvantaged backgrounds. Universal childcare has been identified by
economists, researchers and policy makers as a means of narrowing children’s
achievement gap, but little attention has been paid to the actual means of providing
the high quality sustainable and pedagogically appropriate service advocated.
Generally, the delivery remains dependent on the vagaries of the market or the
shrinking state, although there was an unfulfilled promise by the UK Coalition
Government in 2011 to promote a diverse and vibrant early education sector by
encouraging new forms of provision such as mutual, and social enterprises responsive
to local community needs. Therefore, our challenge remains as to whether either of
those options is consistently able to meet the demographic and financial demands of
a universal policy of affordable and accessible childcare. The final option is to consider
a modern community focused model designed to meet the needs of children growing
up in a global world; a social enterprise model which is based on a community
approach where families from both professional and poorer backgrounds are educated
together ensuring a social mix that helps build trust and social capital and reduces
social segregation.
The best preparation for being a happy and useful man or woman is to live fully as a
child (Plowden Report 1967, p. 188)
Every society should take special care of the youngest members because generally
what is good for the child is good for society and that extends even further when
applied to the poorest and most vulnerable children. The UK has one of the steepest
socio-economic ‘gradients’ in education among similar countries (OECD 2001).
Children from disadvantaged backgrounds do worse than those from advantaged
backgrounds by a greater amount than elsewhere.
For example, only about a quarter of students receiving free school meals gain five
good GCSEs or equivalent, compared to over half of the overall population (DfES 2006).
A study conducted by (Sutton et al. 2007) found that children were highly aware of
their social position and the limitations it placed on them from an early age.
The long-term moral, social and economic implications was confirmed by a range of
researchers including economists such as Heckman sufficient to engage the interests
of many Governments. The view is that investing in the early years brings myriad
benefits for the individual and society including higher success in school, narrowing the
14
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achievement gap and ultimately reducing lifelong social and economic poverty which
has such a high fiscal cost for society. Getting the early years right benefits the whole
of society. Through economic research, psychology, biology and neuroscience, the
answers came out the same, treat what happens in the first years as gold… “…early
engagement pays a very high rate of return. The dividend is 12 – 16% per year for every
£1 of investment – a payback of four or five times the original investment by the time
the young person reaches their early twenties and the gains continue to flow
throughout their life (Sinclair, 2006, p. 5).
Many Governments including the UK responded to this research by investing in
childcare for all families but placing a greater emphasis on supporting more
disadvantaged families. However, evidence emerged that unless the standard of
childcare provided was of the best quality and accessible the investment was futile
particularly to those children living in poverty (Melhuish, 2004). The problem of cost
of childcare also became an issue and the Government realised it needed a solution to
fund the true cost of high-quality childcare in order to make it genuinely accessible for
poorer families especially given the long-term strategic intention to eradicate child
poverty by 2020. The question became how to provide a sustainable business model
which would guarantee children living in poor neighbourhoods could access high
quality nurseries which were both independent but also designed to ensure social
equality and social impact.
Back in 2006 it became apparent to me that social enterprise childcare could provide
one solution. It is not unusual for social enterprises to solve a social problem or
demonstrate a new way of delivering public services with its particular business
approach. In a review of social enterprises across Europe, Defourney (2001) found that
in increasingly complex societies, social exclusion becomes resistant to simple
solutions like fiscal measures and standardised services. A good social entrepreneur
can therefore leverage the power of the market with social purpose in order to use the
functionality and efficiency of the market exchange to build a business with some
speed especially when too many children remain at the mercy of a failing system. As a
pragmatist I wanted to start doing something as quickly as possible. Children have no
time to wait for us to ponder, debate, cogitate and ruminate.
However, the task of creating an independent and sustainable social enterprise
childcare model was not to be under-estimated. Francis (2011) noted that any social
enterprise would need to be comparable in terms of price, service and quality if it was
to succeed in the market. Therefore, the resulting model became known as LEYF.
Social entrepreneurs are not known from baulking from a challenge especially as they
make quite deliberate decisions to solve social problems and usually understand the
consequences of challenging the status quo. Mohammed Yunus (2007, p. 9) threw
down a gauntlet when he said “it would seem that indifference is the enemy. If it
15
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doesn’t matter to you don’t get involved”. Social enterprises were considered a
suitable alternative not least because they seemed better able to identify and address
emerging and different needs of communities and individuals most at risk.
Social enterprises built on the theory of social capital help build trust by supporting
communities to form networks through systems of bonding and bridging which
ultimately enable them to fully participate in the civic community. This fitted with the
DTI descriptor of social enterprises as businesses with primarily social objectives whose
surpluses are principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the
community, rather than being driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders
and owners.
Social Enterprise UK defines a social enterprise as a business that trades for a social
and/or environmental purpose with a clear sense of its ‘social mission’ which means it
will know what difference it is trying to make, who it aims to help, and how it plans to
do it. It will bring in most or all of its income through selling goods or services and have
clear rules about what it does with its profits, reinvesting these to further the ‘social
mission’.
There is no legal social enterprise definition in the UK which means there are many
forms of social enterprises, all operating within the “third sector umbrella” including
the Community Interest Company (CIC), charities, cooperatives, mutual, fair trade
organisations and social firms. The challenge is that they must demonstrate they were
set up to specifically make a measurable social impact and they generate their income
by selling goods and services, rather than through grants and donations. Frank Martin
(2010) references this diagram which gives a very clear overview.
Hybrid Spectrum

<
Traditional
Non-profit
Non
with incomeProfit
Generating
activities

Social
Enterprise

>

Socially
Corporation Traditional
for-profit
responsible practicing
Business
social
responsibility
(Dawans, 2007, et al. p.214)

•

Mission Motive

•

Profit-making motive

•

Stakeholder accountability

•

Stakeholder accountability
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•

Income reinvested in social
programs or operational costs

•

Profit redistribution to
shareholders

The London Early Years Foundation (LEYF) is a charity and we faced three challenges to
reconfigure into a social business. Our first was the governance, balancing a charitable
Board with a social enterprise ethos. The second challenge was how to ensure we had
social value through our very DNA. And thirdly what kind of pedagogy should we offer
to weave social value and social capital into its very soul. In 2009 it was reconfigured
as a charitable social enterprise with a long-term plan to grow. We retained our
charitable status so we could use our Memorandum and Articles as an asset lock. This
meant we were bound by them to deliver against the aims of the organisation which
are; in summary, to create good quality nurseries, provide training and develop and
campaign for the benefits of small children and their families. What changed was our
approach. We developed an independent funding approach based on cross subsidising
the fees, operating some contracts and building in business innovation which
combined would allow us to subsidise as many as 48% of the children attending the
nurseries.
Our nurseries would be situated in places where families from both professional
backgrounds and poorer backgrounds would be educated together ensuring a social
mix that helps build trust and social capital and reduce social segregation (Burke et al.
2002). Although the OECD Starting Strong 11 and Ofsted (2009) warned that
developing nurseries for the poor and only the poor led inevitably to poor service we
were determined to show that it was possible to run outstanding nurseries in poor and
often forlorn neighbourhoods with high levels of family dysfunction, crime, poverty
and social isolation. Our intention would be to increase social capital through
community engagement and social capital through employment, apprenticeships and
high-quality nurseries.
Many social entrepreneurs; and I include myself, are driven by a persistent, almost
unshakable optimism, persevering in large part because of the belief that they will
succeed in spite of messages to the contrary. This optimism can border on
overconfidence and it is one I recognize in myself. I am frequently accused of
transmitting high levels of optimism, enthusiasm and commitment! Within every social
entrepreneur is a belief that even the most intractable problem offers an opportunity
for change. Instead of cursing the darkness, social entrepreneurs shine a light on what
might be different. They confront the societal structures that leave too many behind,
roll up their sleeves, and set about the hard, exhilarating, and important work of
transforming what is into what can and should be (Martin & Osberg, 2015).
The LEYF business and pedagogical model is intended to mitigate the four social factors
which influence educational success or failure by applying the theory of social capital.
17
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These include the quality of family life, the level of wealth or poverty, the level of social
capital in the community and the social class of the family. When these factors are all
positive, then educational, work, personal and social success are much more likely.
However, if the factors are negative, then success is far less likely, and dysfunctionality
is probable. Horgan (2007) advocated that the importance of education was strong
among students from advantaged and from disadvantaged backgrounds. Thus,
negative attitudes were not based on children feeling that education does not matter
but that the educational relationships inside and outside the classroom were
significant in boosting the chances of children from disadvantaged families.
Child development is powerfully shaped by social capital…trust, networks and norms
of reciprocity within a child’s family, school, peer groups and larger community have
wide ranging effects on the child’s opportunities and choices and hence, behaviour and
development (Putnam, 2000, p. 296). In addition to Putnam, LEYF used the
Bronfenbrenner (1979) five element social ecology model to highlight that a child’s
development cannot be explained by a single factor but instead, by a complex system
of relationships where children fit in their immediate and wider world.

18
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Good leadership of nurseries is key to high quality. It’s a complex role with many
competing expectations as summed up in the LEYF diagram. Running a social
enterprise requires nursery managers to also be very alert to the social impact they
create at every level of the business. For example, social impact is created from how
and where the nursery is situated, who is employed, the number of apprentices, the
proportion of children from poorer families, the fee structure, the procurement
approach, the home learning, the community engagement and running through every
element of this the appropriateness and quality of the pedagogical approach. Children,
especially disadvantaged and vulnerable children need to be in a setting where high
quality runs through every element of the service. While this seems an obvious
statement, the reality can be different. In a recent report Dr Donald Simpson (2015)
examined the role of early years in reducing child poverty, a not insubstantial task given
3.7 million children currently live in poverty which translates to 4 in 10 in London. He
found that generally practitioners held negative views of parents in poverty, attributing
their poverty to individual factors even though 65% of those in poverty are working
households.
The consequence was a negative bias of which practitioners were unaware which had
implications for how they worked with these parents. They also recognised that while
many disadvantaged children had more needs, they did not consider it necessary to
provide any extra support than required by the EYFS. Sadly, a similar view was found
by research commissioned by the former Health Secretary Alan Milburn with up to a
quarter of teachers believing that children from poorer backgrounds are being allowed
to fail at school because of lower expectations and teachers gave up on them. This
research confirms for me the need to create social enterprises where the mixed model
is developed on a platform of ambition but where the actual curriculum is poverty
sensitive. This means ensuring that the four factors already mentioned that affect
children’s life chances are explicitly embedded into the curriculum. At LEYF this is
reflected in our distinct pedagogical approach where each area has been developed to
ensure the benefits for all children but especially for those from poorer families.
1. Leading for a Culture of Excellence
2. Spiral Curriculum
3. Enabling Environments
4. Harmonious Relationships
5. Safe, Fit and Healthy
6. Home Learning Environment
7. Multi-Generational Approach
While many nurseries will recognise and understand the value of each of these
approaches, what we have learned at LEYF is that these all have to operate as a
cohesive whole to make the difference. This requires the LEYF leadership team to
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make each element an explicit part of the daily routine planning and activities because
nothing is more or less important but an essential part of the whole.

Spiral Curriculum
Influenced by the theories of Froebel (1782 -1852), Pestalozzi (1746-1827), Vygotsky
(1896 -1934), McMillan (1860- 1931), Montessori (1876 -1952), Gardner (1943), Bruner
(1915) and Te Whariki (1996) as well as emerging knowledge about brain development,
the LEYF approach automatically encompasses the learning requirements of the
current statutory Early Years Foundation Stage. The LEYF Curriculum is described as a
spiral because the role of the adult is to intertwine with the child and the environment
to shape and extend their capabilities, needs and interests in order to introduce,
enhance and embed new knowledge, skills and understanding. This can mean creating
many spirals around the child. How children are enabled to learn is just as important
as what they learn. The LEYF approaches to learning, recognise the child as a
competent, creative and curious being and encourages them to take responsibility for
their own learning. LEYF staff are required to support children at a suitable pace,
stretching and encouraging and celebrating as they move onwards on their learning
adventure. This means staff must know the child and their unique ways and
understand their role in helping children make friends, find their place in the nursery
and their community and value their thinking and independence. Social enterprise
nurseries need to have systems to make this happen as too many poor children are
never given a voice. A study conducted by (Sutton et al. 2007) found that children were
highly aware of their social position and the limitations it placed on them from an early
age. At LEYF the cultural capital gap is directly linked to the children’s access to an
abundance of rich language. (Fernald, Marchman, & Weisleder 2013) found that by 3
years of age, there could be a 30-million-word gap between children from the
wealthiest and poorest families. Therefore, a social enterprise nursery must have at
its core language and literacy. It must be so heavily language and literacy rich that
droplets of gold fall from every interaction.
Literacy unlocks the door to learning throughout life, is essential to development
and health, and opens the way for democratic participation & active participation
and active citizenship (Kofi Annan, 2015, p79).
Language does not consist only of words, sentences, and stories. It also incorporates
art, dance, drama (including pretend play), mathematics, movements, rhythm, and
music. Children are learning to communicate their experience in many ways and to
understand the ways in which others have communicated and represented
experience. They are developing increasing competence in symbolic, abstract,
imaginative and creative thinking. Language develops in meaningful contexts, when
children have a need to know and a reason to communicate. Adults will need to
21

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 12 • 2019

understand and respect both verbal and non-verbal communication styles. All LEYF
nurseries use Makaton and will have a display with the key 20 symbols.
Staff development is designed to encourage language and literacy development and
great emphasis is placed on children hearing grammatically correct language especially
those bi-lingual children where limited English is spoken at home. During the week
children at LEYF will conduct their own Planning Meetings to ensure their voice is heard
and staff are familiar with their interests. This is particularly important for those
children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds who often don’t feel they have a
voice. Children should have control over their own learning and play a role in learning
how to learn and think about things. Like Montessori, we consider the importance of
the “absorbent mind,” and the limitless motivation of the young child to achieve
competence over their environment and to perfect their skills and understanding.
Children are also offered their own opportunity to assess the nursery through their Exit
Interviews which help us see the nursery from their perspective and then make the
necessary amendments. Vygotsky (1836 -1934) describes children as apprentices who
learn and contribute to the development of their own generation’s knowledge. At LEYF
we translate this into supporting children’s active learning and their willingness to
learn from the past and their surrounding world.
We offer activities and experiences which offer breadth and balance and means each
child is given access to a wide variety of experiences in order to develop a range of
skills and concepts, positive attitudes and knowledge. Social enterprise nurseries need
to also weave weekly outings into parts of the community that may seem closed to the
children like galleries, theatres, markets, restaurants and local interest sites. Too many
children live near parks or the sea or areas of outstanding interest to tourists and
remain unfamiliar with them.
Social enterprise nurseries like LEYF must have inclusivity, equitable opportunities for
participation and diversity at its heart. Celebrating and making children familiar and
comfortable with their family heritage and in the case of LEYF, the predominant
London cultures, actively support a positive self-esteem thereby developing open and
confident people, which contributes towards countering racism and racial prejudice.
We also believe that children need to share their experiences with friends from many
social and cultural backgrounds as early as possible as it has a significant impact on
how they view themselves within their world as well as preparing them for their role
in a globally connected world.

Enabling Environments
Most LEYF nurseries are sited right at the heart of the community. We have taken
account the findings from Goldschmied and Jackson (2004) that many environments
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particularly in poor areas were often ill-thought out and ugly and not designed from a
pedagogical leadership perspective. Children deserve the right to be educated in
appealing and attractive environments, places of beauty and order and therefore every
LEYF nursery now conforms to a particular set of design principles whether a new build
or a refurbishment. This is particularly important for social enterprise nurseries as
many have been set up in poor areas and are forlorn and neglected environments.
Like Montessori (1870 -1952) we believe that “environment” includes not only the
space the children use and the furnishings and materials within that space but also the
adults and the children who share their days with each other. We want to provide a
stimulating, child-oriented space where children can explore, touch, and learn without
fear, tools and utensils that fit their small hands and tables and chairs that match their
small bodies. The adult has a responsibility to provide wonderful sights, textures,
sounds, and smells for children; these are also a means of increasing cultural capital
and all LEYF nurseries provide the children with a selection of fresh and unusual
vegetables in all the role play areas as a provocation to learning and new language.
Many social enterprise nurseries are based on poor estates and unloved concrete
jungles therefore we designed the LEYF Urban Outdoors Approach on the basis that
children who display curiosity about their local and natural environment are able to
explore, experiment, discover, interpret and evaluate their findings and are more likely
to continue to engage in these learning processes throughout life. Social enterprise
nurseries need to be braver about the outside and be able to create a natural
wilderness in the ugliest and abandoned spaces focusing on giving children space and
freedom and learning from fire pits to mud kitchens and growing and digging whether
in window boxes to allotments while playing an active role in exploring their local
community spaces through daily walks and outings.

Harmonious Relationships
Harmonious relationships promote children’s wellbeing and helps them to grow up as
strong and independent people. Children who are nurtured by adults learn to form,
develop and sustain positive, harmonious and empathetic relationships. Sensitive,
tuned-in adults support children’s learning by the warmth, and encouragement of their
responses. The LEYF adult is best described as the “tuned in “which means staff:
•

Apply strong child development knowledge.

•

Know how children learn.

•

Sustain sensitive and positive relationships with everyone.

•

Develop a warm relationship with their key child.

•

Help children to know they are lovable and valuable.

•

Understand children’s personalities and idiosyncrasies.
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•

Can scaffold and extend learning, always one step ahead.

•

Enjoy being with the children and have lots of fun.

•

Create the right environment.

•

Are great conversationalists.

•

Understand children’s emotions and can calm and reassure them.

•

Understand attachment and impact this has on children.

•

Listen carefully to children so they know they are heard and understood.

•

Involve them appropriately in discussions and decisions such as planning
meetings, feedback projects and exit interviews.

•

Provide appropriate help as soon as possible so children learn to feel safe.

•

Support children to problem-solving.

•

Understand and are able to put into words to feelings and learn to regulate
emotions and reason solutions to problems.

•

Help children learn that their distress and discomfort does not last forever so they
can gradually learn to manage these.

•

Always reflecting and thinking of how to make improvements.

A LEYF nursery should be like a home, a secure and safe place where each person is
entitled to respect and the best of care. This feeling of belonging contributes to inner
well-being, security, and identity. In 2001 the United Nations (paragraph 9) noted that
education should not only include literacy and numeracy but also life skills such as the
ability to make well balanced decisions, to resolve conflicts in a non-violent manner
and to develop healthy lifestyles, good social relationships and responsibility, critical
thinking, creative talents and other abilities which give children the tools needed to
pursue their options in life. This resonated well with the LEYF approach and it is
entwined in all aspects of the day.

Safe, Fit and Healthy
Children attending a social enterprise nursery need to be provided with a healthy wellbalanced diet with varied menus using fresh seasonal foods and simple ingredients
bought locally. Chefs are employed in each nursery, often a local person and they will
be invited to complete the Cache Level 2 Diploma Food Production and Cooking for
Chefs in the Early Years. This qualification was designed by LEYF because the calibre
of an Early Years Chef needs to be high and there was no qualification that addressed
this. Many children from poor neighbourhoods attend nurseries either hungry or under
nourished. This includes obesity because of being fed high sugar low nutrient foods.
Children cannot learn if they are hungry and therefore it’s imperative, we address this
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as a matter of course. Eating habits are developed from a young age and messages
about healthy lifestyles are best absorbed then. Nurseries can open children’s eyes to
foods they may never have eaten, and mealtimes are particularly important at LEYF as
children are taught to learn to eat correctly, using good table manners so they can be
confident in any type of environment from restaurant to school canteen. It’s
unacceptable not to open children’s horizons from the earliest age and build social
capital from the earliest age. Social enterprise nurseries will engage parents in this
process from the outset. Many children live in tiny cramped spaces or in high crime
neighbourhoods where they are kept indoors because parents are fearful to let them
play outside. LEYF places a high emphasis on risky play, the urban outdoors and lots of
local outings so we do not unduly curb children’s enthusiasm, curiosity or sense of
spirit. Correct use of risk assessments to mitigate the risk is the means by which we
balance child development, children’s wellbeing and safety.

Home Learning Environment
A wide range of research has concluded that the quality of the HLE is one of the main
determinants of children’s development. The findings from the Effective Preschool
Primary Education (EPPE 2007) project confirmed the research finding that that the
quality of the home learning environment is more important for children’s intellectual
and social development than parental occupation, education or income concluding
that ‘what parents do is more important than who parents are’. Interventions that
supported high quality HLE were a powerful lever in raising the attainment of
disadvantaged children and tackling inequalities as well as having a significant impact
on reading, math’s and prosocial behaviours. The quality of home learning was also
examined finding, not unsurprisingly, that high quality home learning environments
brought more benefits for all children but especially those from disadvantaged families
or where children were at risk of special educational needs.
When examining the quality of the home learning environment it was found that the
quality of the HLE tended to be lower for particular groups for example parents with
lower educational qualifications. They also noted that parents with English as an
additional language lacked confidence about the best ways to support their child’s
development at home. There were also gender differences for example fathers were
less likely to read to their children than mothers. LEYF has developed the pedagogical
conversations as the basis for our Home Learning Approach. It was designed through
the action research as the best means of starting where the parents were and building
their understanding of how their children learn through conversation. In addition,
there are resources to support and provoke conversations depending on the parent’s
ability, willingness and stage of understanding including home learning activities,
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parent’s events and a dialogic reading scheme designed to support parents who are
less confident reading to their children.

Multi-Generational Approach
The final element of the LEYF pedagogy is the multi –generational approach. This is
based on the premise that nurseries are an essential part of the local community with
a key role in promoting children’s sense of belonging while also contributing to the
local heritage and future. The LEYF multi-generational model places significant value
for children to be able to connect with the wider community, nurture extended kinship,
become familiar with their neighbourhood and develop a positive attitude to forming
relationships with adults of all ages. Multigenerational practice promotes health,
development, and equality across multiple generations through interdisciplinary
practice, education, research, and community-based partnerships. Creating
communities where sharing and support is fostered leads to a community associated
with better health, lower crime, improved educational performance and greater life
satisfaction. Social capital is beautifully brought alive by Archbishop Desmond Tutu in
his definition of Ubuntu a Southern African concept which best translates as ‘I am
because we are’ or ‘a person is a person through other people’:
We say a person is a person through other persons. We don’t come fully informed into
the world. We learn how to think, how to walk, how to speak, how to behave, indeed,
how to be human from other human beings. We need other human beings in order to
be human. We are made for togetherness, we are made for family, for fellowship, to
exist in a tender network of interdependence… This is how you have Ubuntu – you
care, you are hospitable, you’re gentle, you’re compassionate and concerned (Battle,
1997, p. 65).

Summary
Today, the London Early Years Foundation is the largest charitable childcare social
enterprise in the UK with 38 community nurseries, employing 650 staff to provide 4500
children with higher than average quality care and education. The social enterprise
model as defined by the LEYF model is one way of addressing the issues facing poor
children. Social enterprises and in particular the LEYF shows that there is a model which
if replicated can deliver a higher chance of sustainability, high quality pedagogy and
community enrichment supporting children and families. However, improving
education for the poorest children is as much a political as a pedagogical challenge and
there remains much to do to provide children with a guaranteed means of accessing
good quality childcare consistently.
Small children are not always placed at the centre of any national conversation about
education. It’s no longer acceptable that for too many children getting a good nursery
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is a lottery. The social enterprise model built on trust and social capital is a newer
source of positive social change, navigating between the modes of business-led and
government-led transformation and according to Osberg (2015),
…although still nascent, social entrepreneurship’s early results point to a promising
future, in large part because of its ability to draw on and combine key features
from the crucibles of business and government innovation, an ability that
promises almost unlimited potential and many ways forward. At the heart of
equilibrium transformation is a unique model that social entrepreneurs design for
their context (p18).
Social entrepreneurs seek to transform the systems that fail to address intractable
problems. However, this change is often done from the margins with little power to
drive political change and limited capacity to pay the cost of an initiative to challenge
the equilibrium. Osberg (2015) sums it up when she notes that creativity is required
to design a transformative solution, one that addresses the dynamics of cost and value
in a new way.
However, as more social entrepreneurs succeed in transforming injustice and righting
the world in so many different fields, there is no reason why the models that are
created such as the LEYF childcare model can be replicated and extended and provide
many children with a fair start to their education. If poverty is to be reduced or
eliminated, the next generation must be our focus. We must prepare them to peel off
all the signs and stigmas of poverty and instil in them a sense of human dignity and
hope for the future (Yunus, 2007).
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As interest in, and awareness of the relationship between quality early childhood
education and care provision and child outcomes gathers momentum, educator
qualifications are increasingly important. Excellence in early childhood teaching
involves ‘a continuous interplay between theory, research and practice’ (NAEYC, 2009:
6), and supervised, reflective field experiences, or practicum, are critical to teacher
preparation (Bonnett, 2015; Waddell & Vartuli, 2015). While little is known about ECEC
practicum in Ireland, this paper which is based upon the perspective of Higher
Education Institutions, provides insight into the nature, extent and purpose of
practicum experiences across a range of full-time undergraduate ECEC degree
programmes in Ireland.
Practicum or field experience has long been considered an essential aspect of preservice teacher education. As interest in, and awareness of the relationship between
quality provision and child outcomes gathers momentum, practicum is equally central
to Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) preparation programmes (Girod & Girod,
2008; Moloney, 2018). Globally ECEC is located at the nexus of lifelong learning, early
intervention, eliminating child poverty, and social inclusion (Moloney & Pettersen,
2016). As a result, educator qualifications, knowledge and skills are increasingly in the
spotlight, with many countries introducing pedagogical and regulatory frameworks to
guide and inform practice (e.g., Early Years Learning Framework, Australia; the Early
Years Foundation Stage, UK, Síolta: the National Quality Framework and Aistear: The
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, Ireland). Educators are required to have a
sound working knowledge of these frameworks, to use them to support children’s
needs and interests, and plan for future learning (Moloney & Petersen, 2016).
Overall, governments, parents, regulators, and society in general have high
expectation of the early childhood educator whose role in the 21st century is
increasingly complex. Working in the ECEC sector in Ireland is compounded by the
involvement of multiple Government Departments and Agencies (e.g., Department of
Children and Youth Affairs; Department of Education and Skills; TUSLA: The Child and
Family Agency; Pobal and Better Start). Within this construct, there is a parallel system
of inspection, where:
•

All ECEC settings are inspected by TUSLA to ensure compliance with the Childcare
Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations, 2016;
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•

Settings participating in the ECCE scheme also undergo DES Early Years Education
Inspections.

A multiplicity of training programmes ranging from the minimum basic qualification at
QQI Level 5 on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) through to Level 8
(Hons Bachelor Degree) help to prepare educators to work in the sector. These
programmes strongly influence the way that future educators impact the nature and
quality of young children’s interactions and experiences within settings (Ackerman,
2005). Accordingly, the NAEYC (2009: 6) hold that ‘excellence in early childhood
teaching [is dependent upon] a continuous interplay between theory, research and
practice’. Moreover, it is thought that ‘supervised, reflective field experiences are
critical to high quality professional preparation’ (NAEYC, 2009: 6). This paper presents
the findings from the first phase of a research study undertaken in 2017 which
examines the nature and extent of practicum experiences across a range of full-time
undergraduate ECEC degree programmes in Ireland.

Becoming an Early Childhood Educator in Ireland
Although the ECEC sector in Ireland has been regulated since 1996, educators were not
required to hold a qualification to work with children aged birth to six years until
January 2018 when a minimum mandatory qualification requirement was introduced
through the Childcare Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations, 2016. A registered
provider shall ensure that...each employee working directly with children attending
the service holds at least a major award in Early Childhood Care and Education at Level
5 on the National Framework of Qualifications or a qualification deemed by the
Minister to be equivalent (Government of Ireland, 2016: 12).
In addition to the minimum qualification requirement mandated through the Early
Years Services Regulations, 2016, higher qualification levels are required of educators
working with children in settings contracted to the DCYA to provide the ECCE scheme.
The initial objective of this scheme, which was established in 2010, was to enable
children to avail of one year of free pre-school provision in the year before starting
school. However, following expansion of the scheme in September 2018; every child in
Ireland now has an entitlement to start preschool at age 2 years and 8 months, and to
remain in pre-school until they transition to primary school, if they are not older than
5 ½ years at the end of the pre-school year (DYCA, 2018). Contingent upon educator
qualifications, the Government pays capitation for each eligible child availing of the
ECCE scheme. The standard rate of €64.50 per child, per week applies where all staff
working with children in the service are qualified to at least Level 5 (or equivalent) on
the NFQ, and where the pre-school leader is qualified to at least NFQ Level 6 (or
equivalent). The higher capitation rate of €75 per child, per week is paid where all preschool assistants in the service are qualified to at least Level 5 on the NFQ, and where
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the pre-school Leader is qualified to at least NFQ level 7, i.e., a bachelor’s degree (or
equivalent), as recognised by the DCYA (DYCA, 2018). Degree qualified educator must
also have three years paid experience working in the sector.
Currently only 22% of educators hold a bachelor’s degree in ECEC (DCYA/ POBAL,
2018), and the DCYA have expressed concerns that ‘there may be challenges in
securing staff qualified [to degree level] in all pre-school rooms’ (DYCA, 2018). To
redress this issue, ‘First 5, the whole of Government Strategy for Babies, Young Children
and their Families’ (Government of Ireland, 2018), aims to establish a graduate-led
ECEC workforce, where at least 50% of staff working directly with children will hold an
appropriate degree level qualification by 2028. However, while the relationship
between educator qualifications and quality provision has been well documented (e.g.,
Whitebook, 2003; Barnett, 2004; Kelley & Camilli, 2007; EU, 2011), simply knowing that
an educator has an ECEC degree; does not tell us much about the course content, or
the practicum experience that helps students apply learning to practice (Whitebook,
et al, 2009). Moreover, as noted by Ritblatt, et al (2013: 48) if the ‘ECEC field is to live
up to the promise of early care and education, quality educational experiences for ECE
teachers are essential’.

Undergraduate Pre-service Training and Practicum
In 1995 University College Cork (UCC) was the first Higher Education Institute (HEI) in
Ireland to offer a Bachelor of Arts in Early Childhood Education and Care. Since then
the number of undergraduate ECEC degree programmes has increased exponentially.
Presently, seventeen HEIs offer twenty-nine fulltime undergraduate degree
programmes in early childhood and Montessori Education. Each of the twenty-nine
undergraduate programmes is included on the list of DCYA Early Years Recognised
Qualifications available at https://www.dcya.gov.ie/. While degree programmes are
directed towards enabling students to master particular theory, and knowledge, and
to acquire a set of skills that are the basis for quality practice (Ryan & Grieshaber 2005),
classroom-based learning alone is insufficient to equip educators with the knowledge
and skills required to work in ECEC (Moloney, 2018). Pre-service educators must also
undertake ‘supervised work’ in early years settings with children aged birth to 6 years
of age. (Whitebook et al., 2005: 31) so that they can practice new skills in the field, as
a critical component for promoting and enhancing their ability to positively influence
children’s learning and development (Hyson, Tomlinson & Morris, 2009) and where
they can engage in reflection; making sense of their practice (Whitebook et al., 2009;
Waddell & Vartuli, 2015).
Congruent with the NAEYC (2009), Bonnett (2015: 197) highlights the benefits of
practicum experience in offering opportunities for students ‘to engage in a theory-topractice model as they work directly with children, families, agency mentors and
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community partners. Researchers Ziechner (2010), Ritblatt et al (2013) and Moloney
(2018) indicate that students recall their field experiences as the most influential
aspect of their preparation. In their study of an early childhood teacher preparation
programme at an urban, state-funded university in the US, Ritblatt et al., (2013)
reported that of the twenty graduating students who responded to an open ended
question asking what had the greatest influence on them during their training, thirteen
(65%) reported that practicum had the greatest impact, compared to coursework
(20%) or programme faculty and staff (15%).
Unfortunately, students may also find that the reality of working in an ECEC setting
during practicum is at odds with the ideology portrayed in class-room based learning
at university (Moloney, 2011; 2018). As noted by Agbenyega (2012)
…because Pre-service early childhood teachers do not know what to expect in child
care and kindergartens, a transformational approach to teacher preparation is
crucial for preparing them to adapt to changing pedagogical and contextual
situations (p.142).
Drawing upon his study in an Australian university, Agbenyega concluded that more
work was needed in terms of practicum to enable pre-service educators to engage and
use theory to inform their practice. Among the challenges associated with practicum,
Whitebook et al., (2005), Whitebook et al., (2009) and Moloney (2011; 2018); identify
the availability of quality ECEC settings. Furthermore, in keeping with Hickson and So
(2009), Moloney (2011) suggests that the varied experiences of students in the field
leads to considerable inconsistency in the quality of practicum experiences. A further
challenge relates to the absence of a universal approach to practicum in terms of the
types of placements, the number of hours required, and the nature of
supervision/mentoring, all of which provides the backdrop for the present study.

The Study
This paper is based upon the first phase of a research study funded by the National
Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education © that seeks
to examine the practicum component of full-time undergraduate ECEC degrees (Level
7/8 on the NFQ) across HEIs in Ireland.
It is concerned with the following aspects of practicum:
•

Structure and duration (i.e., organisation, and mode of delivery across the HEIs);

•

Focus (such as the skills and competencies being targeted; care and pedagogical
strategies utilised, interpreting and implementing National Frameworks);

•

Assessment
(personnel,
supervision,
reflective
students/supervisors, professional portfolios etc.);
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•

Student and ECEC provider/manager’s experiences (including preparation,
support and follow-up).

The study utilises a sequential exploratory research strategy (Creswell, 2013) which
involves administering a research questionnaire in phase one and using the analysis to
inform focus group discussions and interviews with supervisors, mentors and
coordinators, students and ECEC managers in phase two. This paper presents the
findings from an online survey distributed to fourteen HEIs during phase one of the
study. This survey generated both statistical data (e.g., duration of placements,
number of supervised visits undertaken during the placement period etc.) and
qualitative data relating to supervision and assessment processes.

Ethics
Ethical approval for the entire study (phase one and two) was sought through and
granted by UCC on behalf of PLÉ. The link to the online survey was distributed via email
to each HEI with an accompanying information letter explaining what the study was
about, why it was being undertaken, and what the findings would be used for.
Participation was entirely voluntary, and respondents were advised that they could
exit the survey at any point. They were also advised, that should they wish to erase
their responses before exiting, they would need to go back through the survey. In order
to preserve anonymity and the confidentiality of responses, the option to collect
computer IP addresses was switched to ‘No’, and all identifying information was
removed from the responses to ensure that no research participant, nor their
institution could be identified.

Response rate
As mentioned, the online survey was disseminated to fourteen HEIs offering fulltime
undergraduate ECEC programmes. Thirteen completed questionnaires were returned
giving a response rate of 93% (n=14).

Findings
Participating HEIs were asked to indicate the NFQ level and the duration in years of
their undergraduate ECEC degree. Of the thirteen respondents, five offer a 3-year Level
7 (ordinary Bachelors) with four of these institutions also offering 3-year Level 8
(Honours Bachelor) degree. Eight institutions offer a 4-year Level 8 degree only, and
one institution indicated ‘other’ in response to this question. Guided by a list of options
including a category ‘other’ on the survey, respondents were asked to indicate how
host settings are selected for practicum. As indicated in Figure 1, the most important
criterion identified by respondents was that ‘Host settings have been identified as
high-quality settings by the institution or by other bodies (9 respondents, n=13).
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Figure 1: Selection Criteria Used by HEIs for Professional Practice Placement

Respondents also considered it important that host settings ‘are registered with
TUSLA’ (7 respondents) and located within a specific geographic location’ (7
respondents). In relation to geographic location, HEIs expressed concerned with the
“the expense of travel to the location” (i.e., host setting) for students.

Duration and Types of Professional Practice Placement
Findings indicate that although the requirement for practicum differs from institution
to institution, overall, students engage in lengthy practicum experience, ranging from
576 to 1,000 hours over the duration of the degree programme. Students in three HEIs
are required to complete 1,000 hours of practicum. In two of these institutions,
students undertake a four-year Level 8 honours degree programme, while in the third,
they undertake a 2-year Level 8 Higher Diploma. In one institution, “analysis of practice
seminars” forms part of the required 1,000 hours. In the three institutions offering 3year Level 8 programmes, the requirement is for students to undertake 576, 600 and
900 hours of practicum respectively.
Two HEIs providing a 3-year Level 7 degree, require students to undertake 660 and 700
hours of practicum. Of the remaining four HEIs providing Level 8-degree programmes,
one requires students to undertake 600 hours, one 660 hours, and in the other two,
students undertake 800 hours of practicum over the four years of the programme.
Further analysis highlights considerable variation between HEIs with regards to the
percentage of course time overall spent on practicum.
The percentage of time spent on practicum while undertaking a 3-year Level 7-degree
ranges from a minimum of 25% to a maximum of 31.94%. During a 3-year Level 8
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degree, the percentage ranges from 26.38% to 41.66%, while during a 4-year Level 8
degree, students spend between 22.91% and 34.71% of time on practicum (see Figure
2).
Figure 2: Percentage of Time Spend on Practicum

Variations in relation to when students undertake practicum is also apparent. Of the
twelve institutions that responded to this question, four indicate that students do not
undertake any practicum in year one. However, in three institutions, students
undertake one day per week for the entire semester in year one, a short block of 2/3
weeks in another, and in two institutions, students undertake an extended block, i.e.,
6 weeks plus. In six institutions, students are required to undertake a full semester of
placement in years 2 and 3.

Table 1. Overview of When Students Engage in Practicum
No
practicum

One day/
week for
semester

Short block
(2/3
weeks)

Extended
block (6+
weeks)

Full
semester

Total. HEIs

Year 1

4

3

1

2

0

10

Year 2

1

2

1

2

6

12

Year 3

1

1

2

2

6

12

Year 4

3

2

1

2

0

8

Nature of Practicum Experience
As mentioned previously, the study seeks to determine the nature of practicum over
the duration of the degree programme, and whether students are required to gain
experience in a diverse range of settings, and with different age cohorts. To this end, a
35

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 12 • 2019

multiple-choice question, which included age ranges mirroring those within the Aistear
framework (i.e., birth to eighteen months; twelve months to three years, and two and
a half to six years) was asked. Of the thirteen participating HEIs, the majority (8)
indicate that students must gain experience with age cohorts, and setting types
indicated in table 2.
Table 2. Overview of Practicum Experiences Required by HEIs
Children with Special Educational Needs

2

Babies (birth to 18 months)

1

Young children (2½ - 6 years)

1

Community setting, family resource centre

0

Infant classes in primary school

1

Full daycare

0

Sessional pre-school

0

Private setting

0

Early Start Programme

1

Other: Toddlers 12 – 36 months
Children under 4 years (any setting)

1
1

Total

8

7 respondents provided additional information which provides insight into the scope
of practicum experiences undertaken
1.

Working in a full day-care setting with birth to three and three to six years.
Specialist setting working with children with SEN;

2.

Working with toddlers;

3.

Working with children across the birth to six years age range;

4.

Working in early years policy setting, and with children from six to twelve years;

5.

Placement one: generalised. Placement two more specialised, e.g.,
educational needs, disadvantage, addiction services, refuge etc.;

6.

One mandatory placement with children under four which can be in any type of
setting. The second placement is their choice which is mainly in junior/senior
infant classes or special needs;

7.

Students are facilitated to gain a wide variety of field experiences, regarding age,
abilities and social contexts.

special

Seven HEIs also provide opportunities for students to undertake practicum in other
European countries: Germany, Spain, Northern Ireland, Finland, and in countries
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outside of Europe including Norway and Australia. Across the HEIs, students gain
practical experience in an array of setting types: Hospital play rooms, national school’s
special needs rooms (children must be under 6 years); Early Intervention Services
(HSE); hospital schools; forest schools; children’s wards in hospitals; children’s arts
centres; Orphanage in Africa, and opportunities to work in support organisations, e.g.,
County Childcare Committees (CCC) or National Voluntary Childcare Organisation
(NVCO), and with the TUSLA inspection team, and in Naíonraí. In three of the five
institutions offering oversees practicum, students either self-fund, avail of Erasmus
funding or a combination of self-funding, Erasmus and part-funding by the host setting.

Preparing Students for Practicum
Each of the 13 institutions prepare students for practicum & use a range of approaches
(Fig.3)
Figure 3: How Students Are Prepared for Practicum

As shown, nine HEIs provide dedicated general hours for the purpose of preparing
students for practicum. Of these, four provide dedicated hours only, three also
integrate preparation through a range of different modules, while two combine
dedicated general hours, preparation through integrated modules, as well as specific
modules for the purpose of preparation.
•

We have a combination of [preparation strategies], they get placement prep [sic]
classes; one-one support; specified modules that must be passed before they go
out

•

Another HEI offers “pre-placement seminars and tutorials...as well as ongoing
placement tutorials on a group and individual basis”.

Purpose of Professional Practice Placement
In response to an open-ended question: What role does practicum play for students
on your degree programme? Practicum was described as “very significant”, “integral”,
“central to” and “underpinning the whole programme”. Most respondents (9, n=13)
agreed that practicum enables students “to put theory into practice
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Table 4: The Purpose of Practicum
1

Gives opportunity for students to put theory into practice. Integral part of the
programme

2

It allows them to put theory into practice.

3

Key to bridge theory to practice, this are applied programmes & have a link
between the two

4

An opportunity to identify preferred areas of practice and develop critical
reflective skills.

5

It underpins the whole programme...allows students to integrate theory with
practice experience.

6

Linking theory to practice; developing competencies that can really only be
gained in practice

7

Applying theory to practice and development of their [students’] core skills

8

Theory practice integration

9

It is hopefully where theory and practice merge for the student in a meaningful
way

While respondents emphasised the role of practicum in supporting students to bridge
theory and practice, other benefits were also identified relating to:
•
“Exposing students to the workings of an early years setting”
•

“Developing competencies that can only be gained in practice”

•

“Providing [students] with opportunities to challenge and understand theoretical
frameworks delivered on the programme”’.

In common with respondent four shown in table 4, another respondent focussed upon
how practicum enables reflective practice, suggesting that it provides an opportunity
for students “to bring their experiences back into the classroom as a means of
prompting reflection”.

Student Supervision
Each of the thirteen institutions appoints a mentor/supervisor to students during
practicum. In five cases, a member of college staff is appointed, while in eight HEIs,
both a member of college staff and a member of the host setting are appointed. Of the
twelve institutions that responded to a question asking whether training is provided
for mentors who assess students on practicum, four confirmed that training is
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provided. This training comprises and eclectic mix of training opportunities including:
“workshops, lectures, and seminars”
•

CPD sessions are offered to placement tutors during the year, final evaluation
sessions [provided] in the college, [also] on-line and phone support

•

We have a designated placement committee which monitors and supports, new
visiting tutors will shadow more established colleagues

•

And in one HEI

•

Supervisors are invited to attend 4 x 4-hour sessions on the content of the BA ECEC
programme, the roles of the supervisor, tutor and students and assessment
practices

Although no formal training is provided for mentors/supervisors in eight institutions,
written documentation is provided.

Assessment during Professional Practice Placement
HEI staff play a significant role in visiting and assessing students undertaking practicum.
Many respondents (9, n=13) state that students are visited and assessed on-site, and
through course work submitted to the college. Of these, seven institutions assess
students in collaboration with the host setting. Observing students working directly
with children is a common practice across institutions, with college staff in eight
institutions doing so. One respondent described how:
•

In addition to observation, students, supervisors and college tutors participate in
a three-way discussion about the students’ progress

Although students are not observed working directly with the young children by college
staff in five institutions, it was reported that in one case, Students are visually assessed
by host supervisors who complete an evaluation form and provides verbal feedback to
college supervisor on assessment visit. Each of the thirteen institutions require
students to complete written work while undertaking practicum. While the written
work varies from institution to institution, there is a strong emphasis upon learning
portfolios and reflective journals.

Table 5: Written Work Undertaken while on Practicum
1

Observing, planning and evaluating learning opportunities Reflective diaries

2

They have a field placement folder which includes documentation of specific
tasks related to current module content
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3

Predominantly observations; curriculum plans

4

Materials used/ developed during placement; lesson plans etc. for those in
placement in primary schools; portfolios for assessment etc.

5

A placement portfolio aligned with HETAC level requirements

6

A learning portfolio (floor book) documenting learning experiences, children’s
voices, links to theory and frameworks and reflection on skills development

7

A portfolio is completed consisting of many elements, some on activities with
the children which have been observed by the college supervisor, other areas
include observations, skill development etc.

8

A placement reflective journal and many assignments on other modules are
placement-based

9

A portfolio of learning that includes reflections on weekly key learning,
observations, planned learning opportunities and reflections on construction
and implementation of learning opportunities

10

A portfolio which includes reflective learning, observations and case studies

11

A portfolio is completed consisting of many elements...activities with children
which have been observed by the college supervisor, other areas include
observation, skill development etc.

12

A placement reflective journal and many assignments on other modules are
placement-based

13

A portfolio of learning that includes reflections on weekly key learning,
observations, planned learning opportunities and reflections on construction
and implementation of learning opportunities

Findings suggest that institutions utilise a wide range of assessment tools directed
towards enabling students to observe and document children’s learning, develop
curriculum plans, and reflect upon their learning and all aspects of professionalism. As
with other aspects of practicum, variations emerged in how practicum is graded. In
three institutions therefore, all practicum is graded, in another three, some are graded,
and some are pass/fail, and in the remaining seven, all are pass/fail. One respondent
provided contextual information relating to why practicum is graded pass/fail, stating
that it is “due to the variety of settings and placement supports”. Another respondent
explained how different weightings apply to various elements of practicum.
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Consequently, “placement is pass/fail (20 credits), while the learning portfolio is
graded (10 credits) in each year”.

What works well for HEIs with regards to Practicum?
In response to an open-ended question about what works well in terms of practicum,
HEIs highlighted a range of factors including “preparation for practicum”, “good
organisation” and having a ‘full-time academic position and administrative support’.
Responses indicate that of the ten institutions providing information relating to
practicum co-ordination, a full-time placement coordinator (academic position) is in
place in five institutions. In three institutions, the post is administrative, and in two, it
is described as ‘a part-time academic position’. However, one respondent articulates
how having a full-time academic post ‘recognises and values professional practice’.
Other strategies highlighted by respondents regarding what works well include having
the mentor/supervisor “call in one day a week during placement, [this] works well for
linking theory to practice and provides support”. Five respondents (n=13) emphasised
the need for student preparation for practicum, and in one institution, “preparation
classes are mandatory. Any placement hours missed for any reason have to be made
up”. Two respondents referred to the benefits of ‘block placement’ which is seen as
“beneficial to both students and host services” providing “students with good
grounding in the realities of being an early childhood practitioner”. Respondents also
suggest that college lecturers who “teach the students” should supervise them during
practicum, to develop “a rounded view of the student and the student knows the tutor
well”.

Challenges Associated with Professional Practice Placement
The most significant challenge relates to the quality of placement settings which is
identified as a key concern by nine HEI respondents and alluded to in commentary by
two others. The key challenge is finding high quality placements with staff who are
permanently there and with whom we have built up a professional relationship.
Another highlighted concerns about students ‘managing [in settings] where staff are
not motivated’, and another asserts that ‘sometimes for various reasons, there is a
conflict of values, poor on-site mentoring etc. In these cases, it may take time to sort
the situation to the student’s advantage’
Pointing to issues within the ECEC sector generally, one respondent felt that ‘limited
understanding of ECEC’ is an issue. This respondent further suggests that “students
wish [the focus of the degree] to be broader than early education, as that is where the
jobs are”. Additional challenges relate to the need for students to achieve a work/study
balance. So many students have to work to support themselves, and sometimes spend
between 20 to 30 hours working outside of 30 placement hours, so become exhausted
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One respondent raised a concern that ‘some students have very little experience
interacting with young children and lack confidence particularly in relation to
feeding/changing etc.’ The issue of students being assessed by the ‘host supervisor’
was mentioned by one respondent who stated that: Not seeing the students in action
is a challenge in terms of assessment, as is the fact that there is no training for host
supervisors and no funded placement co-ordinator. Indeed, the need for greater
administrative support was also raised by another respondent who articulated how
“placement is an integral part of the BA in ECEC and must continue to be adequately
resourced”.

Discussion and conclusion
Recent Early Years policy initiatives in Ireland, such as the introduction of the ECCE
scheme (2010), Early Years Education Inspections (2015) and First five (2018) underpin
the need for undergraduate ECEC degree programmes. Although degree level training
influences the way that future educators impact the nature and quality of young
children’s interactions and experiences within settings (Ackerman, 2005) simply
knowing that an educator has a degree, does not provide much information about the
course content, or the practicum experiences that help students to apply learning to
practice (Whitebook et al., 2009). The importance of practicum experiences for
students should not be under estimated. In fact, studies undertaken by Ziechner (2010)
and Ritblatt et al., (2013) indicate that educators consider practicum experiences as
the most influential aspect of their preparation to work in ECEC.
While little is known about ECEC practicum in Ireland, this paper provides insight into
the nature, extent and purpose of practicum experiences across a range of full-time
undergraduate ECEC degree programmes. It is clear that practicum is integral to the
undergraduate ECEC programmes offered by the thirteen participating HEIs, and that
careful consideration is given to selecting host settings, preparing, supervising and
assessing students engaging in practicum. Critically, findings support the notion that
practicum enables students to bridge theory and practice, and that supervised,
reflective practicum experiences are critical to quality preparation for working in the
field (Whitebook et al.,2005; NAEYC, 2009; Bonnett, 2015).
Across the thirteen HEIs, students engage in lengthy supervised practicum experiences
ranging from 576 hours to 1,000 hours, thus gaining experience across a diversity of
early years settings and social contexts, (e.g., working with children aged from birth to
six years, children with special educational needs, children from areas of socioeconomic disadvantage, children in hospital), as well as opportunities to work abroad.
However, because practicum requirements and opportunities differ across
institutions, a student may progress through the four years of a Level 8 honours
degree, not having worked with a baby for example. Given that undergraduate ECEC
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degree programmes prepare graduates to work with children from birth to six years of
age, this finding is concerning.
Across the HEIs, the most common approach to supervising students engaged in
practicum, involves shared supervision/mentoring by the host setting, and a member
of college staff. However, notwithstanding that each student is appointed a
supervisor/mentor, there are instances where students are not observed working
directly with young children by college staff. The data suggests, that in order to
optimise the practicum experience, lecturers who teach the students in college, should
also supervise and observe them in practice to develop a “rounded view” and build
trusting relationships. This approach to supervision could only lead to constructive,
reflective dialogue between lecturers and students, which over time would influence
student knowledge, understanding and pedagogy, ultimately benefiting young
children in early years settings.
According to the NAEYC (2009: 6) ‘excellence in early childhood teaching is [dependent
upon] a continuous interplay between theory, research and practice’. Hyson et al.,
(2009) suggest that practicum provides opportunities for students to practice new
skills, as a critical aspect of enhancing their ability to positively influence children’s
learning and development, and where they can engage in reflection; making sense of
their practice (Whitebook et al., 2009; Waddell and Vartuli, 2015). Similarly, in this
study, while practicum is predominantly associated with supporting students to bridge
theory and practice, it is also considered a necessary component in “developing
competencies that can only be gained in practice”. Congruent with Waddell and Vartuli
(2015) for instance, the findings highlight the role of practicum in supporting reflective
practice, and it is clear that reflection is embedded as a core aspect of students’ written
work as part of practicum assessment.
It is heartening to note that host settings are primarily selected because they have
been identified as high quality by individual HEIs, or by other bodies. Conversely, in
common with Whitebook et al., (2005), Whitebook et al., (2009), and Moloney (2011)
the most significant challenge associated with practicum as identified in this study, is
the availability of high-quality settings. This is particularly concerning, as the varied
experiences of students in the field leads to considerable inconsistency in the quality
of practicum experiences (Hickson & So, 2009) and may have a negative effect upon
how students perceive the field and their role in working with young children
(Moloney, 2011; 2018).
At the time of this study, no national guidelines were available to offer direction and,
or support to educational institutions offering ECEC degree programmes, reviewing
and amending programmes, or developing new programmes. However, in November
2017, an Early Years Education Policy working group published draft Professional
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Award Criteria and Guidelines for Initial Professional Education (Level 7 and Level 8)
Degree Programmes in Early Childhood Education and Care in Ireland. It is hoped that
the findings from this study which provide valuable insights from the HEIs in terms of
what works well with regards to practicum (e.g., a systematic approach to student
preparation, effective supervision involving direct observation of students working
with young children and training of supervisors/mentors) will inform the work of the
DCYA in finalising the development of the Professional Award Criterial and Guidelines.
Phase two of the study which explores the attitudes and opinions of ECEC students and
providers towards practicum has now concluded. Findings from both phases underpin
the development by PLÉ of Best Practice Guidelines for Professional Practice Placement
Experience in Initial Early Childhood Education and Care Professional Development for
use by HEIs in Ireland.
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A critical evaluation of Aistear: The Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework and its implementation across
early years settings Lydia Mannion Scoil Bhríde Primary School,
Abstract

Offaly

This paper takes the form of a critical evaluation of the Irish child-led, playbased early
years curriculum Aistear (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA),
2009) and its potential to contribute to the application of sound pedagogical practice
when working with young children. It examines the ways through which the four
guidelines, or contexts for learning outlined in Aistear contribute towards children’s
learning experiences, outcomes and overall holistic development, whilst also
considering relevant theory and practice. Relevant limitations pertaining to the Aistear
framework are also forwarded, particularly the current lack of widespread
governmental provisions to support full implementation of the approach. Further
investment in and commitment to Aistear’s complete implementation across all early
childhood settings is urgently required; if this is not aspired to and ultimately achieved,
excellence in pedagogical practice may continue to remain aspirational in the Irish
early childhood context.
Let me explore, try out, make mistakes, discover, create my own theories about
how things work and why, so that I can be independent and self-reliant and can
learn about the world I live in. (NCCA, 2009: 10)
The above quotation from Aistear: The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA,
2009) portrays an exemplary approach to learning, involving the child actively and
willingly constructing knowledge and meaning about the world surrounding them,
achieved only through the application of sound pedagogical practice. This paper will
take the form of a critical evaluation of how early years curricula that promote and
facilitate child-centred learning through play, specifically through Aistear, contribute
to the application of sound pedagogical practice when working with young children,
and will provide a critical analysis of the implementation of this framework across early
years settings.
Throughout the last decade, there has been an unprecedented increase in the number
of countries which are adopting a play-based curriculum in order to facilitate the
learning and development of young children, including but not limited to Australia,
Sweden, Estonia, the United Kingdom and Poland. Countries such as these promote a
play-based approach towards teaching and learning, as opposed to the traditional
didactic pedagogical model (Gray & Ryan, 2015). Play-based learning has been
endorsed throughout history by many theorists and researchers; perhaps the most
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influential of these in the Irish context is Maria Montessori. Despite having its roots
traceable back to Italy in the early twentieth century, the Montessori tradition
maintains an enduring presence across a plethora of early years settings in Ireland.
Montessori’s holistic philosophy of education may be understood as a child-led, playbased, sensory approach to learning, through which the development and
independence of the child is promoted, assisted and appreciated (Montessori, 1966).
These underlying principles of the Montessori method are also present in Aistear
(Corbett, 2018).
‘Aistear’, the Irish word for ‘journey’, is the name given to Ireland’s national curriculum
framework for children from birth up to six years. In Ireland, the definition of ‘early
childhood’ locates the field of care and education of these young children.
Consequently, Aistear is implemented across a wide variety of settings which cater for
young children, including preschool settings, infant classes in primary schools,
childminding settings, children’s own homes and day care providers. Although the
implementation of Aistear is not underpinned by legislation, Early-Years EducationFocused Inspections (EYEI) conducted by the Department of Education and Skills (DESa)
across early childhood settings in 2016 and 2017 focused on principles informed by
Aistear, as well as Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education
in Ireland (DESa, 2018). Aistear contains twelve distinct principles of early learning and
development (NCCA, 2009), as outlined below in Table 1.
Table 1: Aistear’s 12 Principles (NCCA, 2009)
Children and their lives in early
childhood
Children’s connections with
others

How children learn and
develop

• The child’s uniqueness
• Equality and diversity
• Children as citizens
• Relationships
• Parents, family and community
• The adult’s role
• Holistic learning and development
• Active learning
• Play and hands-on experiences
• Relevant and meaningful experiences
• Communication and language
• The learning environment

From these twelve broad principles come four interconnected themes, which outline
children’s development and learning: Well-being, Identity and Belonging,
Communicating, and Exploring and Thinking. Four sets of guidelines, also outlined in
Aistear, describe how an adult may support children’s learning and development in
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relation to these themes. These guidelines pertain to learning and developing through
play, learning and developing through interactions, building partnerships between
parents and practitioners, and supporting learning and development through
assessment (NCCA, 2009). These guidelines, or contexts for learning, encompass the
principles of the ‘wholechild perspective’ in relation to early childhood education.
Therefore, they take into consideration that development and learning in early
childhood is holistic (McMonagle, 2012) and acknowledge that cognitive and affective
development are inseparable, with failure to meet the basic needs of the child often
leading to stunted cognitive development (Pringle, 1975). The current paper will
maintain a focus on how the four guidelines or contexts for learning outlined in Aistear,
when implemented fully, may contribute towards sound pedagogical practice when
working with young children, considering relevant theory and practice.

Learning through Play
Maria Montessori (1956) asserted that play is the work of the child, but in fact, play
may be even more important to the child than work is to the adult. According to Pringle
(1975), children require new experiences and play can be seen to meet this need by
enabling the child to actively construct knowledge and meaning in relation to the world
which surrounds them (Bruner and Watson, 1983). Aistear acknowledges the
importance of play as a context for learning and promotes the practice of devoting
periods of time solely to play in early childhood settings (NCCA, 2009). Positive playbased interactions require a focus, and this is described by Vygotsky (1978) as the Zone
of Proximal Development, or the area in between the level that a child can achieve on
their own and the level that a child can only achieve with the aid of a More Knowledge
Other (Vygotsky, 1978).
This type of learning is linked to Bruner’s concept of scaffolding and this concept in
relation to play was further developed by Moyles (1989) in her play spiral. This
emphasised the importance of providing children with opportunities for free play in
between play sessions which are structured by the adult, as this enables the children
to consolidate their learning whilst allowing for the development of a curriculum which
meets the needs of the child (Moyles, 1989). Aistear also advocates this by stressing
the importance of providing opportunities for different types of play in order to
enhance active learning, and by presenting practitioners with a large selection of
learning experience examples, designed to support the use of different types of play
to aid young children’s learning and development (NCCA, 2009).
In instances where Aistear has been implemented to its fullest extent, the potential
value of the framework in facilitating a wide range of meaningful learning
opportunities and outcomes for children must be acknowledged. The Aistear in Action
initiative, conducted in partnership between the NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland
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between 2011 and 2013, investigated the actual effectiveness of Aistear when
implemented fully across seven Irish preschools. The initiative was organised by both
the NCCA and Early Childhood Ireland, whereby participating practices were supported
through continuing professional development workshops for practitioners, on-site
visits, opportunities for reflective practice and to engage with experts for guidance, as
well as monetary grants to purchase the specific resources required to implement
Aistear to its fullest extent. With this level of support provided to the preschools, the
advancements made by the young children in terms of learning experiences were truly
enriched. There were reportedly far more opportunities and time for child-led play and
activities that captured children’s imagination than there had been previously within
these settings, leading to enhanced motivation and excitement amongst the children;
the initiative ultimately enthused them as young learners and provided them with an
environment most conducive to their learning (NCCA, 2013).

Relationship Building
The theoretical underpinnings of Aistear are based upon a sociocultural perspective of
child-centred learning (McMonagle, 2012). This sociocultural view suggests that social
interaction plays a fundamental role in the process of learning (Vygotsky, 1978).
Relationships are a key context for learning; as outlined in Aistear, they are ‘at the very
heart of early learning and development’ (NCCA, 2009: 27). Pringle (1975) asserts that
all children have an inherent need for love and security and through loving, secure
relationships with adults, the child’s personal identity and worthwhileness can be
fostered.
Early childhood practitioners stand in loco parentis for a large portion of the day; thus,
these practitioners often become some of the most influential adults in the world of
the child (Pringle, 1975). It is therefore vital that these pupilpractitioner relations are
characterised by enthusiasm and warmth, in order to nurture a secure relationship
between teacher and child (Rosenshine, 1971). Aistear (2009) advocates such positive
pupil-practitioner relations, stating that in order to have good interactions with
children, one must be respectful, playful, supportive and sensitive to children’s
abilities, interests and backgrounds. According to Papatheodorou and Moyles (2009),
relational pedagogy refers to the notion of an adult and a child embarking upon a
learning journey together, with the adult as facilitator of the child’s knowledge. This is
akin to the previously discussed concepts of the Zone of Proximal Development
(Vygotsky, 1978) and scaffolded learning (Wood et al 1976) and this socioconstructivist approach to learning, whereby children actively construct their own
knowledge and meaning through problem-solving (Bruner & Watson, 1983;
MacNaughton & Williams, 2009), is emphasised in Aistear.
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The Vygotskian concept of co-construction of knowledge, exemplified in good practice
of Aistear, refers to children working in partnership to build their understanding of a
subject through reciprocal interactions with teachers and peers. The emphasis is on
collaborative, interactional processes, with three areas typically interacting with one
another to construct the child’s knowledge: the individual child, the child’s physical
and social environment, and lastly, the educators. The term ‘scaffolding’, then, is used
to describe a process in which a child or novice is assisted by a more able other to
achieve a task that they may not be able to achieve if unassisted, until they are able to
perform the task on their own (Walsh et al., 2010). Aistear highlights a range of
interaction strategies, including Building Relationships, Facilitating, Organising and
Directing, which promote an equal partnership between the adult and the child in the
learning process (NCCA, 2009), thus enabling more opportunities for child-initiated
learning and more positive teacher-pupil relations overall.
In practice, positive relationships have been proven to be a fundamental part of
Aistear’s success in many contexts. During the final review of the Aistear in Action
initiative, children were asked to comment on their favourite part of their preschool
year. For many, it included how they had developed and maintained friendships with
peers and relationships with adults through play, and how forging these relationships
had enabled them to learn more about the world. The children’s responses highlighted
the immense potential value of Aistear, when implemented properly, to facilitate a
more child-led and holistic learning experience, whilst their remarks also linked directly
with Aistear’s core principles about play and relationships (NCCA, 2013).

Partnership between Parents and Practitioners
According to Síolta, (2006) parents are the primary educators of their children (Centre
for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE, 2006). It is therefore vital to
foster an honest, open and mutually respectful partnership between parents and
practitioners. A partnership, as defined in Aistear, involves parents and practitioners
working together for the benefit of the child, with each partner recognising the
contribution of the others as valuable and worthy of respect. A partnership approach
between parents and practitioners is crucial, especially at times of transition or change
in a child’s life (NCCA, 2009).
In relation to Bronfenbrenner’s eco-systemic framework (1979), the child is the
vulnerable factor in the centre of this framework, whose development is affected by
changes in all other levels of the ecosystem: the microsystem, including the child’s
family and school; the mesosystem, or the interrelations between settings such as
home and school; the exosystem, including school policies and early years curricula
such as Aistear; and the macrosystem, concerning the larger cultural world
surrounding the child. By identifying the interconnectedness within and between these
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systems, it facilitates a better understanding of how factors such as partnership
building between parents and practitioners can influence the development and
learning of the young child.
Aistear outlines a few ways through which partnership building can be promoted,
including supporting learning and development, sharing information, contributing and
making decisions on different approaches and courses of action relating to the child.
Aistear also provides practical examples of how to implement these approaches to
partnership building, thus helping to promote child-centred environments in which
parents and practitioners work together to enable rich learning experiences for
children across both home and school settings (NCCA, 2009).
The findings of the Aistear in Action initiative further emphasise this point. Some
parents involved with the initiative were initially sceptical, preferring a more
structured, didactic approach to teaching and learning, as experienced by themselves
and their older children. However, as time passed and interest in and enthusiasm for
learning through play filtered through the children into their homes, many parents
accompanied children and staff on the various trips taken as part of the initiative and,
in some cases, organised the trips when services were having difficulty meeting
children’s special requests.
Additionally, parents were invited to speak to the class during relevant teaching
periods; some parents visited to talk about their jobs; some brought young farm
animals and pets to the preschool; others played a musical instrument. This
involvement led parents to feel more welcome at the preschools and more willing to
share relevant information that they had that linked with the children’s own interests
and emerging skills and with the themes being covered through Aistear (NCCA, 2013);
thus, the partnership with parents facilitated through Aistear was successful at
providing the young children with access to even more meaningful learning
opportunities and experiences.

Opportunities for Assessment
Assessment should be an on-going feature of all early childhood settings. Good
assessment practice involves collecting, documenting, reflecting on and using
information, in order to better understand the child’s thoughts, abilities, interests and
dispositions (NCCA, 2009). According to Carr (2001), the key to assessment is
observation and she recommends completing observations of children in their
everyday settings, in order to build rich learning profiles of the children, or ‘Learning
Stories’. Aistear, too, promotes the use of observation as an assessment method, but
also acknowledges the benefits of implementing a combination of assessment
methods to create more authentic portraits of the child’s learning (NCCA, 2009).
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According to Stiggins (2001), assessment is the most powerful tool teachers must apply
as it will either increase or decrease a child’s motivation to learn.
By using Active Listening techniques to truly listen to the voice of the child and by
implementing self-assessment methods, teachers and carers of young children can
promote increased levels of learning amongst young children, as children are generally
more motivated to learn when they are actively engaged in their own assessment
(Cauley & McMillan, 2009). Children have a need for responsibility (Pringle, 1975) and
child-led assessment methods such as self-assessment, promoted inherently by
Aistear, fulfil this need by involving children as active participants in their own
assessment (McMonagle, 2012). As exemplified by children’s remarks recorded during
the Aistear in Action initiative, many children especially enjoy engaging with their own
personal portfolios as a form of self-assessment. These documents, which provide a
record of their learning and could easily be shared with parents or other peers, were
extremely important to the children involved in the initiative in terms of their own
identity and belonging, and also amplified their feelings of achievement and success at
mastery of new skills and knowledge (NCCA, 2013).

Current Implementation of Aistear and Looking towards the Future
Aistear is based on New Zealand’s inspirational Early Years Curriculum Framework ‘Te
Whãriki’ (Duignan, 2014). Te Whãriki, literally meaning ‘a woven mat’, is built around
four key principles: Empowerment, Holistic Development, Family and Community, and
Relationships (Ministry of Education, 1996), which are also expressed in the twelve
principles of Aistear. Similar to the Steiner-Waldorf approach to education, Te Whãriki
places great emphasis on the development of the whole child (Duignan, 2014). The
original version of Te Whãriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) was process-oriented
rather than pre-set goal-orientated, a feature it shared with the Reggio Emilia
approach to early childhood education, pioneered in Italy by Malaguzzi
(Papatheodorou & Moyles, 2009). Both Te Whãriki and the Reggio Emilia approach
have been renowned worldwide for their emphasis on relational pedagogy, holistic
development and immersion in both social interaction and culture (Papatheodorou &
Moyles, 2009; Edwards et al., 2011;).
Although the highly effective components of Te Whãriki and Reggio Emilia have been
included to a certain extent in Aistear, there is one major drawback; many of Ireland’s
early years practitioners are merely implementing Aistear in a superficial way
(Duignan, 2014). Having acknowledged the massive potential of Aistear as a child-led
play-based curriculum for facilitating meaningful learning experiences for the child, the
actual implementation of the approach in Ireland has been, at best, sporadic, with no
evident upcoming plans by the Irish government to provide legislation which mandates
early childhood settings to fully implement Aistear (French, 2013). Some investments
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have been made by the government in relation to early childhood care in Ireland in
recent years, such as the introduction of The Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) Scheme, which provides early childhood care and education for children of
preschool age. The scheme is offered in early years settings (preschool, Montessori,
crèche, playgroup), with all children entitled to two free academic years in an earlyyears setting (Government of Ireland, 2018).
Nevertheless, it seems that there is a lack of funding available to fully train and educate
all early childhood personnel working in these settings, for them to fully implement
Aistear into their daily practice (Gray & Ryan, 2015). A study involving early years
teachers in Ireland, conducted by Gray and Ryan (2015), revealed that most of the
teachers participating in the study did not feel they had sufficient training and
knowledge of Aistear to successfully implement it. Similarly, the review of the 20162017 Early-Years Education-Focused Inspections (EYEI) revealed that in 867 out of
4,227 settings delivering State funded early years education, many practitioners had
not received basic training in Aistear and Síolta, and they were not of the opinion that
they were able to implement the frameworks fully as a result (DESa, 2018).
The success of the Aistear in Action initiative, as highlighted previously, emphasises the
vast potential the framework has when practitioners are indeed afforded with
adequate training, support and guidance, in order to implement Aistear to its fullest
extent. To introduce a play-based curriculum such as Aistear and implement it
completely requires the presence of a knowledgeable workforce, in conjunction with
significant educational reform (Gray & Ryan, 2015). Thus, the potential value of
Aistear’s message cannot be realised, unless Aistear is directly engaged with and
reflected upon in every early childhood setting, with sufficient support from relevant
knowledgeable experts and organisations.
According to the EYEI, one of the most frequently identified areas of practice
recommended for improvement by inspectors was curriculum planning and review.
The evidence obtained from the EYEI evaluations suggests that many early years
services are finding it challenging to deliver curricular programmes and to use the
principles and goals of Aistear and Síolta to inform their planning and review processes.
Although the use of Aistear and Síolta has been a prerequisite for accepting grants in
the ECCE agreement since 2011, there has been no consistent provision of support for
early years educators and services on how to best utilise the frameworks to inform
their practice and plan early educational experiences for young children (DESa, 2018).
Furthermore, the early childhood profession in Ireland in general has been described
as being both under-appreciated and undervalued (Moloney and Pope, 2012).
Graduates of third-level early childhood education programmes in Ireland are
constantly accused of leaving the profession to become primary school teachers, while
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many early years educators cite long working hours, poor working conditions, low
salaries and dissimilarities between the qualifications of those working in the
profession amongst their reasons for job dissatisfaction (Moloney, 2017). The review
of the EYEI also highlighted concerns in this regard; early years practitioners are often
diversely qualified and employed on parttime contracts, leading to high turnover of
staff and instability in both the workforce employed in the service and, ultimately, the
quality of the services themselves (DESa, 2018). Therefore, the apparent demands of
working in the early childhood sector, exacerbated by the proclaimed lack of
knowledge of Aistear by some early years practitioners, along with insufficient
governmental support, may contribute towards the superficial implementation of
Aistear which is evident across many early years settings (Duignan, 2014).
Additionally, in the primary school setting, teachers of infant students (ages 4-6) in
Ireland are expected to fully implement the Primary School Curriculum (Department
of Education and Science (DESb), 1999), whilst also recognising and adhering to the
principles of Aistear. This can result in an almost overwhelming workload for infant
teachers in primary schools, who also have the additional task of implementing the
new Primary Language Curriculum (DESa, 2015) in their daily practice. O’Connor and
Angus (2011: 15) asserted that the very least that Ireland as a whole should do is
‘formally adopt Aistear, train teachers in it fully and use it to replace the 1999
curriculum rather than have the two attempts to co-exist when there is such evident
compatibility issues’. The challenging task of marrying the over-stretched demands of
the original Primary School Curriculum (DESb, 1999), the Primary Language Curriculum
(DESa, 2015) and an impending new Primary Mathematics Curriculum (NCCA, 2018)
with the principles of Aistear (2009) presents as another potential deterrent for infant
teachers, who may feel discouraged by the significant workload associated with its
complete implementation (Keane, 2014).
Measurable and specific learning outcomes characterise education in the Irish context,
including standardised assessment, rote learning and the Leaving Certificate points
race. It is unsurprising, therefore, that one of the key reasons that practitioners say for
hesitation in fully implementing Aistear is that their work is not clearly defined by
explicit learning outcomes (Duignan, 2014). Interestingly, Te Whāriki was revised by
the Ministry of Education in 2017, with the new edition placing greater emphasis on
children reaching prescribed and measurable learning outcomes. These outcomes
have become far more specific, having been reduced in number from 118 to 20, whilst
the revised edition also provides better links between early learning and the schooling
curriculum in New Zealand (Ministry of Education, 2017). Thus, if future revisions of
the Aistear curriculum followed in the footsteps of the alterations made to Te Whãriki,
the framework may better coincide with the structure of the Irish educational system
and its emphasis on empirical data and specific and measurable targets for learning.
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This may, in turn, lead to a more complete implementation of the Aistear framework
across early years settings in Ireland, and greater educational benefits for young
children in general.

Conclusion
Overall, however, the ideas, methodologies and learning contexts outlined in Aistear
certainly contribute to the application of sound pedagogical practice when working
with young children. The learning contexts outlined in Aistear, namely, play,
relationships, partnership building, and assessment have been proven to positively
influence and aid children’s learning, and their potential to contribute positively to the
overall holistic development of the child must be given due acknowledgement.
Montessori (1964) asserted that freeing the potential of the child is crucial to their
overall development, and through complete implementation of Aistear, standards
such as those set by other countries may be achieved, thus unleashing the true
potential of each young child in Ireland. Nevertheless, it is clear that until Aistear is
adequately invested in, endorsed and supported by the Irish educational system, it
cannot be implemented to its fullest extent; thus, excellence in pedagogical practice
may continue to remain aspirational in the Irish early childhood context.
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Land Art as a Creative Practice that Celebrates Nature &
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Research has shown that the institutionalisation of children’s time and space has
negatively impacted on their opportunity to play outdoors. Due to the real or imagined
dangers of the outdoors, children find it difficult to foster a relationship with the
environment. This paper presents land art as a movement that encourages contact
with the natural world. The child-environment relationship evolves during the land art
workshop as children explore, discover, manipulate and change the environment.
Using the concept of affordance, this paper will explore the potential land art has for
cultivating a relationship between children and the environment.
Land art has many names but at its most basic, it is playing in and with nature. In the
absence of a predetermined outcome, the focus is on developing new techniques of
exploring, examining, reflecting and experiencing the natural environment. Land art is
a morphogenetic process through which creative expression comes into being a
practice that unfolds between material elements and social interactions. The
unpredictability of land art allows players to live inside the moment. The term ‘Land
Art’ or ‘Earthworks’ was coined by the American artist Robert Smithson in the late
1960s. During this time, artists sought to escape the confines of studios, galleries, and
museums and began to turn to the earth’s surface for inspiration. In response to the
perceived commodification of the art market, Smithson organised the first land art
exhibition in 1968 entitled Earthworks (Thornes, 2008: Rubio, 2012). Taking the
ephemeral conditions of the natural landscape, this exhibition would redefine what
constituted an art piece. Made from mainly natural materials, these artworks sought
to escape the confines of the museum-gallery system and draw awareness to
environmental issues (Thornes, 2008).
One of Smithson’s most famous land art pieces was the Spiral Jetty in 1970. Built in the
Great Salt Lake in the state of Utah, USA, this piece of land art required the
displacement of around 6,500 tons of basalt boulders (Rubio, 2012). Measuring an
impressive 1500-foot long and 15-foot wide, the spiral runs off the land in a counterclockwise coil (Thornes, 2008). Nowadays, the spiral jetty remains mostly underwater
but is periodically visible during natural changes to the lakes water levels. According to
Thornes (2008: 401), “the spiral jetty reminds us that the potent combination of the
natural physical environment and the imagination of the artist and ultimately the
spectator. The environment controls the emersion and emergence of the piece, and it
is forever changing in form and colour”. In contrast to the huge land art features made
popular by Smithson, other artists were pioneering a more simplistic approach that
made minimal and temporary interventions in the landscape (Thornes, 2008). English
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artist, Richard Long, regarded the American land art movement as true capitalist art in
so far as the ‘artist needed money to be an artist’ (Thornes, 2008). Long’s most famous
land art piece was simply made by walking through a field until a visible line appeared.
Entitled A Line Made By Walking (1967), Long captured the art piece using black and
white photography. This minimalist approach to land art draws attention to the need
for harmony between people and the environment (Thornes, 2008).
This paper will focus on the development of two land art workshops that were
introduced in response to the decline in outdoor play opportunities. In conjunction
with Midleton Arts Festival and Creative Killeagh May Festival, land art workshops
were delivered in the woodland area of the community. Land art can be carried out in
any environment, but the woodlands provided rich and diverse resources in a secluded
and safe environment. The participants were free to roam the land without worrying
about traffic or disturbing nonparticipants. The workshops were advertised on social
media as a free family event. However, the majority of the children that took part were
between 6 – 12 years old. Using Gibson’s (1979) concept of affordance, this paper
examines children’s responses to land art opportunities. This framework seeks to
account for the different types of actions perceived and provided by the environment.
Through exploration, discovery, and manipulation, the children are given the
opportunity to gently cultivate a relationship with the natural environment.

Why is Outdoor Play Significant?
According to Rivkin (2015), children’s outdoor play has become an endangered activity.
She identifies five interrelated factors that have contributed to the decline in outdoor
play: the institutionalisation of children in childcare, schools, and leisure activities,
working parents, real or imagined fear of public spaces, increase in communication
technologies and the fear of litigation. In addition, Yogman et al (2018) also refer to
the increased focus on academic success as a significant factor in the decline in
children’s play opportunities. Research has found that children growing up in Ireland
today have significantly less freedom than those a generation ago (O’Keeffe & O’
Beirne, 2015). In fact, most nineyear-olds have limited opportunity to participate in
free play and therefore, do not reach their recommended daily amount of physical
activity (Williams et al, 2009; DCYA, 2018). According to the American Academy of
Paediatrics, the decline in child-led play or free play may have serious consequences
on the child’s overall health and wellbeing as it can negatively affect the development
of core functioning skills, such as gross and fine motor development, problem solving
and social skills (Yogman et al, 2018). Louv (2005) used the term ‘nature deficit
disorder’ to describe the ill effects caused by the lack of connection with nature.
According to Louv (2005), a lack of outdoor play contributes to the “diminished use of
the senses, attention difficulties and higher rates of physical and emotional illnesses”
(p.34).
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When given the opportunity, children form a special relationship with the outdoors
(Nabhan and Trimble, 1994). Research has found children who play outdoors are more
physically active (Fjørtoft & Sageie, 2000), show significant improvements in balance
and coordination abilities (Fjørtoft, 2001) have improved concentration levels (Wells
and Evans, 2003), experience lower stress levels (Louv, 2005), and develop good
interpersonal skills (Casey, 2007, Yogman et al, 2018;). Despite the overwhelming
benefits of outdoor play, research has found that nine-year-olds in Ireland place little
value in their free-play activities (Doyle et al, 2011). The immense focus on children’s
future well-being has had a negative impact on the way children view and value their
own freely chosen activities. Land art allows children to form a relationship with
nature and stimulates curiosity, creativity and playfulness. Nabhan and Trimble (1994:
22) believe that by ‘forging connections with plants, animals, and the land, by finding
ways to experience some relationship to the Earth, individuals can gain a sense of
worth’.

Affordance and Land Art
Outdoor space ‘provides an ideal context for children to express themselves, explore,
move and learn’ (Little and Sweller, 2015: 338). Through exploration, children gain an
understanding of the environment around them and forge a connection with their
environment (Nabhan and Trimble, 1994; Rasmussen, 2004). Land art encourages and
supports children’s engagement with the natural material in the environment.
Gibson’s (1979) concept of affordance is a useful approach to analyse the ways the
perceived properties of the materials used in land art enables individuals to create a
symbiotic relationship between person and place. Affordance refers to the unique
relationship that comes from the individual’s involvement and manipulation of
environmental features. The value of the environmental features is ‘neither intrinsic
to the environment nor in the eye of the beholder’ (Hersa-Escribano & DePinedoGarcia, 2018: 4). The environment, as Gibson (1979) points out, provides physical
properties that are perceived relative to the individual. Thus, affordance encompasses
both the objective properties of the environment and the subjective response of the
individual (Gibson, 1979; Little and Sweller, 2015; Hersa-Escribano & DePinedoGarcia,
2018;). In essence, the theory of affordance rescues ‘the furniture of the earth’
(Gibson, 1979: 133) from their classifications and allows them to be reimagined.
According to Heft (1988), the functional significance of the object or landscape is
relational to the individual’s attributes. For example, a branch may be perceived as
climb-on-able by a young child but could be conceived as breakable by an older child.
Children’s responses to environmental features depend on their experience with
nature, attitudes and dispositions, physical and cognitive development, and their
interactions with others (Greeno, 1994; Heft, 1998). The affordance possibilities
change ‘throughout development as maturation and experience interact to expand the
60

Land Art as a Creative Practice that Celebrates Nature & the Outdoors

individual’s behavioural repertoire’ (Heft, 1988: 37). Thus, affordance theory moves
beyond standard form-based descriptions and considers the meanings of
environmental features from a ‘psychological standpoint’ (Heft, 1988: 31 italics in
original).
Form-based descriptions do not capture the ‘unlimited possibilities’ afforded by
environmental feature (Gibson, 1979: 128). In fact, natural materials can have
‘multiple affordances whereas form attributes are mutually exclusive’ (Heft, 1988:31).
Loose material or objects found in the environment, can have a variety of affordance
properties such as lift-ability, grasp-ability, move-ability, roll-ability, throw-ability and
so on. Identifying or perceiving an affordance ‘does not imply that it cannot be other
things as well’ (Gibson, 1979: 134). Detached objects afford movement, manipulation
and interaction, which make them ideal resources for land art. Engaging with natural
material affords individuals unlimited possibilities as rocks can become towers, bark
from the trees can become floating boats, pebbles can become faces, twigs can
become tiny fairy homes or leaves can become part of a mandala. Through discovering
the versatility of the materials found in nature, children begin to cultivate a
relationship with the outdoors.

Community Land Art Workshops
The land art workshop project developed in collaboration with Midleton Arts Festival
in East Cork. To-date, two workshops have been carried out at separate Coillte woods
in East Cork. The first was held in Ballyannan woods in Midleton during the Easter
school break in April 2017, and the second was held in partnership with Greywood Arts
Festival in Glenbower Woods in Killeagh in May 2017. Using social media outlets, the
public was invited to join us at the entrance to the woods, where we gave a brief
history of land art and showed some examples. Using a modified version of Richard
Shilling’s (2010) guidelines for creating land art, the participants were given the
following six steps,
1.

Start by exploring the environment and materials in the woods

2.

Gather material that you find interesting

3.

Find a space where you would like to display your land art

4.

Decide how you would like to arrange your material and what you want to make

5.

Start creating

6.

Once completed, capture your creation using photography

Before children can appreciate their environment, they must first be given the
opportunity to explore and discover the resources available to them. Through
exploration, children were able to discover what affordances the environmental
features or resources offered. The outdoors offers a number of affordances that would
61

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 12 • 2019

otherwise be unattainable indoors (Kernan, 2010). The land art workshops offered
children the opportunity to roam the wooded surroundings testing the affordances
and playability of the material resources and environmental features.
The participants pulled at branches, stomped through mud, kicked over stones,
climbed on logs, jumped off the fallen trees and grasped at branches, twigs and other
loose material. Through exploring the outdoor environment, the participants were
able to examine and identify the natural resources and environmental features that
they would use to create their land art. Nathan and Trimble (1994:23-24 italics in the
original) believed that the thrill of discovering objects adds uniqueness and intimacy to
the act’. Through the act of exploration and discovery, the participants cultivated a
relationship with the environment and selectively chose the types of materials to use
in the land art creation. While affordance theory focuses on the individual’s
interactions with the environment, some consideration should be made to the social
benefits of the outdoors.
During the land art workshops, the perceived affordance of the natural material
supported cooperation and interpersonal connections. Children forged friendships
that would enable them to share material, collaborate on projects or assist others to
manipulate their object of choice. Furthermore, the affordance properties of adults
were called upon to retrieve objects or items that were too heavy or out of reach. Most
of the objects that were gathered by the children for the land art project were small,
easily graspable items such as acorns, twigs, stones, leaves or flowers. The movability
of these small items allowed the participants to carefully select the space to display
their art piece. Children are drawn to intimate small places where they can hide away
or take cover (Nabhan & Trimble, 1994). Many of the places chosen to display the land
art were in fact, discrete, intimate, and hard to reach spaces. Crevices in fallen trees
were decorated with leaves and flowers. The hollow of a tree was transformed into a
fairy house with a cone path running from the base of the tree. Twigs and vines were
used to make dens for the children to retreat to once the project was complete. In
contrast, the adults that participated in the workshop displayed their land art along
walkways and paths. One possible explanation for the disparity between location
choices is that children do not have the same formbased assumptions about space and
therefore, are capable of recognising multiple affordance opportunities in the
environment (Heft, 1988).
Figure 1: The affordance of intimate spaces
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Figure 2: The affordance of large, open spaces

The act of creating land art enabled participants to explore, discover and manipulate
their environment. The process through which natural material and environmental
features are actively transformed into an art form can be construed as ‘shaped
affordance’ (Falcini, 2014:112). According to Falcini (2014: 112), shaped affordance
‘relates to children creating their own, new play possibilities through physically
changing and manipulating the environment to create new affordances’. The
narratives about the land art creation proved insightful for understanding children’s
motives behind the material they used and the way the art piece was presented. For
example, a muddy area that offered the affordance of stomping was shaped to become
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quicksand that would afford sinking. The owner of this land art piece created a ‘person’
using a rounded rock, some moss for the hair and two twigs for the arms that were
displayed upright to give the illusion of distress (see fig. 3).
Figure 3: The power of shaped affordance

Land art is not intended to be a timeless object, and as such, is representative of natural
processes (Rubio, 2012). The ephemeral nature of land art reflects earth’s beauty and
fragility, which inexplicitly exposes children to natural life cycles. Each of the
participants was given the opportunity to record their land art creation using
photography. Studies have shown that new technology, such as photography, can
support playful and creative practices (Dezuanni et al, 2015). The use of photography
added a more permanent dimension to the land art workshop as it enabled children to
capture their art piece before nature moulded it into something different.
Furthermore, the lifecycle of the land art process can be captured using time-lapse,
which is a technique where an image is photographed at regular intervals. When
completed, the time-lapse allows the process to be projected at a faster speed.

Incorporating Land Art in Early Year’s Settings
The Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016 recognises the
importance of outdoor play. The policy stipulates that all early year’s settings should
provide –
a)

a suitable, safe and secure outdoor space to which the pre-school children
attending the service have access on a daily basis is provided on the premises, or

b)

where no such space is provided, the pre-school children attending the
service have access on a daily basis to a suitable outdoor space
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Furthermore, Ireland’s national early childhood curriculum framework, Aistear (2009),
emphasises the importance of play and the natural environment for children’s
wellbeing and well becoming. In accordance with Aistear’s themes, land art provides
an opportunity for exploration, discovery, communication, and wellbeing.
Incorporating land art opportunities in early year’s setting scaffolds children’s
affordance of the environment. Frost (1992) emphasised the importance of the natural
features in children’s play spaces or ‘playscapes’. In Scandinavian countries where
children spend most of their early year’s in outdoor schools, research has found that
they are more creative, suffer fewer illnesses, have greater motor ability and are more
physically able than children in traditional learning environments (Fjørtoft, 2001).
Land art affords multiple opportunities for children to explore, discover, change and
manipulate the environment. The versatility of the natural material makes land art an
ideal activity for young children in early year’s settings. Loose parts offer the greatest
possibility for shaping the affordance of the outdoor space (Falcini, 2014). Woodlands
are ideal settings for land art due to the abundance of resources. However, most early
year’s settings do not have access to such areas and therefore, need to improvise in
order to ensure that children get the opportunity to connect with a diverse range of
materials. Incorporating loose parts into early year’s settings provides opportunities
for children to use natural materials to build huts, bridges, mud kitchens, mandalas,
fairy houses, and much more. Kernan (2010) found that children and practitioners
benefitted from outdoor play opportunities. However, access to outdoor space does
not necessarily equate with good playable opportunities (Rivkin, 2015). According to
Rivkin (2015:33) ‘adults appear to value the ease of maintenance…over the play value
of woods, meadows, and wetlands’. Furthermore, Kernan (2010) found the
practitioners could restrict outdoor opportunities due to safety concerns or
uncertainty regarding the interpretation of pre-school regulations. More training is
needed to ensure that practitioners organise, develop, and promote playable outdoor
spaces. Using an affordance approach enables practitioners to focus on how the
environment affords opportunities and the way these affordances are perceived and
acted upon by children (Falcini, 2014: Hersa-Escribano & Pinedo-Garcia, 2018).

Conclusion
Land art is a relatively new art movement that began in the 1960s. However, people
have always tinkered with their environment (Gibson, 1979). From early cave drawing
to deforestation, people have actively shaped the environment around them (for good
or bad). To foster a sense of responsibility for the environment, children need to be
given the opportunity to interact with natural materials (Nabhan & Trimble, 1994).
Unfortunately, children’s lives are becoming more structured, which affords them less
opportunity to explore their environment (O’Keeffe & O’ Beirne, 2015).
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The land art workshops developed from a concern about the decline in outdoor free
play. By providing free workshops within the community, the researchers aimed to
provide an opportunity for people of all ages to cultivate a relationship with the
woodlands. While guidelines were given, individuals were free to change and
manipulate the environment according to their own preference. The workshop was
not goal orientated but self-directed, which allowed individuals to interact with the
environment in relation to their own abilities. Affordance theory provides a platform
for examining individual’s interaction with and manipulation of natural resources when
creating land art projects. Woodland provides an ideal landscape for conducting land
art, as the participants were able to examine the affordance properties of a versatile
range of loose parts and environmental features. Considering this, the affordance
approach offers insightful information for early year’s practitioners to analyse and
improve upon their own playscapes.
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Abstract

While literacy is the one of the main outcomes of reading to young children, it is only
a stepping stone for many other developmental benefits for success in school and life.
Ecological systems theory may provide a useful framework when considering supports
to encourage early shared reading practices in Irish families (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci,
1994). In addition to supporting Irish adults with their own literacy another area which
could be targeted relates to a national baby book gifting scheme. Many countries have
national free baby book gifting schemes, such as Bookstart in the UK. Research
demonstrates that gifting of books to infants encourages parents to commence
reading earlier with their child, which can have benefits for development (Wade &
Moore, 2000; Auger, Reich & Penner, 2014). The research, findings and implications
discussed in the article may be of particular use to professionals working with young
children in early childhood settings, schools and health centres, as well as parents and
policy makers.
Reading is a basic cultural skill and important for success in life. Literacy begins as soon
as birth (Makin, 2006), and research over the last number of decades suggests that
early shared reading experiences benefit child development (Highberger & Brooks,
1973; Snow, 1983; Wade & Moore, 1998; Karrass & Braungart-Rieker, 2005; Niklas,
Cohrsen & Tayler, 2016). The period between birth and three years of age is
particularly important for later development, and long-term academic success can be
linked to successful and early reading comprehension (Dickinson, Griffith, Golinkoff &
Hirsh-Pasek, 2012). The benefits of early shared book reading have been demonstrated
for the development of language and literacy skills (Dexter & Stacks 2014). Studies
have found consistent relationships between early shared reading in the home and
later literacy and language skills (Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002; Levy, Gong, Hessels,
Evans, & Jared, 2006; Weigel, Martin, & Bennett, 2006). Early childhood researchers,
policy makers and parents concur that reading with young children greatly aids their
preparation for school (Huebner & Payne, 2010).
The first aim of this article is to review research examining the factors that support
early shared reading experiences and the developmental benefits of this activity in
early childhood, drawing on international research in the first two sections of this
paper. While international research provides a rich source of information on early
shared reading experiences, there are few studies in Ireland that investigate this
practice in infants and young children prior to starting primary school. Therefore, the
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second aim of this article is to draw together relevant findings from a number of recent
Irish studies, in order to build a picture of shared reading practices nationally. Drawing
together these findings in one article may provide a useful resource for researchers
and policy makers in Ireland. The third and final aim of this article is to consider the
implications of the findings for early reading supports for families in Ireland, in the
context of national policies and ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Early Shared Reading
The most significant individuals in a child’s early life are typically their parents, playing
a vital role as both a caregiver and teacher. In most cases, parents are their children’s
first language and literacy teachers and the first adults to engage in shared reading
with the child, though not all parents can provide good literacy foundations (Sloat et
al., 2015). Many parents spend a lot of time teaching pre-reading skills to children at
home, for example through shared reading or learning the alphabet in a fun way, but
most middle-class parents stop short of teaching their preschool children to read (Van
Kleeck & Schuele, 2010). In nearly all homes, parents help develop foundational skills
that precede reading before the child begins school (Veldhuijzen Van Zanten, Coates,
HervasMalo & McGrath, 2012).
These foundational reading skills have been described as “inside out” skills by
Whitehurst & Lonigan (1998) and include the rules for translating what is being read
into meaningful sounds (e.g., letter knowledge, phonological processing skills, and
perhaps vocabulary). In early childhood shared reading is an interactive experience of
reading in a dyad (e.g., an adult and child reading together at home or in an early
childhood setting, with the adult reading aloud and guiding with questions). It helps
children develop the strategies necessary for effective, independent reading (Button
& Johnson, 1997). Significant development skills such as attachment, joint attention
and early language development may be enhanced by early shared reading during
these interactions (Berkule, et al, 2008).
As well as parents, older siblings and other significant adults (e.g., grandparents, early
childhood practitioners) may also read regularly to a child, and it should not matter
who is reading as long as the activity is a regular one and occurs across time. Daily story
time, or a bedtime story most nights, are examples of important activities to engage
in, with the child turning pages, listening, asking questions or reciting the story from
memory. From a bioecological perspective these proximal processes are “the primary
engines of effective development” (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994, p. 572). In order for
proximal processes to have developmental benefit, however, the activity needs to be
engaged in regularly and over an extended period of time. In infancy, many of the same
concepts and behaviours with older children are used when reading a book, such as
turning pages and changing tone and pitch while reading. However, while there are
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many similarities between early shared reading with infants and reading with older
children, additional paralinguistic communication strategies are used when reading
with infants. This kind of communication deepens understanding and connection in
the interactions between the speakers. These vocalisations and language gestures,
known as ‘motherese’ or child directed speech, support a critical stage of interaction
as adults speak to babies as if they understand language before they can speak (Makin,
2006). As well as promoting the infant’s attention to language, this child directed
speech is also thought to support social interaction between the infant and adult
(Golinkoff, Can, Soderstrom & Hirsh-Pasek, 2015). Another difference is that the
response from the infant may be a babbled preverbal reply.
Early childhood is an important time to lay down good practices of book reading in the
home, particularly as children’s vocabularies at this stage grow at a very fast pace.
Research has found that the age at which a parent or caregiver begins reading has an
impact on development. The optimal time to get parents involved is from birth (O’
Farrelly, Doyle, Victory & Palamaro-Munsell, 2018) and studies have found associations
with improved language development at age 2 when infants were read to at 6 months
(Berkule, et al., 2008). A meta-analysis investigating the effect of the age of onset and
frequency of reading to infants found that the average age that adults began reading
to infants and toddlers was 22 months (Dunst, Simkus & Hamby, 2012). However, only
two of the eleven studies included in the meta-analysis, those by Raikes (2006) and
Lyytinen (1998) examined children aged 18 months and under.
They concluded that shared reading promoted expressive and receptive language in
young children, and the earlier the intervention began the greater the developmental
benefits (Dunst, et al., 2012). Not only is the age at which reading commences and the
frequency of reading important, so too are the number of books available in the home,
as this is known to predict the level of reading in families (Roulstone, Law, Rush, Clegg,
Peters, 2011; Swalender & Taube, 2007). An international study that investigated the
effects of the number of books in homes, across 27 countries, with diverse social,
economic and political policies, found that children with home libraries attended
school for three more years than those children from homes with no books. Evans,
Kelley, Sikora & Treiman (2010) found that the gain from having books at home was
greater for children from modest backgrounds and these children stayed in school for
longer. This was true even when considering other factors such as educational
advantage, parents’ occupation, class, or gender.
Evans et al. also suggested that scholarly culture and the interest in books was passed
from generation to generation, independent of class and education. When books were
part of the home environment, children were more likely to read for pleasure and had
better vocabulary, access to information as well as broader experiences from their
reading. Reading also supported their cognitive skills or assisted as a ‘cultural toolkit’
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which increased educational achievement (Evans, et al., 2010). Homes with lots of
books are therefore likely to have parents who are readers, and so by modelling their
own reading behaviour, these are the homes that will in turn read to infants and
toddlers.
Realising that book reading and print is useful and meaningful is a first step in
developing a positive attitude to reading and can lay the foundation for later reading
and writing (Van Kleeck & Schuele, 2010). Parents own attitudes, values and beliefs
about literacy are very influential in passing on an interest in reading to their family
(Debaryshe, 1995; Weigel, et al, 2006; Swalender & Taube, 2007). A study that
examined these attitudes and beliefs, gave educational books to low income,
expectant mothers during pregnancy and subsequently when children were 2, 4, 6, 9,
and 12 months of age. Even though the new mothers recognised the benefits of the
shared verbal interaction during reading sessions, they only believed that infants
benefitted from reading after they were 12 months old. This baby book programme
was effective in altering maternal perceptions on the importance of reading to their
new infants (Auger, Reich & Penner, 2014).
A large cohort study that supports the importance of parents’ attitude to reading,
found mother reports of shared reading at six months was associated with the proposal
to read books to the infant from birth (Berkule et al., 2008). This positive maternal
attitude and having books at home were predictors of actual reading behaviour at six
months. Even at this early stage mothers reported that they saw reading as a strategy
for later school success and realised that the first 12 months was a critical stage in child
development. These findings may have implications for book programmes that provide
both books and guidance on reading to new born infants (Berkule, et al., 2008). The
benefits of early shared book reading include fostering literacy and parent’s positive
attitudes to reading in the home. Book gifting initiatives have been successfully run in
the UK, US, and Europe and are effective ways of encouraging increased reading and
book-related activities by families with young children (Moore & Wade, 2003;
Vanobbergen, et al, 2009; Auger et al., 2014).
Book reading initiatives are particularly good at encouraging families with less
education or in more disadvantaged communities to establish reading habits at an
early stage. There have been several book reading initiatives implemented in the UK
following a negative report from the Literacy task force (HMSO, 1997). By the late
1990’s it was believed that there were over 30 such initiatives in the UK (Hardman &
Jones 1999). Bookstart UK began as a pilot project in 1992 and is the world’s first
national book gifting programme, delivering books and information on reading to
every baby and toddler in England and Wales.
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A longitudinal study investigating the Bookstart programme in Birmingham, followed
the progress of infants from 7 months to 7 years. They found that the participants of
Bookstart looked at books, bought books, shared books and visited the library more
often than the control group (Moore & Wade, 2003). Another early initiative that
looked at the effects of sharing books with babies was Babies into Books. They
provided both baby book bags and an enhanced literacy support group to 300 mothers
and their 7-month-old infants (Hardman & Jones, 1999). Both studies suggest that
providing books through book programmes have some benefits for reading and
language experiences. However, when books are accompanied with extra supports and
guidance for parents on how to interact and read with their child, they may encourage
even more and effective reading, and improvements in a child’s language and
selfregulatory experiences (Dickinson et al., 2012).
However, even book gifting schemes such as Bookstart with less supports, are
approved of by both parents and professionals and have shown in some studies
improved attitudes of parents to reading and language gains in children (O’ Farrelly et
al., 2018). As previous international research has illustrated, there are a number of
factors that influence early shared reading practices, including how early a parent
begins reading with a child, the communication strategies between an adult and child,
the number of books in the home, parental attitudes to the importance of early shared
reading and book gifting schemes. In the next section we discuss how early shared
reading impacts not only on the development of language, literacy and vocabulary
skills, but also on cognitive and socioemotional development.
Effects of Early Shared Reading on Development
An understanding of the factors that support shared reading in early childhood is
important because previous international research suggests that early shared reading
experiences support many aspects of child development. For example, studies that
have examined reading books to babies and young children, have found that they
promote early language and literacy development (Morgan & Meier, 2008; Van de Pol,
et al, 2012). Programmes that provide young families with books and teach effective
strategies in reading books to babies and children, have been effective in promoting
language acquisition and in improving early reading success (Vanobbergen et al., 2009;
Dickinson et al., 2012;).
Reading to young children is known to encourage vocabulary development and studies
have revealed growth in expressive and receptive vocabulary because of shared and
dialogic reading (Bus et al.,1995; Mol, et al, 2008). Later reading ability appears to be
linked to early development of strong vocabulary skills (Durand, et al, 2013).
Highberger and Brooks (1973) found that children whose mothers read to them for
fifteen minutes a day demonstrated vocabulary gains. Nyhout and O Neill (2013) found
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mothers used more complex language during reading when compared to other
mother-child conversations and that the genre of the book, whether it was narrative
versus didactic, also influenced the complexity of talk during reading time. In a
preschool setting Dickinson & Tabors (1991) also found that opportunities to discuss
the story and characters with teachers was associated with higher levels of vocabulary
(see also Dickinson & Tabors, 2002). One of the reasons for this may be that the
language and vocabulary in many books contain more advanced and unusual words
than occur in everyday conversations and prime-time television programmes
(Sénéchal, 2011).
Beginning school is an important stage and reading readiness on entry to school was
found to be highly associated with reading ability in early school years (Scarborough,
1998). Saracho and Spodek (2010) found that children’s book reading with parents had
an influence on formal literacy instruction in school. When children begin school, they
are expected to understand literacy and numeracy as well as demonstrating proper
social and behavioural skills (Belsky & Mackinnon, 1994). In a recent Irish study, Ring
et al. (2016) interviewed principals, junior infant teachers, early years educators and
parents and all agreed that the most critical skill for a child starting school was to be
able to sit and work. Some of the contributors also considered early literacy, love of
books and the importance of libraries in nurturing an enjoyment of reading (Ring et al.,
2016).
When reading to children they benefit from the dialogue that takes place before,
during and after the story reading, and the practice improved reading comprehension,
vocabulary and comprehension skills. Toddlers and preschoolers who were regularly
read to at home had improved literacy and reading performance and were at less risk
of developing reading problems later in school (Scarborough & Dobrich, 1994; Bus et
al., 1995). There is ample evidence that parent’s involvement with reading in the home
before children attend school can aid the formal instruction of literacy when the child
begins school (Saracho & Spodek, 2010). Similarly, exposure to reading activities in
preschool also supports reading readiness when a child begins school. Children that
enter preschool with good pre reading skills that include print knowledge, phonological
processing skills and oral language skills become skilled readers with good teaching.
However, children without these skills struggle quickly in the early years of formal
school (Lonigan, 2011).
While much research has established the benefits of reading for the development of
language and literacy skills (Burgess, Hecht, & Lonigan, 2002; Levy, Gong, Hessels,
Evans, & Jared, 2006; Dickinson et al., 2012; Farrant & Zubrick, 2012), few studies have
looked at links to numeracy and mathematics (Wade & Moore, 1998). Wade and
Moore (2000) found that young children and families in the UK that had participated
in the book gifting programme, Bookstart, had higher mean scores for a range of both
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literacy and numeracy tests. They also outperformed their non-Bookstart age group by
between 1% and 5% (Wade & Moore, 2000). A more recent study that looked at
predictors of early numeracy skills in early childhood found that parents maths related
activities in the home were positively related to maths skills development. As early
numeracy is strongly associated with vocabulary and early language skills, they
suggested that parents use counting games and activities during story time reading to
enhance numeracy skills (Kleeman, et al, 2012).
Not only has reading been linked to positive outcomes in language, literacy and
numeracy, but several studies have found positive links to other aspects of cognitive
development (Richman & Colombo, 2007). Kalb and van Ours (2014) found in a study
of 4 to 5-year olds that regular reading had a long term positive impact on both their
reading and cognitive skills, with a significant effect to at least to the age of 11 and
possibly longer. This study emphasised the important role of parent’s involvement,
and early and frequent reading on a child’s educational performance. Reading also
facilitates joint attention between the parent and infant or young child (Makin, 2006),
as the parent may point to pictures or words in the book and encourage the infant to
attend to what the parent is attending to (Sugai, et al, 2010). Niklas et al., (2016) also
found that if reading began before the age of six months it was a predictor of later
concept formation.
Shared reading in early childhood is an interactive activity that also promotes socioemotional development (Kuo, et al, 2004; Baker, 2013). Shared reading between birth
and three years can establish interaction patterns with long term positive effects for
both child and adult (Dickinson, 2012). It also provides an opportunity for common
time together which potentially can improve emotional ties and closeness between
parent and child (Vanobbergen et al., 2009). Early literacy and shared reading
experiences with a small infant are as much about development of disposition,
temperament, confidence, playfulness (Makin, 2006), physical closeness (Hardman &
Jones, 1999) and communication (Honig & Shin, 2001; Robyak, et al., 2007), as it is
about listening to a story. Some recent research suggests that reading can also help
children to learn about peer relationships, develop self-esteem and general knowledge
(Duursma, et al, 2008).
At the simplest level, closeness and attachment develops because of the physical
proximity during shared reading (Betawi, 2015). Parental sensitivity to an infant is very
important in the development of secure attachment and early parental sensitivity is
linked to secure attachment when the child is aged one. In the first six months,
sensitivity can be measured as the parent’s appropriate social response to the infant’s
behaviour in face to face interactions (Bigelow, MacLean, Proctor, Myatt, Gillis, &
Power, 2010). Reading is one activity that supports these close and engaging
interactions. As the child gets older, listening to a story been read out loud can teach
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a young child about new and different social situations. Another way that reading
stories helps with social development, is by improving skills such as cooperation, selfcontrol, self-regulation and adaption (Betawi, 2015). A study found that mothers with
a secure attachment to their child, read more frequently than mothers with an
insecure attachment to their child. These mothers spent more time in the reading task
correcting and disciplining their child than the former mothers did (Bus & Van
Ijzendoorn, 1992).
International research on shared reading in early childhood has therefore
demonstrated many positive effects on language and literacy skills, including
vocabulary gains for children who are read to frequently and exposure to complex
language. Early shared reading also has a positive impact on school readiness,
numeracy skills, and other aspects of cognitive development. Recent research has also
shown benefits of reading for socioemotional development including the development
of secure attachment, peer relations, learning about social situations and maternal
sensitivity. In the next section we explore what is known about shared reading in early
childhood from research in Ireland, drawing together recently published findings for
the first time.

Early Shared Reading in Ireland
It is clear from previous research conducted internationally that reading to young
children has benefits for many aspects of development and that there are many factors
that influence shared reading in early childhood. In this section we explore what is
known about shared reading in early childhood in Ireland in family homes, in particular
drawing on studies and findings from the Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) study. The
Growing up in Ireland study is a government funded longitudinal study of two
nationally representative cohorts of children and their families that began in 2006. A
number of researchers have used the GUI data and explored, amongst many other
areas, aspects of reading, literacy and home learning. Using research from these GUI
studies and research from one early intervention programme, this article will draw
together a picture of shared reading in Ireland during the earliest years of childhood.
Murray and Egan (2014), using the GUI data, reported that 80.5% of 9-monthold infants
in Ireland were read to. However, this figure was affected by other factors such as the
mother’s education level and the number of siblings in the home. For example, 84.9%
of infants that were only children were read to, but this figure dropped to 75.9% when
the infant had two or more siblings. Smyth (2016), also drawing on the GUI data, found
the frequency of reading in threeyear olds appeared to be linked with the number of
books in Irish homes. Sixtynine per cent of children in homes with more than 30 books
were read to daily compared to 42% of children in homes with 10-20 books. The
number of books also included if homes had books on loan from libraries. Smyth
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likewise found a link between better educated mothers of 3-year olds, having 30 or
more books compared to mothers with less education. Middle class families were most
likely to engage in daily reading as were households in the top income quintile.
The effect of family factors on the literacy environment in Ireland are also evident in
later childhood. In the child cohort of the GUI study, Smyth (2016) also found that 56%
of nine-year-old children had 30 books or more in their home. There was a greater
likelihood (38%) that children with more than 30 books at home read daily in contrast
to 23% of those with ten to twenty books in their home. Rural children, girls and
professional /managerial, higher income and two parent families had more children’s
books in their homes. Native Irish children had more books than children from
immigrant families. An earlier Growing Up in Ireland study that also looked at the lives
of 9-year olds (Williams, Greene et al., 2009), in the child cohort, also found the
number of books in the home demonstrated a strong relationship with the level of
maternal education and a pattern across social class groups.
Research in Ireland has also demonstrated the benefits of reading with infants and
young children for their development. Murray and Egan (2014) investigated the
association between reading and cognitive development in 9-month-old infants. They
found that reading to the infant had a significant positive impact on both
communication and problem-solving scores, even after other family factors were
statistically accounted for. O’ Farrelly, et al., (2018), as part of an early childhood
intervention programme in Ireland, found that daily reading at 6 months of age was
also positively associated with scores on a screening tool for socialemotional/behavioural problems in children aged 12–36 months. Using the GUI data,
Smyth (2016) also found that vocabulary development improved in the following two
years when resources such as books were available and when parents read most days
when the child was aged 3. They did not determine a causal relationship between
number of books and increased levels of reading but suggested that more books
indicated a greater interest in reading.
In another Irish study, McGinnity, Russell & Murray (2015) examined cognitive
outcomes based on non-parental childcare. However, as part of their analysis they
included home learning variables as indicators of the level of cognitive stimulation
available to the child in their home, and, also to assess the attitudes of parents to early
learning opportunities. They measured three variables in the home learning
environment when the child was aged 3 and found that home learning activities (which
included reading and the number of books in the home, amongst other variables), were
significant predictors of vocabulary scores when the child was aged 5, measured using
the British Ability Scales - Naming Vocabulary. Homes with less than 30 children’s
books had a significant negative effect on vocabulary scores and a greater negative
effect was found when there were less than 10 books in the home.
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Implications
Drawing on findings from these Irish studies we see that there is a rich early shared
reading environment for most Irish children. However, we also know from these
findings that some families may benefit from additional supports (e.g., for the 19.5%
of families that do not read to their infants, supports for low income or immigrant
families). All of these findings together, suggest that some families in Ireland have
much greater advantage than others in this critical developmental phase. This is
particularly important when we recognise that regular reading is linked to so many
positive development outcomes, as both Irish and international research
demonstrates.
However, many adults in Ireland struggle with literacy and this can greatly influence
how they interact with their child and the value they place on literacy and reading. In
2012, the Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC),
an international programme that assesses adult literacy, found that 17.9% of Irish
adults performed below Level 1, the lowest level, on the PIAAC literacy proficiency
scale. Only basic vocabulary knowledge is required at this level but scoring here
suggests a person may be unable to understand basic written information and may
have literacy difficulties. Ireland ranked 17 out of 24 participating countries for literacy
and the mean reading literacy score for adults was significantly below the PIAAC
international average (Gibney et al., 2012; Shiel & Gilleece, 2015). With the use of
literacy aids and supports, these parents may be able to further positively influence
their child’s development.
In addition to supporting Irish adults with their own literacy another area which could
be targeted relates to a national baby book gifting scheme. Many countries have
national free baby book gifting schemes, such as Bookstart in the UK. Research
demonstrates that gifting of books to infants encourages parents to commence
reading earlier with their child, which can have benefits for development (Wade &
Moore, 2000; Auger, Reich & Penner, 2014). O’ Farrelly et al., 2018) suggested that
book gifting also may be an effective way of promoting reading in disadvantaged
communities. Currently Ireland does not have a national free gifting scheme. Asides
from public libraries, there are only a number of local book gifting schemes such as
Books4Babies and Preparing for Life and these only benefit a very small portion of the
population (see Murray & Egan, 2014).
A national book gifting scheme, even with low level support for parents may encourage
early shared reading practices in Ireland (e.g., O’ Farrelly et al., 2018). O’ Farrelly et al.,
(2018) examined the effects of a book gifting intervention on reading to infants and
later development with participants from a disadvantaged community. Participants
were randomised to either a high or low intensity intervention group or a control
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group. In the high intensity group, the participants received a gift of seven books as
well as home visits from a trained mentor. The low intensity group received the book
gift but no home visits, while the control group received neither the book gift or home
visits.
The findings indicated that compared to the control group, parents in the book gifting
groups read to their infants more frequently at six months. When the infants were 12
months, the mothers in the high intensity group maintained their reading levels, but
mothers in the low and comparison groups increased their reading frequency.
Significantly, the reading levels of the high and low intensity groups did not differ at
either 6 or 12 months. They concluded that book gifting was an effective means of
promoting reading, and daily reading at 6 months predicted greater language,
cognition, and socioemotional skills. Ecological systems theory may provide a useful
framework when considering supports to encourage early shared reading practices in
Irish families (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). For example, a book gifting scheme
operated nationally, at the macrosystem level, would directly impact on the number
of books in the home environment of the child, at the micro system level. At the
exosystem level, information promoting the importance of early shared reading or
community supports for parents struggling with literacy would also impact on the
microsystem of the child. At the mesosystem level, great connections between
parents, early childhood practitioners and primary school teachers could also be
facilitated to support early shared reading practices.

Conclusion
While literacy is one of the main outcomes of reading to young children, it is only a
stepping stone for many other developmental benefits for success in school and life.
In later childhood, reading is critical for development in our world that requires literacy
in everyday situations (Goswami, 2002). As society becomes more technological, there
are increased demands for higher literacy creating greater economic inequality for
those who fail or fall behind (Bronfenbrenner, McClelland, Wethington, Moen & Ceci,
1996). The research reviewed in this article discussed the factors that influence shared
reading practices during early childhood, and some of the benefits for development
from this activity, drawing on evidence from both international and Irish studies. The
research, findings and implications discussed in the article may be of particular use to
professionals working with young children in early childhood settings, schools and
health centres, as well as parents and policy makers.
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Mo Scéal: preschool to primary school transition
Dr Mary Daly, Dr Derek Grant National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment & Dr Máire Mhic Mhathúna Technological University Dublin
Abstract
The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment’s (NCCA) was tasked with the
development of reporting templates and accompanying materials to support children’s
and their families’ transition from preschool to primary School. This paper outlines the
research underpinning the NCCA’s work on this task and describes Preschool to
Primary School Transitions Initiative and its evaluation. The paper also describes the
layout and content of the reporting templates developed by the NCCA for sharing
information about children’s learning and development at the end of the second
preschool year. These templates along with a suite of support materials are available
in English and Irish at www.ncca.ie/ earlychildhood The information in these reports
can be shared with parents and with their permission, they will also be shared with the
child’s new primary school.
Figure1. Mo Scéal Template

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment’s (NCCA) has undertaken research
and developmental work on children’s transition from preschool to primary School.
The policy driver for this work was set out in the Literacy and Numeracy for Learning
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and Life: The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and
Young People 2011-2020 (2011), where the NCCA was assigned responsibility for
developing suitable reporting templates and to make these available on-line to:
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improve arrangements for the transfer of information about the progress and
achievement of students between all schools and state-funded ECCE settings by
requiring all settings and schools to provide written reports in standard format to
schools and settings to which students transfer (reports to be provided following
admission of student to the new school/setting (Department of Education and
Skills, 2011, p. 82).
This task was also highlighted in the 2017 and 2018 Plan for Education under Objective
1.4 to improve the transition of learners at critical stages in the education and training
system. As preparation for this work, the NCCA commissioned three research reports
that focused on different aspects of the transition to primary school from national and
international literature:
•

Transition from Preschool to Primary School: Research Report 19 (O’Kane, 2016)
which is a review of literature nationally and internationally.

•

Transition from Preschool to Primary School: Audit of Policy in 14 Jurisdictions
(O’Kane and Murphy, 2016a) which looks at data transfer and the transition
process internationally.

•

Transition from Preschool to Primary School: Audit of Transfer Documentation in
Ireland (O’Kane and Murphy, 2016b) which is an audit of ten transfer documents
that were developed collaboratively between preschools and primary schools.

These papers and their executive summaries are available at www.ncca.ie. The main
findings from the review confirmed that a positive transition is a ‘predictor of children’s
future success in terms of social, emotional and educational outcomes,’ (O’Kane, 2016,
p. 13). The key messages from the research reports highlight that:
•

a positive experience for children during the transition to primary school is
important. It is vital that children feel that they belong in their new school,
developing new relationships and connections.

•

certain dispositions, skills and knowledge are important for children as they make
the transition to primary school and therefore should be focused on in preschools.
There is a good degree of consistency about the importance of focusing on social
and emotional skills, communication and language skills, positive learning
dispositions, with less focus being placed on academic skills.

•

greater alignment in curriculum and pedagogy across preschools and primary
schools is critical to children’s learning and development. For Ireland Aistear, the
Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) is key here as is the
redevelopment of the Primary School Curriculum (1999). The research argues for
the significance of interactive, playful learning. Tensions between play-based and
more formal approaches have the potential to impact negatively on children’s
transition experiences. The research demonstrates that children are more likely
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to succeed if connections and some level of continuity and alignment exist
between preschools and primary schools. However, in saying this, some degree of
discontinuity is also inevitable at times of transition so both continuity and
progression are key.
•

supporting transitions is a shared responsibility between children, families,
communities, preschools and primary schools. The concept of ‘readiness’ that
dominated transitions research in the past has been replaced with a broader
approach that considers the child, family and community on one hand and on the
characteristics of the school on the other. There is less focus on ‘child readiness’
and greater focus on ‘ready schools’. Children need to be ‘school-ready’ in the
broadest sense and ‘ready-schools’ are equally important. Cross-sectoral
cooperation should result in the development of stronger relationships between
the two educational settings. Parents play an important role in their children’s
transition to primary school and should be seen as collaborators.

•

some, though not all, children experiencing disadvantage, children with English as
an Additional Language (EAL) and children with Special Educational Needs (SEN)
may require particular extra supports at the time of transition. A range of social,
economic and demographic factors influence children’s transition into primary
school. O’Kane (2016) notes that children from lower socio-economic
backgrounds are more likely to experience difficulties in negotiating the
transition. The research identified children with SEN as a group for whom
additional consideration is necessary when considering supports. Children from
minority ethnic backgrounds and those with EAL can be vulnerable during the
transition to primary school. Extra supports may be needed to help these children
transition well.

•

The transfer of information on children’s learning and development between
preschools and primary schools is an important part of the transition process and
can act as a lever in opening up the relationship between preschools and primary
schools as well as providing valuable information about the child as a learner. The
documentation needs to be user-friendly and written in clear concise language.
The documentation should be positive in approach and areas where children need
extra support should be identified and shared. It is also important to involve
parents in the transfer of information and in compiling it.

•

Finally, the research argues that the transition process from preschool to primary
takes time, that it is not merely a sharing of information at one point in time and
that the building of professional relationships between staff in preschool and
school takes time (O’Kane 2016, p. 25).

Following on from the research, the NCCA developed draft reporting templates for
sharing information between preschools, primary schools and parents on children’s
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learning and development. A transition initiative was developed to pilot the reporting
templates in a meaningful and productive way.

NCCA preschool to primary school transition initiative
In 2017, the NCCA worked with ten preschools and nine primary schools from counties
Tipperary, Laois and Galway in a transition initiative to help children and their families
experience a positive transition to primary school by developing stronger partnerships
between parents, preschools and primary schools. Each primary school partnered a
preschool, with a teacher of junior infants co-operating with a preschool practitioner.
The NCCA project team included Derek Grant, Mary Daly and Neasa Ní Chuaig and
NCCA worked in collaboration with Comhar Naíonraí na Gaeltachta with Irish-medium
settings in Galway. The initiative focused on four main aspects of transition (based on
the research reports).
1.

Certain dispositions, skills and knowledge are important for children as they move
to primary school.

2.

Particular learning experiences can help children to develop a deeper
understanding of the similarities and differences between their preschool and
primary school which, in turn, enables children to cope better when the transition
occurs.

3.

Parents can be helped to understand and support the transition.

4.

There was an emphasis on building positive relationships between preschools and
primary schools through participation in shared transition activities and
experiences.

Everyone impacted on by the transition was involved in some way—children, families
preschools and schools. Preschool practitioners and teachers were brought together
for four workshops where different aspects of transition and good practice were
focused on. Continuing profession development (CPD) in Aistear was also provided.
The NCCA project team also visited each preschool and primary school twice and
provided ongoing email and telephone support. The initiative included an opportunity
to pilot draft reporting templates developed by the NCCA. They were available in two
formats. Participant feedback was used afterwards to improve the draft reporting
templates and learn about the kinds of support needed to support the transition
process.

Piloting the draft reporting templates
There were two formats of the draft reporting templates comprising three sections:
•

Part 1: Practitioner section.

•

Part 2: Family section.
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•

Part 3: Child section.

In each format, only Part 1: Practitioner Section was different. Sections 2 and 3 were
identical. In Template 1, the practitioner section provided an openended space to
discuss the child’s learning using Aistear’s four themes of WellBeing, Identity and
Belonging, Communicating and Exploring and Thinking. In Template 2, closed
questions related to each of Aistear’s themes were provided along with a three-point
rating scale – almost always, sometimes, not yet. The two formats were designed to
give preschool practitioners a choice in how to share information. Reports were shared
with parents and, with parental consent, they were shared with the primary school.
There were opportunities for the preschool practitioner and teacher of junior infants
to meet to discuss, in more detail, information presented in the report and for follow
up conversations and/ or meetings in September.

Evaluation and review of the initiative
The initiative was reviewed to assess its benefits and challenges by Dr Máire Mhic
Mhathúna, Dublin Institute of Technology. A variety of data collection methods were
used to:
•

Enhance the reliability of the data.

•

Ensure that the voice of the participants would be prioritised through multiple
channels.

Data was collected from preschool practitioners and teachers through:
•

Two online survey questionnaires – one for preschool practitioners and another
for teachers.

•

Two focus groups – one for preschool practitioners and one for teachers.

•

Feedback at the end of each workshop session - participants were asked what they
like most, least and what they would change.

•

Follow up interviews with three preschool practitioners and three teachers (4 in
English, 2 in Irish)

Data was collected from parents through:
•

A hard copy questionnaire.

•

Three focus groups, including one in an Irish medium setting.

Data was collected from children through:
•

Their input in the templates which showed the things they like in preschool, what
they were looking forward to in school and how they felt about the move.

•

Requests for teachers and practitioners to elicit the child’s views on preschool and
school through annotated art work.

•

Video recordings of children in pairs and small groups.
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The research questions for the evaluation were:
•

What benefits, if any, were associated with the initiative?

•

What challenges, if any, were associated with the initiative?

•

What changes to the draft reporting templates were necessary to ensure they
could be used by the wider Early Childhood Care and Education sector?

Analysis and synthesis
The data associated with each group was reviewed in detail and the key messages
identified. A synthesis of the findings was given for the two main categories:
•

Children and families

•

Practitioners and teachers

Research questions
The main research questions for each category are given below.
Category 1: Children and families
•

Was the transition a positive experience for children?

•

Was there greater communication with and sharing of information with parents?

•

What were parents’ views on their child’s completed report?

•

Did parents get any information/support on how to help their children prepare
for the transition to primary school?
Category 2: Practitioners and teachers

•

Did participation in the initiative lead to the building of relationships and
communication between teachers and practitioners?

•

Was there a sharing of professional knowledge in terms of learning environment,
pedagogy and curriculum between practitioners and teachers?

•

What does the data reveal about sharing written information about children’s
learning and development between preschools, schools and parents? What
difference did having a report on a child make? How did teachers use the reports?

•

What type/design of Report Template is indicated by the data? What changes
were needed going forward?

The views of parents, practitioners and teachers were collected through multiple
means and insights were gained from the perspectives of the various participants.
These views are summarised below from the Preschool to Primary School Transition
Initiative Final Report (NCCA 2018a).

Views of Parents
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Many parents were surprised that preschools and schools were not in contact before
Initiative and welcomed contact and communication. As one parent said, “It was
something that should have happened years ago.” They felt that the transition process
worked well for them and for their child, “I felt that the whole experience was a
positive one for us and for the child” and it gave the child the opportunity to become
familiar with “big school” in advance. The parents were impressed by level of detail in
the transition reports and they saw how each child was treated as an individual. They
felt it was wonderful to get a recognisable portrait of their child though the eyes of
another. They appreciated the amount of work that practitioners had put into the
report, “I did not expect it to be so detailed … it was brilliant”. “It was evident they
knew my child very well”. The parent of a child with special needs was happy that
strategies were passed on to the school, “I thought it worked really well with her”.
They also welcomed the opportunity to have a role in the compilation of the report
through contributing their views on the child. They thought it was important that
teacher could gain an insight into child from parents’ perspective and that he/she could
learn about child’s interests and strengths and any concerns parents might have. They
were happy with transition report and to share same with school but felt that if a
parent received a less favourable report, they might have reservations about sharing
it with the school, “Parents might like a fresh start starting school”. Parents welcomed
advice on activities to do during summer and said that they did carry them out during
the summer. The most popular activities were talking about going to school; reading
books about starting school; practicing self-help skills; trying on the uniform; and
meeting other children who would be going to the same school. Other families
practiced pre-academic skills, played board games to encourage turn-taking and
enjoyed messy play. Parents held more mixed views on the role of children in the
process, particularly in contributing to the report. Some parents felt that it was
important that child feels involved in the whole process, while others reported that
their child did not understand what was involved. They noted that the real-life
experience of visiting the school was more beneficial: “But they did understand we
brought them over to the class that day”.

Views of Children
Many children were looking forward to going to primary school, “I am happy and
excited about going to school”. Some were a little nervous as well, “I feel happy and a
bit nervous about going to school”. Others were more confident, “I’m not afraid of
anything at school ‘cause I can do everything”. Playing, particularly in the school yard
was very important. “It will be so much fun because I get to stay longer and running
and play with new friends”. Friendship and siblings also were important, “I want to sit
beside my friends; “I am happy to be in the school with my big sisters”. Most children
had adjusted swiftly to their new teacher and school, but a small number expressed
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regret at leaving practitioner and preschool, “I feel happy and sad at the same time as
I will miss my (preschool) teacher”. Outward indicators of being a school-going child
were important, including wearing a school uniform and having a lunch box and school
bag. “I am very excited to be a big girl in my uniform”. “I have my school bag and lunch
box with love hearts”. Other children realized that they would be learning different
things in school and would have homework. “In school I am looking forward to reading
and doing my homework. I will have homework and be working”. One child was more
doubtful about homework, “I think I want to do homework”.

Views of Practitioners and Teachers
Practitioners and teachers also deemed the initiative to be a great success. It facilitated
professional communication between practitioners and teachers in local areas, in
many cases for the first time, and allowed both teachers and practitioners to gain a
greater understanding of each other’s work and work environment. This in turn
enabled teachers to plan for the specific group of children starting school and gave
them a deeper understanding of the child’s views on starting school. The evaluation
data shows clearly that participants thought that the building of a professional
relationship between preschools and schools was one of the greatest benefits of the
initiative. They emphasised the direct communication and trust developed between
the junior infant teachers and practitioners. A practitioner remarked, “I’d never met
the teacher and wouldn’t even recognise her. She said she had no recollection of even
ever seeing me”. The practitioners felt that they were made very welcome by the junior
infant teachers on school visits. Both teachers and practitioners felt that the personal
connections made during the initiative worked very well, “I developed a good
relationship with the teacher. She was very welcoming and made me feel at ease”.
Through building good professional relationships, the participants felt more confident
about sharing professional expertise. The evaluation data showed that practitioners
and teachers welcomed the opportunity to do this during the initiative. Several
practitioners expressed the view that it was a very good idea to have joint professional
development with teachers and that this facilitated very good discussion and sharing
of experiences during the workshops. The mutual site visits were deemed by all to be
very beneficial. Practitioners were very happy to have the opportunity to visit the
primary school and, in some cases, to bring groups of children there during the school
day. The practitioners and children had the opportunity to see the activities that
children experience in junior infants. Therefore, they had a better sense of the
environment the children would be going to and the things they would be doing there.
One teacher said she felt it helped both to develop a better understanding of the
nature of each other’s work. Teachers valued the opportunity to see preschools ‘in
action’ and to talk to the practitioner. Reasons included seeing the layout of the
classroom and activities available, seeing the children’s creative work, finding out what
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equipment/toys they had in common and finding out what the children liked to play
with. Teachers were interested is seeing how the children were grouped and how the
preschools implemented Aistear (NCCA, 2009). A teacher commented, “I had never
visited a preschool before, so it was great to get an insight into how their day is
planned. I especially enjoyed seeing how their room was laid out in different areas”
(NCCA 2018a). Overall, the initiative was a very worthwhile, timely and positive
experience for all involved—for families, practitioners, teachers and for the NCCA.
In general, the evaluation showed that the transition from preschool to primary school
was a positive experience for most children. However, the evaluation also spotlighted
many challenges in supporting transitions, and replicated research findings both
nationally and internationally as outlined in Transition from preschool to primary
school: Literature review (O’Kane, 2016). Active participation in all the experiences and
encounters of the initiative further developed and improved participants’ expertise
and confidence in managing the dynamic process of children’s transition into junior
infants. Participants were given the opportunity to develop a reconceptualised
understanding of a highquality transition process and reflect on the concept as a
shared responsibility.

Benefits and challenges of the initiative
Benefits
Building professional relationships
A significant positive outcome of the initiative was the fostering of respectful,
reciprocal relationships and partnerships between practitioners and teachers,
emphasising the complimentary nature of their professional roles. The initiative
provided the impetus for practitioners and teachers to meet and to share
experiences and information and this allowed trust and mutual understanding and
respect to be developed.
Continuity of curriculum and pedagogy
The design of the initiative was premised on a number of key messages from the
literature, one being that focusing on high quality early years’ education through
alignment and consistency in curriculum and pedagogy across preschools and
infant classrooms has positive outcomes for children. O’Kane (2016: 11) states
that Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) provides
support to increase connections in quality experiences and learning throughout
early childhood including infant classes in primary schools. CPD on Aistear and the
Aistear Síolta Practice Guide (Aistear.siolta.ie) were central to participants’
professional learning during the initiative.
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Information transfer through NCCA reporting templates
An important component of the initiative involved piloting the draft reporting
templates developed by the NCCA. Feedback on the reports generated through
the templates was very positive from both parents and teachers, and practitioners
welcomed the opportunity to share the valuable information they had on
children’s learning and development.
Sharing the responsibility of supporting the transition between families, preschools
and primary school
Supporting transitions is a shared responsibility as outlined in O’Kane (2016). There is
an onus on families, preschools and primary schools to work together to support
children making the transition from preschool to primary school and this shared
responsibility was emphasised throughout the initiative. As stated by O’Kane
(2016), work on transitions has shifted from a sole focus on a ‘school ready child’
to a ‘ready child’, ‘ready family’ and ‘ready school’. O’Kane (2016: 13) also points
out that “Parents play an important role in the transition process and should be
seen as collaborators, with respectful dialogue being all-important”. The initiative
provided a stimulus for practitioners and teachers to involve parents more in their
child’s transition to primary school. Feedback from the evaluation data signalled
that parents’ interactions with practitioners and teachers had increased and were
very positive.
Children’s involvement in the transition process
The initiative was orientated towards making the transition to primary school a more
positive experience for children in keeping with national and international
research as highlighted in the literature review by O’Kane (2016). While working
with adults in supporting transitions, the NCCA project team was cognisant of
including the child’s active and willing engagement in the process. Many different
transition activities were suggested so that children could learn more about the
move to school; for example, visiting the schools, reading books and having
discussions about going to school, and having play-related props in preschool.
Children were also involved in giving their views of going to school in a section of
the transition report.
Challenges
Building professional relationships
While the development and fostering of professional relationships was the greatest
positive outcome of the initiative, it was also revealed to be one of the biggest
challenges. Only three of the ten preschools had any kind of existing relationship
with their partner primary school prior to the initiative. Of the three, two were colocated, and the third was a special preschool linked with the special school
located nearby. There were still practical challenges in working collaboratively for
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these settings, but the challenges were even greater for the preschools and
schools not co-located.
Time and remuneration
The initiative revealed the considerable amount of time, energy and commitment
participants invested outside of their normal working hours during the initiative.
This additional workload, while beneficial, generated almost universal queries and
concerns from participants as to what extent the transition activities for children,
extra contact with parents along with the work on the reports would be
manageable going forward without additional funding and without resource
provision similar to that provided by the NCCA during the initiative. The success of
the initiative was due to the level of commitment and enthusiasm of the
participants who gave freely of their own time to formulate and accommodate the
range of activities which fed into the dynamic transition process.

Recommendations
The recommendations from the initiative are presented in two sections; the first is
focused on the reporting templates and the second includes a series of considerations
for the wider education system within which the transition from preschool to primary
school takes place.
Finalising the reporting templates and supporting their use When
finalised the templates should:
•

Be reduced in complexity and avoid repetition across sections

•

Provide a choice for the practitioner in how material is shared

•

Increase the visibility of the summary section

•

Enhance the layout and design of the Child section to make it more suitable for all
children

•

Be available online, with guidance on generating reports and using the
information provided.

•

Provision for non-contact time for practitioners will be needed to enable them to
provide reports and to prepare for transition activities.

•

Online materials and resources should be provided to support planning and
implementation of a wide range of transition activities.

•

Support for parents in their role in completing the reports should be provided.

•

Training should be provided for practitioners and teachers together in the context
of shared, collaborative professional learning.

Wider considerations
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•

The dispositions, skills and knowledge that are important for children moving on
to school need to be highlighted and shared with all involved in the transition—
children and families, practitioners, teachers and other relevant stakeholders.

•

Practitioners and teachers should be supported in developing an awareness of the
importance and value of initiating, developing and strengthening professional
relationships with each other. The importance of curriculum and pedagogical
continuity should also be highlighted.

•

Consideration will be needed in terms of the conditions attached to
scaling up from a small initiative like this to a full roll-out of a transition
process for all children moving from preschool to primary school.

These recommendations are reflected in the final versions of the reporting templates
and the wider suggestions were disseminated with the relevant Government
Departments. The templates are now available for use by all in
English and in Irish languages at www.ncca.ie/earlychildhood

Mo Scéal: Moving from Preschool to Primary
Following the conclusion and evaluation of the transition initiative in late 2017 and the
publication of the Preschool to Primary School Transition Initiative Final Report in early
2018 amendments were made to the content, structure and design of the draft
reporting templates. Accompanying support materials were also developed by the
NCCA to assist preschools, schools and parents in working with the reporting templates
and the wider transition process. The final versions are presented under the heading
of Mo Scéal: Moving from Preschool to Primary on the NCCA website. Mo Scéal is an
Irish word which means ‘My Story’ and the templates provide an opportunity to tell
the story of the child’s interests, strengths and challenges under the four themes of
Aistear and provide space for other relevant details about the child. The reports can
be shared with parents and, with their consent, with the primary school. There is no
requirement for preschools and schools to use the Mo Scéal templates. Rather, they
are a resource which preschools and schools might find useful. The reporting templates
and accompanying support materials were published on the NCCA website at
www.ncca.ie/earlychildhood in December 2018.
The Mo Scéal reports provide information about a child’s strengths, interests and
challenges as he/she makes the transition from preschool to primary school. The
reporting templates are available in English and in Irish in two formats so that the
preschool can choose how to share written information about the child. In each
format, only Section 1: Practitioner is different. Template 1 provides space for
narrative descriptions based on Aistear’s four themes. Template 2 provides ten
statements related to each of Aistear’s four themes accompanied by a 4-point rating
scale. Sections 2, 3 and 4 are identical in both formats. Detailed guidelines are given
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on the NCCA website at www.ncca.ie/ earlychildhood. On the NCCA website in addition
to the Mo Scéal templates, there are ideas for transition activities and for building
relationships between practitioners and teachers. There is also information about
important skills and dispositions for children as well as some insights into their
thoughts on moving to primary school and, of course, there is lots of information on
research about this important transition.

Conclusion
NCCA’s online publication of these transition from preschool to primary school
materials is timely given the publication of First Five: a Whole-of-Government Strategy
for Babies, Young Children and their Families 2019-2028 (Government of Ireland, 2018)
which has a strong focus on this important transition. The ninth objective centres on
supported transitions including information exchange to support transitions,
continuity between Early Learning Centres and primary schools and supports to sustain
learning during transitions. The NCCA will work closely with Department of Education
and Skills and Department of Children and Youth Affairs and relevant partners in 2019
to develop guidance and pilot support processes for those focusing on this important
transition.
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Our Rigorous Work: Reflections & Actions from an
Educator Inquiry Group Dr Margaret Clark, Assistant
Professor of Early Childhood, University of Hartford.

Abstract

This paper presents the story of a group of early childhood educators who engaged in
a year-long process of doing the “real, rigorous reflective work” that takes part when
caring for and teaching young children in classrooms in upstate New York in the United
States. These nine teachers met on a monthly basis in an educator inquiry group that
called itself Meristem, derived from the name of the tissue in a plant where new
growth can take place. The idea of new growth, which involved both learning and
transformation, became a common theme for this group of educators as they
discussed their everyday teaching practices and explored new research and theory
from the field. By the end of the year together, this group of women immersed
themselves in a series of critical reflections on their work, discussing how they engage
in activism and social justice education, which they believed to be at the core of their
teaching philosophies
There is a lot about work in the classroom that feels intuitive, and hard-toarticulate:
the practice of reflection, in community, is a critically important part of being and
becoming ethical teachers, feminist teachers, anti-racist teachers, and activists. I
guess maybe I would call it our “homework” as teachers: that doing real, rigorous
reflective work is a crucial underpinning to being and becoming people who can
support kids in doing the same.
Ella, Member of Meristem, an Educator Inquiry Group
I am writing this story based on my own experiences with this group, as a participantresearcher in this study. In this role, I facilitated the monthly workshops, leading the
teachers through multiple writing activities and discussions. From the very initial
meeting, the participants were made aware that I was capturing our discussions and
work as part of my dissertation study on the field of educators in early childhood
education. Over the course of the year, I collected multiple forms of data including
audio transcriptions of our workshop discussions, written artefacts from our writing
exercises, interview transcriptions from three case study participants, and my own
written reflections on the group’s work and my role in it. I analysed the data from this
study using inductive analysis with an open-coding approach to identify the major
patterns and themes that emerged from the narratives from the individual case study
participants and the group as a whole (Patton, 2002). I employed multiple analytical
methods, including the processes of memoing, inductive coding and writing. During
this process of writing and reflection, I wrote about the themes, topics, questions,
97

An Leanbh Óg • Volume 12 • 2019

challenges and even ethical issues that were arising during our group discussions. I
aimed to answer and interpret both: ‘What do I know?’ and ‘How do I know what I
know?’ (Hertz, 1997). I would often share back my understanding with the group, both
to check on my own meaning-making processes but also to include the participants in
my interpretations and analysis. This kind of writing and collective interpretation is
aligned with the method known as reflexivity, an important tool in qualitative research
for engaging closely with participants where ethical issues and considerations may
arise unexpectedly (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). My analysis throughout the project was
ongoing and cyclical as I took multiple passes through the data, revisiting and reexamining the different sources. In the process of comparing and reflecting on the
main themes within the data, I aimed to employ what Kathy Charmaz called a
constructivist grounded theory (2000). While I share my own perspective on this
group’s work, I also aim to share the words, stories, and reflections directly from the
group members. All of the names used throughout are pseudonyms.
During our very first work session, I asked the teachers to write down a list of their
‘great questions’ about teaching, learning, or education in general. The teachers wrote
about a range of topics, including an interest in social justice in education. Based on
my own knowledge of theoretical frameworks in educational research (Freire, 1970;
Giroux, 1987; Lewison, Flint & Van Sluys, 2002, Vasquez, 2014), I recognized that critical
literacy and the research on its practice in classrooms, could serve as an initial framing
for our work. The following describes a brief outline of the foundations of critical
literacy and follows with a review of how the Meristem teachers, themselves, defined
and described their own critical literacy practices.

The Anthropological Foundations of Critical Literacy
Critical literacy is reading the world by noticing both what is present and what
is not and asking why [Alison], (Clarke, 2016)
Critical literacy is often traced back to the theoretical work of Paulo Freire, who
described a foundation for a critical pedagogy by critiquing the “banking” model of
education, where “education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students
are the depositories and the teacher is the depositor” (1970:72). This act of depositing
or “filling” the students as if they were “receptacles” leads to classrooms where
students are unable to develop the critical consciousness and “creative power”
necessary to examine the oppression that they face within such a system (Freire
1970:73). To combat this problem, Freire posed a dialogic solution where all classroom
participants became active investigators of ‘the word’ Freire saw this framework as
“more than just an instrument that makes dialogue possible,” but notes that the word
contains two elements: “reflection and action” that is, ‘here is no true word that is not
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at the same time a praxis . . . thus, to speak a true word is to transform the world (Freire
1970:87).
Giroux (1987) described and reiterated the twofold process of critical literacy: ‘it means
developing the theoretical and practical conditions through which human beings can
locate themselves in their own histories and in doing so make themselves present as
agents in the struggle to expand the possibilities of human life and freedom’ (Giroux,
1987: 11). ‘To be literate’, Giroux (1987) further wrote ‘is to be present and active in
the struggle for reclaiming one’s voice, history, and future’ (ibid). Both parts of this
process, the reflection and the action, are essential to the process of making change.
In their work, Lewison, Flint, and Sluys (2002) further defined critical literacy by
outlining four key dimensions to the practice:
1.

Disrupting a common situation or understanding: Seeking to understand the text
or situation in more or less detail to gain perspective.

2.

Interrogating multiple viewpoints: Standing in the shoes of others or thinking
about texts from perspectives of different characters or from perspectives not
represented in the texts.

3.

Focusing on socio-political issues: Thinking about power in relationships between
and among people and exploring how power relationships shape perceptions,
responses, and actions.

4.

Taking action and promoting social justice: Reflecting and acting to change an
inappropriate, unequal power relationship between people.

Since Freire’s initial conception of critical literacy, multiple theorists, researchers, and
practitioners have explored how critical literacy can be applied to school settings, a
body of research that Freebody (2008:109) called ‘critical literacy education.” Citing
work from anthropologists Brian Street and Shirley Brice Heath, Freebody described
how the anthropological orientation of critical literacy used “observational, crosscultural, and documentary methods to expand on two key ideas about literacy’: (1) a
theoretical focus on understanding literacy as coordinated and shared sets of practices
and events and (2) a motivation to document literacy activities in homes, schools and
workplaces (Freebody, 2008: 109-110).

Our Definitions of Critical Literacy
Throughout the year, the educators in the Meristem group studied and discussed the
foundations of critical literacy education. During the fourth workshop, I asked the
teachers to define critical literacy. The majority described critical literacy as a process
of reflection, inquiry, and interrogation of texts. These definitions aligned with the first
three dimensions of critical literacy as outlined by Lewison, Flint & Sluys (2002). For
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example, in her definition of critical literacy, Bree focused on the process of examining
or reading a text deeply to uncover power relationships and influences:
I define critical literacy as having the skills and capacity to inquire deeply into media,
literature, art, social dynamics, and social structures, societal norms, institutions
and research through a critical lens—doing so by questioning the root causes,
influences and sources. To be critically literate, one does not receive information
without processing it through inquiry, asking questions so as to see the meaning
behind or within the context of culture, race, class, gender, time period, etc. –Bree
(Clarke, 2016).
Renee focused on the process of being an ‘interactive researcher’ who posed questions
of a text, and like Bree, looked to uncover ‘hidden’ issues and assumptions:
I view critical literacy as interactive research. Posing questions as I take in the text and
then asking more questions as answers to my original questions became more
focused. In this way, assumptions can be challenged, hidden issues may come to
light, and cause and effects are evident. In this way, I try to be an active participant
rather than passive. A peeling away of an onion.
–Renee (Clarke, 2016).
Overall, seven of the nine teachers focused on the first three dimensions of critical
literacy as outlined by Lewison, Flint & Van Sluys (2002). However, the majority of the
group left out the fourth dimension of critical literacy in their definitions, which
focused on taking action and promoting social justice. Just two of the teachers, Mara
and Ella, hinted at this aspect:
I think about the resources available to me as an educator as I think simultaneously to
the children and families I am working with and the particular communities and
culture they/we are living in. I think of myself as an observer and listener, seeking
more understanding of varying views and understandings/stories of human
experience. I look to be challenged to expand, shift, grow my understanding of
humanity, those I live and work with, to support what I can offer as an educator;
How do I come to a setting, what do I offer, what can I receive, how can my
understandings shift and grow and how can I better contribute to myself, those I
work with, and society at large. –Mara (Clarke, 2016).
Ella defined critical literacy in the following way: I define critical literacy as being able
to read the world with a critical lens. I think this breaks down to these parts:
•

to read the texts of our surroundings (could be literal texts, or not)

•

to situate them within a broader context and web of power

•

to ask questions about what lies beneath, within, and around a ‘text’, to
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unpack its messaging, where it comes from (i.e. its social construction) and
also to reflect on our own positionality as readers
•

and to use these questions to re-imagine how else our surroundings might be, and
how we might be a part of getting there. –Ella (Clarke, 2016).

After noticing this trend, I began to question: Why were the teachers leaving out this
dimension of taking action and promoting social justice? Why was there instead a focus
on reading and interrogating texts? Was it because these teachers were focusing on
the traditional concept of “literacy” when defining critical literacy, narrowing in on the
processes of reading and writing? Or was it because the actual act of ‘promoting social
justice’ is a challenging one to take as an educator?

Critical Literacy Inside & Outside the Classroom
Despite this trend, I did find that throughout our year together, multiple Meristem
educators described how they actively promoted social justice in their classrooms with
their students. For example, Laurel co-taught a class (with an educator outside of the
group) called “Hidden Histories.” While this class was for children ages 8 to 15 years,
Laurel described this work as representative of what she was doing in all of her
programming with even younger children:
In this ten-week class, we explored our relationship to history, and the relationship
between history and power. Who writes history? What stories get told and retold,
and what stories fade from memory? Which histories get canonized, and which
histories are silenced? We looked at geography, technology, food, agriculture and
worldview, as examples of the forces that influence this process. We helped each
other record our own oral histories. We asked, what is a worldview, and how does
it influence choice, perspective, and the trajectory of history? Through
independent/collaborative research and deep inquiry, we looked at important
historical moments and whole histories of existence.
Or as the students described it:
→ “This class tries to ask the questions we don’t usually think about.”
→ “A hidden history is a history that is under the surface that people might not think
about. A history of the underdogs.”
→ “It is not about something told from the dominant side that everyone knows,
thinks is true, and never questions. All histories connect with the hidden ones, but
you wouldn’t discover that if you didn’t uncover the whole story.”
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→ “We looked at how history is created and how it connects to our lives today . . .
Studying hidden histories means taking your time to question what you are
learning about the past, to dig deeper, and not just to lookat one side of the story.”
→ “Hidden history is history that is not always obvious but is there if you look close
enough.”
(Retrieved from Laurel’s school website)
Throughout the year, there were multiple examples of the teachers engaging in
community social justice activities outside of their classrooms, as well. Mara played an
active role in her community. While Mara is a private childcare provider who worked
in people’s homes, she believed that it was important to be an active voice in the
community around topics of education. Mara attended local school board meetings
and knew many of the local policymakers in the area. During our personal
conversations, Mara often updated me on the local issues of education in the area.
Mara described providing resources to many families throughout the area, including
connecting families with options for childcare and other schools in the area. During
one of my interviews with Mara, we sat at a local coffee shop, and a woman came up
to us. Mara introduced her to me and told her about my project and our group. The
woman immediately shared how Mara had helped her find a preschool for her child,
introduced her to other parents in the community, and was a “thought partner” for
her in her role as a mother. Samara, another Meristem educator and a single mother
of two children, described the act of parenting as an example of critical literacy in her
life outside of the classroom. When we discussed what it means to live a critically
literate life, Samara talked about examining her own role and the power dynamics of
raising children. She also reflected on the “questioning perspective” that one may
make as a mother:
To live a critically literate life means to be open to learning, questioning, awareness
and to examine actions, reactions, and provocation . . . taking action to try
answering a certain question... As a mother I also have a questioning perspective
about what is working and what is not working for my children. –Samara (Clarke,
2016).

The Tensions in Living a Critically Literate Life
While the Meristem teachers described vibrant and active critical literacy practices in
their classrooms and communities and even in our workshops, I was still left with the
question: Why weren’t they acknowledging or including this social justice activism in
their written definitions of critical literacy? Why was it being left out? In our group, the
teachers continually brought up the topic of one’s own racial identity as a teacher as a
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major tension in enacting critical literacies in their classrooms. We discussed how it
may be difficult for a white female teacher, which most of our group was, to
acknowledge her own privilege and work with students of different races and
ethnicities. During our first workshop, the group brainstormed main ideas around
teaching and learning, multiple questions focused on the role of the white teacher:
•

How can we, as white people, change the realities, perspectives, associations of
progressive education as a white space?

•

I am a white female— how can I acknowledge my own positionality in the
classroom?

•

In what ways can I, as a white teacher coming from privilege, work with young
people who don’t come from privilege (and bring experiences that I can’t
understand) in ways that are empowering?

Race continued to play a role in our group discussions throughout the year with the
deaths of two young black men, Michael Brown in Missouri and Eric Garner in New
York. We discussed the role of police in these deaths and in our own communities and
how much our young students knew about these topics from the national news. Much
of this discussion was about how we, as teachers, talked about race and social justice
with our students. In this example, Ella, who often discussed her identities as white,
female, and a teacher, discussed what role her identity played in her teaching
pedagogy and the power that she holds as a teacher:
I think a lot about power. I think the most about my own positionality, as a white
woman coming from class privilege, and how I engage with the world to actively
DISRUPT rather that perpetuate systems of power of which I was born as a
beneficiary. I think about this all the time, and I think my actions are in constant
dialogue with this set of questions I carry: it is never simple. But I find the idea of
critical literacy useful because I do think our actions and impact on the world have
a lot to do with our LENSES – how we read and understand and question and reimagine the world around us. A teacher of mine used to have us read
articles/books and watch movies/ commercials and ask: WHAT WORK DOES IT
DO? Not whether or not we “liked” it or the intention behind it, but what work it
does in the world. As a teacher, I think a lot about what “work we are doing”—
what ways of thinking and being we are modelling and supporting— in everything
that we teach. We do a lot of social justice-oriented curriculum, but it’s really
interesting to think how we are critically literate teachers across all kinds of
content— so that no matter what we are learning about, we are always learning
to question, and are always learning that the world—as it is— could be radically
different. So, I think I’m a critically literate teacher and person in that I try very
hard to be! BUT, I am really interested in going deeper into think about what
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shapes my LENS, paradigm, what I am modelling or creating or perpetuating in the
classroom in more subtle ways, the way I have grown to accept certain things
without question, the limits to my imagination. There is always unlearning to do.
–Ella (Clarke, 2016).
When describing our discussions about our own histories of learning and teaching, Ella
went on to note how these memories are situated in a greater set of power dynamics:
These conversations about teaching, learning and education are so wrapped up in our
histories and ideas of identity, consciousness, politics, sense of self and place. This
stuff was deep! Our insecurities, our confidences, our fears are all tangled up in
these histories. –Ella (Clarke, 2016).
Mara described how the process of reflecting on her teaching is part of her everyday
practice of being with children and working with families:
More and more, I ask myself WHY. Why do I hold that view? Where does my
understanding come from? What are my perceptions based on? And then I ask
myself similar questions about the people I work with, the people I share a
community with, the people I encounter. I’m really reviewing my life a lot— the
influences and asking is there a need/desire to shift my perspective…yes! How?
Read, talk, listen… etc. In teaching I try to be very aware of the “other” places my
students come from. I use conversations to elicit stories, to paint pictures, convey
experiences of other lives lived, values, etc. With very young children, it is essential
for me to understand the parents, the household, to honour their ways and to trust
and value my input and impacts. With the young child the world is all-new, and I
try to follow and introduce, as well. To get a reciprocal dialogue going and focus
on the building of a trusting relationship. We are both on new ground together,
entering territories with new eyes. We share our learning. I do struggle (mindfully)
with certain ideas that are less flexible, a little authoritarian, a little old-fashioned
– things I somehow believe are important to convey (and maybe shape) to a young
child that pertain to social morays— it is a balance, a juggle, a question– always
shifting, growing and being redefined. I’m not sure if I’m addressing social literacy,
but I think I am. In the context of one day, the children and I encounter many kinds
of people. We are curious. We meet them, we talk to them, and ask questions. We
seem to be interested in expanding our world and our understanding of others that
helps us understand ourselves and the world in a bigger, yet more personal and
richer way. – Mara (Clarke, 2016).
In another written response on the topic of one’s power, Alison discussed how the act
of questioning and taking action for social justice played a role in her everyday life:
Interpersonally I feel very aware of power. Hyper aware, over-aware sometimes. I feel
confident in my ability to affect this in my personal relationships with other adults.
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So, I am a critically literate person in some spheres of my life. In others, it’s
challenging. I don’t have an active teaching practice right now but I am a mother
and spend time with groups of children in informal settings. In these settings, I do
feel fairly capable of critical literacy when engaging with books and simple ideas.
With bigger social concepts that might come up, I struggle with understanding
what a young child is capable of understanding. For example, I took my 3 year old
to a march/vigil for a young man shot by a cop. I didn’t tell her the whole story. I
told her we were going to a street party that was about keeping people safe by
being together. Could she understand more? I also often feel challenged trying to
figure out how to act on some of the bigger social inequalities I can so clearly feel.
– Alison (Clarke, 2016).
Bree recognized that she held a great amount of power when she was teaching young
students about issues around social justice and discussed how teaching with a “social
justice perspective” brought about challenges for both the teacher and the students.
There is two challenges that come up for me and one is the distinguishing between
supporting kids to develop critical literacy, to become critically literate, through
developing their skills for analysis and then imposing my perspective or opinions
on them or putting out any kind of dogma. And they’re very influenced by the
things that we say and feel and think. Sometimes they’ll say something and I’m
like [in my mind] “that’s exactly what I wanted you to say”. And I think that’s
because I said that the point and you’re saying that because you . . . I don’t know,
sometimes I’m concerned about whether I’m teaching a skill for them to develop
that analysis, or they just kind of like picked up or sense that’s our opinion, or that
is like the “correct” opinion - that’s one challenge. -Bree (Clarke, 2016).
Bree worried about imposing her own views and opinions on to her students, realizing
that what they may observe about a situation or text may simply be their response to
her own teaching of it. She recognized that she held power in this situation. Bree
further acknowledged;
And then the other challenge…when doing some work around developing critical
literacy, I worry that sometimes I end up teaching sympathy rather than
developing and understanding of mutual interest, or dismantling power or
overcoming oppression, or collective liberation. There is a sort of “we need to help
them” thing that comes very quickly to most kids [in my class]. Like “oh my gosh,
terrible things are happening, we need to help those people!” and that’s a totally
understandable response, but how do you take than initial reaction and move
through the sympathy and past sympathy into mutual interest, compassion, the
expression of humanity or even like dealing with their anger and despair and trying
to move towards solidarity, or deeper forms of that.
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Maggie: Or even action, right?
Bree: Yeah, action for sure. But even . . . actually, I feel like sometimes action can come
from the need to help them and that kind of action can be really problematic,
because even with their class projects, they will say “I want to do this thing to help
these other people.” . . . but we have to work through that. Acknowledging that
injustice exists—that seems to be no problem for most of the kids that I have
interacted with—but then how to respond to injustice . . . that seems to be a bigger
leap, it’s much more challenging.
Later in the conversation, Bree described her own thinking about the difference
between developing sympathy vs. empathy:
Bree: I think there’s something in the difference between sympathy and empathy,
where sympathy is more fulfilling. Like “you are an other than me and I want to
help you” versus the concept of—or some of the elements empathy are— “we are
connected as human beings and I feel what you feel, and I feel like I need to take
action not just to help you but stand with you.”
I asked Bree if the Meristem group discussions had helped / altered her teaching
practice:
Yes, I especially noticed my teaching this past quarter feeling very different. I felt far
more grounded in my experiences, confident at planning classes/ activities and
deeply interested in my students’ experiences both inside and outside the
classroom. I felt comfortable being more explicit with my own social justice
perspective, while supporting students to develop theirs.
–Bree (Clarke, 2016).

Conclusion
Over the course of the year, the Meristem educators engaged in the rigorous and
reflective work of teaching young children and engaging in inquiries into their own
critically literate lives. While they embraced and represented critical reflective
practitioners, they shared the multiple tensions that arise when doing this kind of work
and activism, including the role one’s own racial and cultural identity played in
instructing students from this perspective, the power that a teacher had when
engaging in this kind of practice, and recognizing the difference between fostering
empathy and solidarity in students versus feeling sympathy towards others. After this
year-long project was completed (and I moved away to a neighbouring state to work
in a teacher education program), the group continues to communicate with one
another and participate in community activism but does not regularly meet as we had
been. In addition to their community work, a few of the teachers continue to work and
teach together, with one participant even hiring another to teach. Two participants
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reported back that they remain close and have said that they miss connecting on a
regular base. Engaging in critical literacy, both as a teacher inside the classroom and a
citizen in the world, can result in these tensions and challenges, however it reveals
multiple spaces and opportunities for deep reflection as a teacher. As revealed in the
stories and discussions of the Meristem group, this kind of work requires a deep
reflection on one’s own perspectives, privileges and prejudices, followed by the active
promotion of social justice in our classrooms and communities. Over the course of this
study, the Meristem teachers demonstrated that they were capable of doing both,
reflection and action, and while they faced certain tensions when engaging in such
work, they also explored new and creative ways to support their students, their
communities and even one another. The significance of their work goes beyond the
walls of both their classrooms and communities, by demonstrating that teachers of
young children are capable and thoughtful in engaging in the important social justice
education that is required in our educational climate.
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Abstract:
Profound learning occurs in the early years of a child’s life, laying the foundation for
future learning. This is evidenced by the emergence of national curriculum frameworks
focused on early childhood education and care (ECEC) provision (OECD, 2013; Dahlberg
et al., 2007; NCCA, 2005). The publication of Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework (NCCA, 2009) marked a milestone in Irish ECEC policy. Play lays the
foundation for Aistear; the guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through Play’ support
the provision of play-based, child centred experiences, nurturing children’s holistic
development. At first glance, the Montessori approach, developed by Dr Maria
Montessori in the early 1900s, appears to be at odds with this emphasis, promoting,
as it does learning through sensory experiences, the engagement with the specific
Montessori materials and the prepared environment (Lillard, 2012). With the
establishment of a ‘play based’ national curriculum framework, Montessori preschools
may find a need to adapt their practice and provision, while remaining true to their
underpinning philosophy. This intersection of traditional practice and emerging policy
set the context for a recent qualitative research project based in the West of Ireland.
The study, reported herein, explores the experiences of ECEC Practitioners who adhere
to Montessori’s educational philosophy, and their understanding of learning and
development through play, as set out in Aistear.
Profound learning occurs in the early years of a child’s life laying the foundation for
future learning and behaviour (National Council for Curriculum and Assessment/ NCCA,
2005; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development/ OECD, 2013). Young
children’s early experiences can also influence the quality of their relationships with
others and their ability to mature into effective citizens (Groak et al., 2007; Hayes,
O’Toole and Halpenny, 2017). Responding to this understanding, the publication of
Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) marked a milestone
in Irish ECEC policy and reflects international trends in this area (Dahlberg et al., 2007;
Hayes, 2013; OECD, 2013). Play lays the foundation for Aistear (NCCA, 2009) with the
guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through Play’ supporting the provision of playbased, child centred experiences, nurturing children’s holistic development. At present
43% of ECEC settings in Ireland describe themselves as ‘Montessori’ settings, though
no specific defining criteria is captured, while 83% of respondents indicate the Aistear
framework is being implemented in their settings (Pobal, 2018). The Montessori
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approach, developed by Dr Maria Montessori in 1907 advocates learning through
sensory experiences, engagement with specific Montessori materials and a prepared
environment (Lillard, 2012, 2018; Marshall, 2017). With the establishment of a ‘play
based’ national curriculum framework, preschools adhering to the Montessori Method
may find it challenging to adapt their practice and provision, while remaining true to
their underpinning philosophy. This intersection of traditional practice and emerging
policy set the context for the small-scale research project reported in this article.
Due to the popularity of the Montessori approach in the Irish context, and the lead
researcher’s background as a trained Montessori teacher, the study reported herein
explored the question: ‘What effects, if any, have Aistear Guidelines ‘Learning and
Developing through Play’ had on the Montessori preschool setting?’ The research
sought to establish any changes in daily practice in relation to the Montessori teaching
approach, programme of activities, assessments of learning, interactions and
environment. It also aimed to identify any concerns, issues and challenges that may
exist for the Montessori practitioners in extending children’s learning and
development through the play-based approach. At the time of this study, no research
existed determining the effects of Aistear Guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through
Play’ on the Montessori preschool setting in the Irish context.
This article briefly outlines the changing Irish social and policy context, explores the
literature regarding the topics of early childhood curriculum, the importance of play,
the role of practitioner in providing quality early learning experiences, before reflecting
on the Montessori Method within the Aistear framework. Following this the findings
from the research project are presented, with arising recommendations concluding the
article.

Changing Irish Context
Rapid social and economic developments over two decades significantly altered the
environments in which young children play, grow and learn in Ireland. Increasing
labour demands in the late 1990s led to unprecedented workforce participation by
women, causing hasty and ad-hoc growth in development of the Irish childcare sector
(Hayes, 2016). Currently there are over 4,448 ECEC settings in Ireland in receipt of
some form of state funding (Pobal, 2018) including full and part time day care,
sessional/preschool services, amongst others. The Irish ratification of the UNCRC in
1992 set in motion a raft of policy developments and legislative guidelines with the
goal of privileging the rights of the child in Irish ECEC policy (Hayes, 2007, 2016). Article
31 of the UNCRC outlines the child’s right to play. The Childcare Act, 1991 and the initial
Pre-School Regulations (DoHC, 1996; revised, 2006 and DCYA, 2016) provide legislative
guidelines to ensure the health, safety and welfare of each child in Irish ECEC. 2006
saw the launch of Síolta: The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
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Education, (CECDE, 2006) with Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework
established in 2009 (NCCA, 2009). Designed to support the learning of children from
birth to six years, Aistear is underpinned by a holistic, child-centred and play-based
approach. In 2010 the state funded Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) scheme
(DoHC, 2010) provided for one year of part time ‘preschool’ provision, delivered
through individual services, for all children in the year prior to attending primary
school. Recently extended to a second year, participating funded services are expected
to implement the Aistear framework alongside their own particular curriculum
approach.
The qualifications and training of ECEC practitioners, have not kept pace with other
developments in the Irish ECEC sector and remains a fundamental issue
(Barnardos/Start Strong, 2012; Early Childhood Ireland/ECI, 2017). Recently
implemented Early Years Regulations (DCYA, 2016) established the first minimal
qualification levels, replacing previous wording that a ‘competent person’ would
suffice (DoHC, 2006) contrasting the ‘skilled professional’ outlined in Irish and
European policy (DES, 2010; Urban et al., 2011; Urban et al., 2017; OECD, 2017).
Minimum vocational qualifications are held by the majority of practitioners with 20%
at graduate/degree level (Pobal, 2018), contrasting to EU recommendations of 60% of
ECEC staff at graduate level (Urban et al., 2011).
Whereas Síolta (CECDE, 2006) and Aistear (NCCA, 2009) are recognised as excellent
frameworks, support for their implementation has been somewhat ad hoc, provided
at local level through workshops and through the provision of online resources. Better
Start, a national mentoring service launched in 2016, supports settings to implement
both frameworks, with their initial focus on larger settings catering for children under
three years (Pobal, 2016). Due to the systemic challenges (NCCA/ECI, 2013), the low
level of state funding for the sector (Barnardos/Start Strong, 2012) and the lack of
statutory impetus, the implementation of Aistear and Síolta remain ad hoc and
dependent on the capacities and motivations of individual settings (Hayes, 2013).

Early Learning
Aistear is Ireland’s national curriculum framework for early childhood, made up of
twelve principles of early learning and development, four interconnected themes and
four sets of guidelines. Play lays the foundation for Aistear (Hayes, 2013; NCCA, 2009)
with the Guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through Play’ supporting practitioners’
recognition of children as confident and competent learners. Other aspects of this
holistic pedagogy considered by the remaining guidelines are the role of interactions,
assessment and partnership with parents, with play privileged as a dynamic
pedagogical vehicle.
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The importance of a national curriculum framework
Literature on quality ECEC provision promotes the development of holistic, child-led
curricula underpinned by play (Kernan, 2007; Hayes et al., SirajBlatchford et al., 2015;
2017; OECD, 2017). The OECD (2013; 2017) acknowledges life-long learning from birth,
specifying the importance of national curriculum frameworks as key indicators of
quality provision. Frameworks offer structure to support practitioners clarifying
aims/goals, enhancing practice and developing a holistic, play-based approach to early
learning experiences. Aistear recognises the child as an active and competent learner
from birth, guiding practitioners to nurture holistic learning and development (NCCA,
2009; 2015). Current research advocates the holistic approach as paramount in ECEC
(NCCA, 2005, Hayes, 2007; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015) with high quality ECEC settings
found to have a curriculum approach that views cognitive and social development as
equally important (Bennett, 2005; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015). Practitioner
knowledge and training are associated with effective early learning experiences
(SirajBlatchford et al., 2007; Hayes et al., 2017).
Despite the recent initiatives, development of online resources and the slow but
increasing levels of qualifications within the Irish early years sector, two recent reviews
found that engagement with the national frameworks continues to be lacking.
Research revealed close to half of respondents did not feel prepared by their formal
training to effectively engage with Aistear (DES, 2016) while the review of educational
inspections of ECCE scheme services noted that ‘many early years services are
challenged to deliver curricular programmes and to use the principles and goals of
Aistear and Síolta to inform planning and review processes’ (DES, 2018b, p. 17).

Privileging play
Play is recognised as the natural and powerful context for children’s holistic learning
and development (French 2007; Kernan, 2007 Smith & Hart, 2011; OECD, 2017).
Children make meaning through play, exploring their environment, developing
knowledge and understanding through self-construction (SirajBlatchford et al., 2015).
Vygotsky suggests that a zone of proximal development (ZPD) is created in play:
through social interactions, skilled practitioners can support language and cognitive
development in the child (Eun, 2010; Hayes, 2013). An emerging shift from
individualistic learning theories towards viewing learning as a social relational process
can be found in the contemporary literature related to children’s early learning (Anning
& Edwards, 2004; French 2007; Kernan 2007; Fleer, 2013; Hayes et al., 2017;). French
(2007, p. 9) points to ‘the importance if not the domination of social and cultural
processes’ and places relationships in the child’s system as central in early learning and
development.
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Multiple European studies, including and Gimtrová and Gimtrová (2003); FekonjaPaklaj et al., (2005); Van Oers (2010); Van Oers and Duijkers (2013), suggest child
behaviour to be more sophisticated during free play than during teacher-directed
activities (Smith and Hart 2011). Walsh et al. (2010) found children participating in a
child-centred, play-based curriculum showed greater intrinsic motivation, confidence
and well-being, higher-order thinking skills, self-discipline, social interaction and
independence than children receiving the traditional teacher-led curriculum.
Significantly, the important role of skilled adults to stimulate and facilitate meaningful
high-quality play experiences was emphasised in findings from the EPPE project (Sylva
et al., 2003; 2004) and more recently, in the final report of an evaluation of
Strengthening Foundations of Learning (Hayes et al., 2019); such an approach is found
to ensure the child’s sense of control (Fallon, 2005). Activities perceived as play are
characterised by child-choice and child directed activities; conversely children perceive
teacher chosen/directed activities as ‘work’ (Cooney et al., 2000; Calderone, 2013;
Breathnach, 2017).

The important role of the practitioner
The knowledge, values, skills and qualifications of practitioners are critical factors in
determining quality experiences and positive outcomes for children (Groak et al., 2007;
DES, 2010; OECD, 2017; Urban et al., 2017). Of particular importance is practitioners’
understanding of quality early learning experiences, recognising their key role in
ensuring positive impact for children (Hayes, 2013). The CoRe Report (Urban et al.,
2011) identifies eight key competencies for practitioners, highlighting knowledge of
learning strategies for children, and play-based and social learning as essential. UKbased research found improved outcomes for children in settings where adults
developed appropriate pedagogical content, balanced between adult and child led
activities, and privileged children’s interests in curriculum planning (Sylva et al., 2003;
2004; Siraj Blatchford et al., 2002; 2007; Lewis and West, 2016). High quality reciprocal
interactions between the child and adult are paramount in the child-led, playbased
approach (Hayes, 2013; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015; Hayes et al., 2017). The most
effective pedagogical approach includes providing freely chosen yet potentially
instructive play activities, with a balance of child-initiated and adultinitiated learning
and ‘teaching’ (Lillard, 2013; Melhuish et al., 2015).
‘Teaching’ from this perspective is concerned with facilitating children’s interests,
extending their learning through supportive interactions in a playbased environment,
drawing on understandings of effective approaches to pedagogy in the early years
setting. Simply observing children and providing them with activities and objects does
not support learning (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015). Bruce (1996) suggests ‘play cannot
be left to just natural development, if it is children do not learn to play well’ (NCCA,
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2005, p. 53). A richly-resourced environment with provision for key types of play is also
essential in the play process (NCCA, 2005; CECDE 2006; Kernan 2007; NCCA 2009).
French (2007) suggests planning should start with the child’s own interests and needs;
equipment and materials provided should not prescribe the activity other than
providing opportunities to enhance children’s mean-making.

The Montessori method
Developed by Dr Maria Montessori in 1907, this philosophy has international appeal
(AMI, 2013). As an approach it advocates that children learn through sensory
experiences, in a prepared environment, with particular materials (Montessori, 1949).
Understanding how Irish Montessori settings are adapting to the changing policy
context led to the development of the research project being reported herein. Due to
their prevalence in the Irish context, research findings hold the potential to inform
locally based practice as well as enhance national policy development and
implementation.
Many studies (Edwards, 2002; Mallett & Schroeder 2012; Lillard, 2012; 2018)
demonstrate the effectiveness of Montessori methods and provide insight into
children’s gains with respect to reading and literacy, mathematics, and motivation.
Guidance from the Montessori teacher, the prepared environment and specific
materials play a key role in supporting and extending children’s learning and
development (Isaacs, 2007; Lillard, 2013;). Observations of children’s ‘sensitive
periods’ and progress with the specific Montessori materials were found to be central
in the process (Montessori 1949, 1966; Issacs 2007).
Montessori views the whole child in progress, adopting an ‘unhurried approach’
(Moyles, 2012) and was influential in identifying childhood as a separate state from
adulthood (Hayes, 2005). However, Hayes (2005) suggests that while Montessori
considered play to be the centre of the child’s work her definition of play has been
interpreted narrowly and primarily in terms of preparation for adult life, with little
valuing of imaginative and fantasy play (Lillard, 2013). Lillard goes on to point out that
there are elements of playful learning in the Montessori method but that it differs from
other approaches in the provision of specific materials and less free choice in
interacting with materials. Feez (2010) suggests that Montessori preschools will not
have toys based on distorted representation or fantasy as Montessori educators
advocate the best way to enhance imagination and creativity is to bring children into
contact with reality in rewarding and meaningful ways through real life objects.
The Montessori approach is viewed as highly individualised: Montessori is considered
a constructivist who recognises the active child, eager for knowledge, prepared to
learn through sensory investigation and practical activity in the environment (Edwards,
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2002; Isaccs, 2007). The role of the Montessori teacher is described as an unobtrusive
director, encouraging the child to develop selfconfidence and self-discipline, requiring
less intervention, as the child develops independently (Edwards, 2002; Marshall, 2017;
Lillard, 2018; Manzo, 2018;).

Implications for quality practice
Play is widely accepted to be fundamental to children’s early learning, such that the
European Commission stresses its important role (Whitebread et al., 2012; EU, 2014;),
although, debate continues on the issue of why, and what type of play is important
(Carswell 2002; Hayes, 2010 Ciolan, 2013). In considering play within the Montessori
method Lillard (2013, p.157) notes that it has been characterised as moving along a
trajectory from free play through guided play towards didactic instruction. In the
former the child is free to play independently while in guided play the adult oversees
and ‘gently directs’ the child’s play ‘… towards specific knowledge’. Other authors,
however, have expressed concerns that focusing on the outcomes of play rather than
the process of play itself may lead to a loss of key features of play that make it so
important to children’s learning (Ciolan, 2013; Gunnarsdottir, 2014).
While practitioners acknowledged the educational benefits of play, Moyles et al.
(2002) found they were uncertain about their role in play and methods of assessing
play-outcomes. How practitioners understand play and what they considered play to
be, varies considerably, suggesting the influence of ‘a range of factors including
historical, cultural, traditions and values’ (Kernan, 2007, p. 10). While acknowledging
that play is central in policy development and practice guidelines, there is a ‘gap
between aspiration and action, between policy and practice, between vision and
everyday reality’ (Kernan, 2007, p. 15). Anning and Edwards (2006) suggest play may
be viewed as the natural medium by which young children learn and yet may be sidelined in favour of ‘work’ or used as a reward for ‘good work’.
Achieving high quality ECEC in Ireland can be supported through the implementation
of the child-centred Aistear curriculum (NCCA, 2009) and Síolta quality frameworks
(CECDE, 2006). Early initiatives have been localised or limited in terms of support
available, with minimal long-term impact on issues of qualifications, funding,
remuneration and planning time at a systemic level. NCCA/ECI (2013) recommends
systematic multi-model support to implement an effective curriculum programme.
While the CoRe Report (Urban et al., 2011) sets out key competencies for individual
practitioners, it further stresses that ‘competence’ in ECEC has to be understood as a
characteristic of the entire early childhood system. This ‘competent system’ develops
in reciprocal relationships between individuals, teams, institutions and the wider sociopolitical context (Murray & Urban, 2012). In calling for the publication of an early years
strategy [imminent at time of writing] an Expert Advisory Group (EAG) (DYCA, 2013)
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recommended greater coordination and cooperation across ECEC policies and
initiatives, higher qualifications and provision of quality training noting that the
immediate roll-out of Aistear and Síolta frameworks with in-service and onsite support
for practitioners as paramount.

Research Design
The intent of this research project was to explore the effects of Aistear Guidelines
‘Learning and Developing through Play’ on a selected sample of Montessori preschools
in Ireland through a qualitative exploration of individual practitioners’ experiences.
The research sample consisted of eight Montessori practitioners recruited through a
purposive sampling method (NUI Galway, 2015). All participants were based in
preschools self-identifying as Montessori and providing the universal ECCE scheme.
The types of settings varied from private-operated sessional services, to community
and private-based full-daycare services. All participants held a Montessori teaching
diploma with seven achieving a one year, minimum-level vocational qualification. In
addition, five participants had also achieved Level 6 qualifications and one participant
held an ordinary degree level qualification from a recognised Montessori training
institute. At the time of data collection (2013-2014) neither participants nor their work
settings had been involved in pilot initiatives (e.g. Aistear in Action) or mentoring
support, although three had attended evening workshops focused on ‘documenting
curriculum’ based on the Aistear framework provided locally by a national voluntary
agency.
Semi-structured, individual interviews were designed to establish the impact, if any, on
practices, activities, training, materials, resources or support required by Montessori
practitioners due to the implementation of the Aistear Guidelines ‘Learning and
Developing through Play’ (NCCA, 2009). In addition, any emerging barriers or
challenges were also explored. Data analysis followed Bryman’s phased approach
(2012). The rights and dignity of the research participants and the participating settings
were protected in accordance with the Ethics Committee of the Sociological
Association of Ireland.

Research Findings:
Four key themes, which will be discussed below, emerged from the data-analysis
process: the influence of ‘play’ on Montessori practice; the disparity between work and
play; the importance of training regarding assessment; and the lack of training and
support.
Montessori – A more play-based environment
•

All participants emphasised the Montessori philosophy underpinned their
preschool setting, however data revealed that Montessori environments have
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become ‘more play-based’ in six of the eight settings since the introduction of
Aistear (NCCA, 2009).
•

‘It’s more play-based, but it was Montessori. I think it was with the introduction
of Aistear. It’s more play-based than it used to be. It used to be more structured’.
Emma

•

Respondents also indicate that the increased provision of play-based activities
created a more social environment, with interactions both with peers and
between the adult and child increasing.

•

‘They play freely and there’s no inhibitions, there’s certainly more interactions,
way more, it’s brilliant. They’re in their own world. More social interaction and
more language and just, you know we could be doing anything, it’s not restrictive.
Caroline

Those practitioners who had received some training in Aistear also emphasised the
atmosphere in their settings changed: ‘It’s the atmosphere, it’s lively; there would be
more interactions’. (Amy). The prevailing view in the literature highlights the
importance of social and cultural processes to learning and development, with
particular attention to quality interactions and respectful, reciprocal relationships
(Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2006; Hayes et al., 2017;). The highly individualised
Montessori approach encourages children to become independent through selfconstruction, with little need for adult intervention as the child develops. Significantly,
practitioners in this study recognised that play experiences provided more
opportunities for imaginative play and were ‘less restrictive’ than the Montessori
materials.
Disparity between work and play
Research findings indicate respondents continue to distinguish between play and work,
with play activities not considered children’s ‘work’ in the majority of settings. Five of
eight participants considered play as ‘just free play’ and that Montessori ‘work,’
including prewriting, mathematics and language materials, took precedence with
opportunities to play after the work. ‘Ye know writing, practicing writing, pencil work
and that kind of thing. Then it would be just free play after the work’ (Sharon).
While practitioners felt that children freely chose and enjoyed working with the
Montessori materials as they considered them ‘play’ materials, practitioners also
considered that the Montessori ‘work’ provides structure and ‘children need
structure’. This suggests practitioners may not understand the importance of play as
children’s work. ‘All the Montessori materials are on the shelf here. This is for work
time’ (Aoife).
Interestingly the literature indicates this view is also held by children: Cooney et al.
(2000) suggest children perceive ‘blurred lines between work and play’ and their
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perception of play rests not on the activity but on whether it is freely chosen by the
child or is adult-directed. This finding mirrors research which found that in Ireland and
the UK, the pre-primary or the ‘readiness for school’ model of ECEC dominates and the
division between play and work and academic learning continues. Four out of five
participants based in full day care facilities felt that the Aistear guidelines were more
suitable for the baby and toddler rooms. This suggests a lack of understanding of the
value of free play in extending children’s learning and development in the older period
of early childhood. ‘Yeah, the play is more for the playschool and the Montessori is
more the structured but then in the afternoon, those who are here for the day, the
structure is over and then they can play’ (Sharon).
Furthermore, some participants seemed unsure of their role in the play process. ‘Just
having the free play can be chaotic and to me I just don’t know if they’re learning’
(Orla). The role of the practitioner as central in the play-based approach: practitioners
must be skilled, with theoretical knowledge underpinning their valuing of play in order
to provide quality practice and positive outcomes (Moyles et al., 2002; Siraj-Blatchford
and Manni, 2006; Hayes et al., 2017). Crucially, knowledge of learning strategies for
children including play-based and social learning is identified as a key area of
knowledge, values and skills required by professional practitioners (Urban et al., 2011).
Evidence arising from this study indicates a significant disparity between practitioner’s
perceptions of what constitutes ‘work’ and what constitutes ‘play’ in early childhood
learning environments. The findings further reveal that the value of free play in
children’s learning is yet to be fully recognised by research participants.
Training - Key to Assessments
Observations are a key element in the Montessori approach: all participants carried
out regular observations of children in the preschool. However, it emerged that
observations for learning were based on children’s engagement and progress with the
sensorial materials, identified as key features of the Montessori approach.
Observations of children engaged in play activities were only considered in the records
used to determine if children were interacting socially. This suggests that while free
play activities were provided, they were not valued as the means through which
children learn and develop their cognitive capacities. ‘… and if something was sticking
out like if a child wasn’t interacting or something like that yeah, I would definitely
record that during play’ (Grainne).
Literature highlights the central role of the practitioner in supporting learning through
play; skilled practitioners focus on children’s holistic development, underpinned by
play-based activities children find meaningful and worthwhile. This research has
revealed that most participants seemed unsure of their role in assessing children’s
play. ‘It’s nearly daunting guiding through play’ (Aoife). Other respondents
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acknowledged changes in assessments and emphasised planning goals to be guided by
children’s play interests.
‘Now that’s all changed. It’s on the child’s play and it’s the holistic and the interests of
the child and it has worked well because you’re developing the child’s interests
and that you see more opportunities through the child to do more things in the
classroom’ (Caroline)
Those respondents who had received some training in Aistear had adapted their
approach to assessments to include some observations of play activities and children’s
interactions. They are more likely to be guided by children’s play interests, resulting in
an emerging curriculum, a more child-centred/holistic approach, supporting playbased and social processes of learning.
Limited training and support
Findings suggest that those with no direct training in the implementation of Aistear
guidelines ‘Learning and Developing through play’ remain unsure of their role in play.
In the absence of training and support, most participants found implementation
challenging, recognising they had little understanding of the themes, aims and goals
within the framework.
•

‘I was given a book. It was like, Read that’. Aoife

•

‘How can I implement something I know nothing about?’ Sharon

•

‘Well, you don’t know if you’re doing it if you don’t have the training. We don’t
know what we’re doing with it’. Orla

The single degree-level participant in the study was satisfied with training received,
whereas other participants remarked they were ‘reading the posters’ to implement
Aistear in the setting. ‘Just from reading the posters, that’s what we’re basically
working off’ (Aoife). There is a consensus that Montessori is based on the constructivist
approach (Edwards, 2002; Bruce, 2001; Standing, 1998) whereas there is a shift
towards theories that support the cultural and socially constructed nature of learning
(Anning et al., 2004), such as that advocated by the Aistear Framework. The literature
reveals that understandings of play can be influenced by a range of factors including
historical/cultural traditions and values or which curricular guidelines are targeted
(Kernan, 2007). Many practitioners in this study had achieved a qualification specific
to Montessori approach and expressed frustration at the lack of Aistear training, one
participant explaining that the knowledge was also lacking at managerial level
‘I was told they didn’t want kids doing the work anymore, they didn’t want
Montessori. This was just coming from the Manager and I didn’t understand it
without the training. She told me, the Manager, that she didn’t understand it
herself and do ye know I really didn’t understand Aistear at all. I was lost’ (Sharon)
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Training in the Aistear and Síolta frameworks is a fundamental issue for the Irish ECEC
workforce (Hayes, 2013; NCCA/ECI, 2013; Urban et al., 2017; DES, 2018a;). With
increased provision of play-based activities and lack of training in Aistear, practitioners
also expressed serious concerns at children’s well-being in free play, using expressions
such as: ‘chaos’, ‘it was like a mad, mad house’ and ‘there can be more fights’ to
describe what was occurring during play time. These comments suggest training is
critical for the safety and well-being of the children in the setting and to ensure
provision of quality experiences and positive outcomes for children. Knowledge of play
theory and social process of learning is emphasised as paramount in Irish pillars of
quality (DES, 2010). Within this study, most practitioners had achieved a vocational
Level 6 on the National Qualification’s Framework (NFQ), however, they acknowledged
they had little understanding of their role in the play-based approach. ‘I remember
there was a page in the level 6 part of the module on Aistear, but it was really only a
page set out’ (Grainne).
As highlighted by Hayes (2015) there is no coherent national strategy to provide
effective preservice training – or continuing professional development - to ECEC
practitioners. Despite recent initiatives offering localised training on the Síolta/Aistear
Practice Guide, the review of education-focused inspections of preschool services note
‘there has been no coherent provision of support for early years services on their use
of the Frameworks to guide and plan early educational experiences for young children’
(DES, 2018b, pg. 17)
Training and qualifications of practitioners are strongly linked to quality experiences
and positive outcomes for children, although, at present, the variety and quality of
current training programmes in Ireland raise concerns (Hayes, 2015; Urban et al.,
2017;). With the exception of degree-level courses, the literature identified a lack of
policies and qualifications for those responsible for training programmes in ECEC as
major issues in the sector. Practitioners emphasised that attending in-service training
days was also insufficient and suggested visits from Aistear advisors to settings was
essential to provide support for practitioners in implementing guidelines. ‘We need
somebody to come in from Aistear, the objective should be to come in and help you do
it you know?’ (Sharon). The literature suggests that ECEC settings, to be effective in
enhancing children’s development and learning, require sustained and systematic
support to implement an effective curriculum programme and to engage in effective
self-evaluation and quality assurance processes (Stephens, 2010; Pobal 2013; Hayes,
2015; Urban et al., 2017).

Conclusion
The last two decades have been periods of ongoing development of ECEC in Ireland.
Increasing knowledge of the importance of experiences in the early years for lifelong
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development and learning has heralded in new initiatives, policies and programmes.
This study focused on one particular area of practice, the engagement with the Aistear
curriculum framework, and in particular, the guidelines ‘Learning and Developing
through Play’ by Montessori practitioners. Key findings from this study reveal that
within the participating Montessori settings, there is some limited familiarity of
Aistear, however, the lack of in-depth knowledge of the Aistear/Síolta frameworks and
a theoretical understanding of play-based and social processes of learning has created
major obstacles and challenges for practitioners. Attempts to engage with Aistear in
the absence of support and training have resulted in play descending into ‘chaos’ in
some settings, with concerns for child safety and well-being voiced by some
participants. Recent research in the Irish context indicates knowledge of these
frameworks is still a gap in practice, and more widespread than was demonstrated
herein (DES, 2016; DES, 2018b). Messages emerging from this study are best
understood in light of the research literature and what it reveals about the importance
of play and the role of adults in regard to quality early learning experiences: the
presence of knowledgeable, highly-skilled practitioners are central to implementing an
effective, quality early learning curriculum.
Participants in this study expressed a willingness to engage in a more playbased
curriculum, however, their capacity to interpret the Guidelines appeared limited. The
practice in many settings ‘allowed’ for play, once the child’s ‘work’ was completed,
indicating a view that play is not learning, rather, teacher-led, instructive work is. This
contrasts with the view that play is the natural and powerful context for early learning,
generating higher order thinking and childled play-based learning experiences. The
provision of play-based activities alone does not enhance early learning and
development. The practitioner has a central role in the play process, with the
qualifications and training linked to quality practice and positive outcomes for children.
The potential to understand children’s learning as demonstrated through the
reciprocal social processes involved in play is not core to the Montessori approach, and
therefore, not realised nor captured by the participants in this study. Assessment of
and for learning through play in ECEC takes a skilled practitioner, informed by the core
theoretical knowledge that values children’s meaning making and expression;
however, these skills often need ongoing professional development and are best
achieved when supported through a multi-strand mentoring model and sufficient
funded time for curriculum planning (NCCA/ECI, 2013). Recommendations for
consideration arising from this study, aligned to prevailing messages from the
literature, are grouped under three areas:
•
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vocational level training dominates the workforce, the current review of these
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programme should ensure content presenting theoretical understandings of the
role of play as a vehicle for early childhood learning and development, linking this
knowledge to the two national early childhood frameworks; Aistear (NCCA, 2009)
and Síolta (CECDE, 2006).
•

Most participants had limited information about Aistear, and while online
resources are now available to support practice, effective implementation is
dependent on the development of a coherent mentoring model offering ongoing
and varied support to settings. While localised, voluntary training on Aistear
became available since this data collection, the model of delivery does not meet
the recommendations arising from the recent Aistear in Action study (NCCA/ECI,
2013) nor have they made a significant impact on practice, as inspection reports
show (DES, 2018b).

•

The sole participant educated to a degree level was the only practitioner to
express confidence in understanding Aistear Guidelines Learning and Developing
through play, indicating the crucial role of highly skilled graduate practitioner if
quality early learning experiences are to be realised.

This was a small-scale study illustrating that the provision of a curriculum framework
alone does not ensure quality practice and positive outcomes for children. It is worth
noting the similar findings, relating the challenge of engaging with the Aistear
framework, have been found on a larger scale within the Irish context (DES, 2016;
2018b). The practitioner has a central role in the play process and must be supported
by a holistic and ‘competent ECEC system’ throughout all levels in Irish ECEC. The ‘gap
between aspiration and action, between policy and practice and between vision and
everyday reality’ (Kernan, 2007) must be addressed if play is to be valued and the
child’s full potential is to be realised.
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Nurturing resilience in young children can be
fairly ordinary magic Orla Walsh & Dr John Kane
Department of Social Sciences, IT Sligo

Abstract
A review of the literature indicates that programmes available to promote the
development of resilience in children tend to be predominantly targeted at the school
aged child. This paper investigates Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC)
professionals’ views regarding the implementation of a pilot project which was
developed to support the nurturing of resilience in the early years (birth - 3). A
qualitative methodology, utilising semi-structured interviews was employed. Findings
indicate that ECEC professionals can be provided with strategies to help children
enhance their psychological coping skills, which in turn will assist with the nurturing of
resilience.
It is widely accepted that nurturing relationships are important for children’s healthy
emotional development and psychological wellbeing (Bowlby, 1969; Hayes, 2010). This
happens through the sensitive, responsive, consistent caregiving (SRCC) which most
parents give to their children. The authors of the current paper consider this to be fairly
ordinary magic, inspired by Masten’s (2001) term ‘ordinary magic’, which refers to the
processes underpinning positive emotional development and contributes to resilience.
McGrath and Noble, 2011) describe resilience as the ability to recover from setbacks
and having protective qualities which lead to successful adaptation to life events.
Ginsburg, an American Paediatrician (2011) makes the point that most parents hope
their children will be healthy, happy, free from pain, and experience minimal emotional
hurt. However, in reality, most are aware, this is not really possible in life. While SRCC
can be provided, children cannot be completely protected from disappointments and
stress the world has in store. Learning to cope with setbacks and frustrations are
important for healthy emotional development says Masten (2001). Minor upsets
encountered are in fact necessary to experience, so that children can learn to function
successfully in life according to the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child
(NSCDC, 2015). In other words, children need to have the ability to adapt well to
changes and difficulties in life, be able to ‘bounce back’ from challenges and develop
resilience (McGrath & Noble, 2011). Notably, some children will face great adverse
childhood experiences (ACE’s) in their young lives, for example having to cope with
illness, a disability, bereavement, homelessness, or separation. Others will experience
persistent low levels of stress, which over time, can wear a child down affecting
emotional well-being. For most children, however, life’s challenges are minor and
generally involve having to cope with everyday disappointments and obstacles
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(Hooper, 2012; NSCDC, 2015). As every child will experience setbacks, (no one is
exempt) they must learn positive coping skills to handle problems and distress.

Temperament, biology, and emotional regulation
The extent to which a child is resilient or not depends on many factors such as genetic
make - up, temperament and environment (Ginsburg, 2011). Temperament, referred
to as ‘the core of the personality’ (Keegan, et al, 2016) is revealed with differences in
self-regulation and reactivity. The authors of the current paper understand self –
regulation to be about how we adjust our feelings, actions, attention, thoughts and our
bodies so that we can handle different situations without getting overwhelmed. It
helps us handle life’s disappointments, worries and frustrations. Reactivity refers to
sensitivity to environmental stimuli and is experienced emotionally and physically. The
amygdala is a structure in the brain associated with registering emotional functioning.
Highly reactive children show hyperactivity in the amygdala (Fox, 2017). These children
do not adjust well to new situations or experiences and do not calm easily.
Alternatively, temperamentally contented children enjoy new situations and
experiences; they have energy and enthusiasm for life and have self -control. These
children also tend to be skilled at understanding their own feelings and the emotions
of others. In other words, they have positive emotional regulation and beneficial
executive functioning; used to manage behaviour, emotions and attention (Hayes,
2013; Cairone & Gropen, 2017).
The prefrontal cortex is the part of the brain associated with executive functions
including self- regulation. It takes a long time to develop and so is very much influenced
by environmental factors. The foundation for the ability to regulate emotions and
emotional coping skills are laid down in the first three years of life (Bowlby 1969; Hayes
2010; Mathers, Eisenstadt, Sylva, Soukakou, & ErekyStevens, 2014). Through social
interactions in the environment, a child’s capacity to cope with stress develops. Young
children learn to regulate their emotion directly through emotional coaching by
parents and other significant caring adults, or indirectly by adults modelling their
responses to stress. Through watching adults handle their own feelings, young
children pick up strategies for regulating emotion. This process illustrates the powerful
influence of the caregiver in the child’s emotional development, as outlined in the past
by Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (Packer, 2017).

Thinking patterns
According to Seligman (2007) a caregiver’s verbal and behavioural response to stress
reveals their thinking pattern and young children can passively absorb the thinking
pattern of those adults who care for them. He goes on to explain that while ECEC
children are not metacognitive i.e. they are unable to think and talk about their own
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thinking, they are ‘tuned in’ to the explanatory style of caregivers. Explanatory style is
the way an individual explains the causes of events occurring in one’s life. These styles
are typically either predominantly optimistic or pessimistic in nature. This is significant
as those who are fortunate to have developed a more optimistic way of relating to the
world are more likely to persist when faced with difficulties, have more positive moods,
have a greater sense of control over their lives, are motivated, have better health and
are emotionally resilient (Ginsburg, 2011; Echeverri & Desmond, 2017; Hands on
Scotland, 2019).
Writers such as Jacobson (2019) and Seligman (2007) say that young children can be
supported to develop positive, optimistic thinking from their interactions with
observant caregivers such as parents. They suggest the early years are in fact vitally
important for developing positive coping skills and realistic, optimistic, thinking which
can be encouraged by caregivers. Cairone, (2016) highlights how the use of positive
language in interactions with young children, giving encouragement, demonstrating
warmth and empathy are the key ingredients for positive emotional development. The
acknowledgment of feelings, labelling emotions and conversations about emotions
help young children develop an understanding of their feelings and assist in the
regulation of emotions.
Evolutionary psychology says that humans have a natural tendency toward a negative
bias, and this can be seen even in young children’s early vocabulary acquisition.
Gaffney (2011) claims that young children use more negative words than positive when
communicating with their mothers. When caregivers recognize emotions and gently
challenge negative statements, they encourage the development of self-awareness,
autonomy and reinforce problem solving skills for the child. In addition, the
demonstration and expression of gratitude by the caregiver helps the young child learn
to appreciate the simple pleasures of life. If children are exposed to the practice of
gratitude in childhood, they may learn to appreciate the positives in life, be hopeful
and optimistic (Hands on Scotland, 2018).
The literature on resilience identified that one person, 1 positive relationship with a
supportive parent, caregiver or other adult can make a difference for a child and help
them cope with challenges and nurture their resilience (NSCDC, 2004; Seligman, 2007;
Ginsburg 2011; McGrath and Noble, 2011). While there are individual differences in
psychological resilience, i.e. some children are more resilient than others, all children
can be supported to develop greater resilience. Resilience can be nurtured in every
child by a caring adult. Specifically, in relation to childcare, Mathers et al. (2014:13)
says that ‘high quality early years settings, with warm, stimulating and responsive
interactions’ can ‘directly facilitate children’s resilience’. The authors suggest that one
positive relationship with an attuned caregiver can in fact be an Early Years
Professional (EYP) working in an ECEC setting.
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In Ireland, every child is entitled to two years of free preschool education and care
(Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA), 2016). In practice, this means that
Irish children can and often do spend much of their young lives cared for by Early Years
Professionals (EYPs) in an ECEC service. A positive, nurturing relationship with an EYP
can enhance a solid sense of security for a child. Essentially, a secure attachment
develops when a caregiver interacts and responds to an infant promptly in a warm and
sensitive way (Hayes, 2010; Mathers et al, 2014 Keegan et al, 2016). As a result, the
infant feels safe, learns to trust, develops confidence to explore and learn, all of which
have an important influence on wellbeing and resilience. EYP’s who ‘provide emotional
and physical care and are a constant’ in the lives of very young children become a key
member of a child’s attachment network (French, 2008:41).
Walsh and Kane (2015) further suggest that with appropriate training EYPs are in an
ideal position to nurture life skills that enhance wellbeing and resilience in very young
children. Existing programmes designed to nurture resilience have focused on the
school aged child e.g.in Australia the ‘Bounce Back’ (McGrath and Noble, 2011) and
New Zealand ‘Fun Friends’ (Barrett, 2008) programmes. None place emphasis on the
preschool years with the pre-metacognitive child. In a previous study by Walsh and
Kane, (2015), EYPs were interviewed to find out what happens in their ECEC settings
regarding the nurturing of resilience. It was found that while many of the components
that enhance resilience are present in ECEC settings, they are not happening
deliberately, explicitly or overtly but are occurring as an indirect consequence of other
play-based activities (Walsh and Kane, 2015). Furthermore, little emphasis is placed on
the development of a realistic positive outlook in children. Therefore, a pilot
programme to support the fostering of resilience in the early years (birth -3) was
developed in collaboration with ECEC professionals. The objective was to ascertain if
a selection of activities believed to support the development of resilience could be
implemented in a busy childcare setting.

Research design
A qualitative methodology involving a formative evaluation was employed in this pilot
programme. Semi - structured interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of
ten Early Years Professionals (EYPs) employed in ECEC settings which adopt either a
Montessori, High-Scope or Free Play pedagogical approach to early years education
and care. Four of the participants work in a High Scope setting, four in a Montessori
and two in Free play settings. Pseudo names are used throughout to protect the
identity of participants. While the Montessori approach emphasizes the importance of
sensory stimulation where the child works in a planned environment at his/her own
place, the High-Scope method encourages the child to plan, carry out and review their
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activities (Hayes, 2010). In the Free play model, greater emphasis is placed on child
selected and directed activities (Walsh and Kane, 2015).

Ethical considerations
Currently, a system for the independent review of ECEC research projects does not
exist in Ireland. Therefore, this work was carried out adhering to the research ethics
protocol of the authors’ higher educational institution. Permission was sought and
received from the Head of the Department of Social Sciences to conduct this research.
As members of the Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI), the authors are bound by a
code of professional ethics which addresses issues such as informed consent,
confidentiality, and the prevention of harm to research participants. Guiding
ethical principles were applied to the research, following PSI recommendations.
Participants were provided with a detailed account of why and how the research was
being conducted, and confidentiality was assured. They were informed that
findings may be used in the future to enhance curricula and improve the training
of ECEC students and professionals. Written consent was obtained from the
participants, who were all over the age of 18.

The Activities
Instructions on five activities were presented to the participants. These were
implemented over a two-week period. Participants were advised to keep a reflective
journal of their experiences. This was a private and confidential record of their journey
over the fortnight and could be used to inform an interview with the authors on
completion of the project.
Activity 1- thinking pattern.
In the first activity, participants were asked to monitor their own thinking pattern daily
and note their reflections in a journal. The task was selected as writers such as
Seligman (2007) and Ginsberg (2011) have emphasised that very young children
passively absorb their caregivers explanatory style. Awareness of one’s own thinking
style can shape behaviour, interactions and communication (Jacobson, 2019).
Activity 2 – positive language use.
For this activity participants were required to maximize their use of positive language
in interactions with children. A large component of the work of EYP’s is to scaffold the
young child in regulating emotional states. EYP’s do this through the use of language
acknowledging children’s feelings and labelling emotions. A realistic but positive
narrative helps young children develop an understanding of their feelings and in turn
they learn to regulate emotions.
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Activity 3 - relaxation tasks.
This activity required the introduction of a relaxation task (two simple breathing
exercises), the purpose of which was to support the child to calm himself/herself in
order to develop emotional regulation. The regulation of emotion prevents the child
from reacting with an overwhelming emotional response to stressors. The two tasks
selected by the authors were the ‘Toy on tummy’ (O’ Morain, 2014) and ‘milkshake
breathing’ (Noble and McGrath, 2011).
Activity 4- gratitude exercise.
The basis for realistic/optimistic thinking patterns are laid down in childhood and this
activity placed emphasis on positives that happened during the child’s day. This
exercise involves having an appreciation for what one has or did to minimize a
negativity bias. Participants were asked to set aside a specific time at the end of the
day with the children in order to be mindful of a pleasant experience which occurred
during the child’s day.
Activity 5 - pedagogical contribution.
The final activity was a reflection whereby the participant was to identify some feature
of their own pedagogical approach which they believe contributes to the nurturing of
resilience.

Findings and discussion of findings:
All 10 participants found Activity One difficult and there was confusion differentiating
between their thinking styles and language used as indicated by Lily (Free play) who
said “I was very aware of my language, more than my thinking”. This finding is not so
surprising as to reflect on one’s thinking pattern is complex and probably requires
more practice, longer than ten days. The connection between language and thought
was confusing for the participants. Additionally, recording thinking patterns over the
course of a working day may be too challenging a task for these busy professionals.
Implication for future work requires a greater exploration of the distinction between
one’s thinking patterns and language used, clearer instruction for future participants
and a longer time frame to practise this task. Seligman (2007) argues that preschool
children are influenced not only by language used, but also by the ‘explanatory style’
of their caring adults. EYP’s who have insight into their thinking patterns may be better
equipped to support the emotional development of young children in their care.
Activity Two required participants to reflect on their language used during interactions.
All ten participants confirmed they use predominantly positive language in their
communication with children in their care. This finding is encouraging as the use of
positive language is important in helping children regulate their emotions.
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Furthermore, positive language should be used to support children through their
achievements and frame disappointments to prevent discouragement.
However, some negative language was also acknowledged especially during ‘crisis
moments’ as explained by Nadine (Highscope) who said that ‘if a negative ‘no’ or
‘don’t’ [is used] there was an explanation given to the child – generally happens when
it was a busy time, it gets the quickest and immediate response”. This response
indicates the aspiration of how using positive language may not always be achievable
in a busy day care setting. Furthermore, negative language was found to be used more
frequently when interacting with pre - linguistic children. For example, Katy
(Montessori) said that “I don’t know how to talk to a 16-month-old without saying
‘No’...can you say ‘Ah Ah!’ instead of No?” This quotation illustrates another challenge
facing an EYP communicating positively with a very young child in a busy baby room.
A final point regarding negative language use was when communicating with children
whose first language was not English. As might be expected, the EYP has to adapt their
language use to interact with children who have various levels of receptive and
expressive language. With an increase of non- national children into Ireland since
2006, there has been a significant increase of preschool children attending ECEC
settings coming from homes where English is not their primary language (DCYA, 2012).
This point is illustrated by Fina (Montessori) who said she ‘used ‘No’ a lot more with a
child who had little language or [English as a] second language”.
In terms of relaxation exercises (Activity three), all participants found the breathing
exercises calming for children in their care regardless of the age of the child. The
breathing exercise introduces children to using the breath to calm themselves, reduce
anxiety and ultimately regulate emotion. However, participants in this study found
one breathing exercise more successful than the other. O’ Morain’s (2014) ‘Toy on
tummy’ exercise was the most popular with all age groups. Rita (HighScope) adjusted
the story to make it easier for younger children incorporating a teddy to be balanced
on the tummy while doing a breathing exercise and said, “Teddy needs a rest, just rub
teddy, he’s tired”. However, only one professional selected to try the milkshake
breathing exercise from the McGrath and Noble ‘Bounce Back’ (2011) programme, as
it was felt to be too messy for early years settings. Some settings have their own
relaxation techniques as outlined by Ann (Highscope) who said, ‘we sing a song called
sleeping bunnies’. Regardless of the particular relaxation technique chosen, evidence
from this study suggests that relaxation/meditation can be incorporated, into the
routine of an early years setting with children under three.

Gratitude exercises
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Participants found gratitude exercises in Activity four difficult to implement with
younger children. According to Katy working with under two’s (Montessori setting)
“Only two have language.... [so, gratitude for this age group involved] reminding them
at the end of the day of the positives when [the] parent calls”. Alice (HighScope) setting
said that ‘all sorts of answers and things that did not relate to the day at all’ were
provided, so she used a prompt for example “remember when we went out on the
bikes” to help the children aid recall. Some participants misunderstood the instructions
regarding the gratitude exercise and held it at various times during the day and not
before home time.
Fina (Montessori) said she held it “during circle time... [and] it was difficult, as they
would generalize [and] they went off topic”. Lynn, (HighScope setting) asked “did
everyone have fun, was everyone happy...[but] some of them said ‘No’ and laughed”
indicating that the gratitude exercise in its current form was difficult with younger
children. This activity requires modification for working with children under three years
of age. For example, greater emphasis may need to be placed on the EYP modelling
positive responses to express gratitude and appreciation for events during the day. The
final task (Activity five) referred to identifying a particular activity from the specific
pedagogical approach the different settings might be using to nurture resilience.
Among the most effective approach for the Highscope and Free play settings was the
child’s freedom to select and direct activities. When a child chooses an activity, they
are more likely to engage with it and this develops a sense of mastery which enhances
self-control.
The participants in the Montessori setting stated that the child’s control of their
environment and the opportunity for repetition of tasks were contributing factors in
the nurturing of resilience. On completion of the pilot, participants offered
recommendations for future developments. These included a longer timeframe to
practise activities, a buddy system between the participants for feedback to be
implemented and continued focus on language used in interactions, especially for
newer ECEC professionals.

Conclusion
The results of the pilot programme indicate that EYP’s are in an ideal position to
nurture resilience in young children (birth - 3 years of age). The activities presented in
the study are additional supports that a sensitive, responsive caregiver can try to
incorporate in their interactions with young children. Gratitude and relaxation
exercises which are components of resilience programmes for older children can be
introduced, but with modification for the pre-metacognitive child.
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With additional training and guidance, EYP’s should be capable of further enhancing a
more realistic positive outlook in children. However, more detailed instruction must
be provided so that EYP’s can better monitor their own thinking pattern. The sensitive,
responsive, consistent care that young children receive from their caregivers on a daily
basis is good enough and is ‘fairly ordinary magic’.
However, the authors of this pilot programme believe that greater emphasis must be
placed on preparing very young children with strategies to better cope with life’s
challenges and develop their positive coping skills. This will in turn assist with the
nurturing of emotional resilience. With emphasis on healthy emotional development
we are simultaneously helping children develop greater positive mental health which
will lay the foundation for psychological wellbeing throughout their lives (Lieberman,
2018; Mathers et al 2014; NSCDC, 2015; Ginsburg, 2011).
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Student Early Years Practitioners’ perspectives on
Developmental Language Disorders (DLDs) in young
children: An exploratory case study Dr Niamh Gallagher

Sligo IT

Abstract
Developmental language disorders (DLDs) are described as disorders of speech and/or
language that are long term in nature, highly complex and not attributable to other
developmental or bio-medical conditions. Whilst the role of early educationalists in
identifying and supporting children with more generalised speech, language and
communication needs (SLCNs) has received some attention in the literature, there is a
dearth of research focusing on early years’ practitioners’ (EYPs) awareness of DLDs and
even less on the perspectives of student EYPs who are ‘soon to be practitioners’. This
qualitative case study aimed to address this gap in knowledge.

What is Developmental Language Disorder?
Epidemiological studies of speech, language and communication needs, both
nationally and internationally, posit that between 7% and 12% of preschool children
and children at school entry present with speech, language or communication needs
or SLCNs. (Boyle, 2011; Association for all Speech Impaired Children- AFASIC, 2012;
McLeod et al., 2013; Norbury, et al, 2016; Irish Association of Speech and Language
Therapists- IASLT, 2017). This means that SLCNs are the most common category of
developmental disability in early childhood. While many SLCNs occur secondary to or
in association with other developmental disorders, for example, autism spectrum
disorder, hearing impairment, intellectual or physical disability, approximately 7% of
children present with what has traditionally been referred to as ‘primary’ or ‘specific
speech and/or language disorder’ (Bishop, 2010). Here, the difficulties are highly
complex, are not thought to be attributable to any known biomedical or
developmental cause and often result in impacts which are long term, affecting many
other aspects of the child’s educational and social-emotional functioning (Bishop et al,
2016). More recently, these disorders are captured under the umbrella term
“Developmental Language Disorders” or DLDs. (Bishop et al., 2017).
Children with DLDs may have difficulties understanding various components of oral as
well as written language and/or exhibit problems with language expression. (IASLT,
2017). They often present with deficits in the acquisition of one or a number of
different components of speech and/or language including speech sound development
(phonology), grammar (syntax), vocabulary (semantics), as well as literacy skills, short
term memory and higher order thinking skills (Economic and Social Research Council,
2011). Many children with DLD can also have co-occurring morbidities impacting on
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sensory and motor functioning, auditory memory skills, social competence and
cognitive development (Boting & Conti-Ramsden, 2000; Silva & Magee, 1987; Snowling
et al., 2001). Given the extensive consequences of DLDs, identification of at-risk
children by early educationalists is essential to ensure provision of appropriate early
intervention (I CAN- Helping Children Communicate Charity, 2008).

Speech and Language Therapy Services for young children in the Irish
context
Research indicates that young children’s timely access to professional Speech and
Language Therapy services is problematic within the Irish context. (IASLT, 2017) In a
study conducted by Inclusion Ireland it was found that almost 3,000 young children
across Ireland had been waiting for more than one year for a speech and language
therapy intervention, whilst a further 1,940 children were waiting for an initial
assessment (Conroy & Noone, 2014). Another issue of note is that Speech and
Language Therapists (SLTs) working in the Public Sector have an average of 162
complex cases on their caseloads at any given time (Conroy & Noone, 2014). This far
outreaches the international recommendation of between 30-65 children per
therapist, depending on the age and particular needs of the child (British Columbia
Paediatric Services (2008). The impact of these issues is that many parents are forced
to consider private speech and language therapy intervention and support.
However, this is an expensive undertaking and indeed not an option for children and
families coming from less affluent homes. In light of the issues raised here, alternative
‘social’ models of intervention have been proposed and trialled in the Irish context
where SLTs and educationalists work collaboratively and in partnership with parents
to support and meet the needs of children with SLCNs and DLDs (Rafferty, 2014; Hayes
and Irwin, 2016; Irish Government, 2016). This has significant implications for the role
of the Early Years Practitioner (EYP) as a key intervention agent in provision of support
services for children with SLCNs and indeed for the professional readiness and
expertise to enact this role.
Meeting the needs of children with DLDs in early years settings
Whilst the discussion on the role of educationalists in supporting children with
generalised SLCNs has seen some attention in the literature, the predominant focus
appears to be on the role of primary level as opposed to early years educationalists
and there is limited reference to DLDs or language difficulties of a specific and/or
primary nature. Recently however, there is an increased emphasis on adopting
measures to ensure inclusion of children with additional needs in early years settings
and the central and pivotal role of early educators in identifying and supporting
children with a variety of SLCNs has been consistently highlighted in both national and
international contexts. (I CAN Helping Children Communicate Charity, 2009; Hayes and
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Irwin, 2016; Gallagher, 2017). However, earlier studies have demonstrated that
educationalists in the pre and primary education sector report issues concerning their
level of confidence and competence in supporting the complex needs of children with
SLCNs in the early years (Stormount et al., 2011; Scarinci et al., 2015; Hayes and Irwin,
2016). Research has also highlighted that these professions receive some limited
training on language development, language delay and supporting SLCNs in their
professional training (for example, Letts and Hall, 2003 Mroz, 2008). The need
therefore to provide training on speech, language and communication developmental
milestones and on the identification of potential delays, along with language
promoting strategies in professional educational programmes has been highlighted
(Williams, 2000, Girolametto & Weitzman, 2002).

Undergraduate /trainee EYPs’ perspectives of DLDs
On a separate but related note, the extent of research focusing on the trainee or preservice EYP’s perspective on working with SLCNs/DLDs is also sparse. A comprehensive
search of the literature did not reveal any studies where the views of undergraduate
EYPs were collated and only one published study exploring trainee primary school
teachers’ perspectives on this issue was sourced (Marshall, Ralph & Palmer, 2010). In
the single study sourced, 268 trainee teachers undertaking a Postgraduate Certificate
in Education in a UK University were surveyed in relation to their attitudes towards
working with children with generalised SLCNs. Results indicated that the majority of
trainees expressed positive attitudes towards working with children with SLCNs in
mainstream settings.
However, they also reported having varying degrees of knowledge about SLCNs which
they viewed as being problematic for them in meeting the complex and diverse needs
of children with these disorders. Arguably, therefore, there is a lack of current
knowledge about trainee EYPs’ perspectives of DLDs. In light of the knowledge gaps
identified in the literature, this study aimed to explore trainee EYPs’ awareness and
constructions of DLD and their views about their perceived level of competence and
confidence in supporting the needs of children with DLDs in early years settings.

Study Context
This study was conducted in the context of a third level institution in the Republic of
Ireland that delivers a four-year, undergraduate Level 8, Bachelor of Arts Honours
Degree Programme in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE). The programme
incorporates modules such as Developmental Psychology, Inclusive Practices,
Curriculum Planning, Social policy and Interdisciplinary Practice, amongst others.
Students also undertake two professional practice placements in early years settings,
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in primary school contexts and/or other affiliated early years organisations throughout
the programme.

Ethical Procedures and Discussion
An ethics protocol based on the research principles of the Sociological Association of
Ireland (Sociological Association of Ireland, 2013) informed all stages of the research
process including professional competence, integrity, respect for human rights, and
social responsibility. Additionally, 3rd level institute ethical guidelines for research in
this study were applied to the design of the project. Guidelines concerning voluntary
participation, informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity and right to withdraw were
adhered to.

Research Paradigm and Methodology
Grounded theory (GT) methodology (Corbin and Strauss 1990) provided the
methodological framework for the research. It is widely acknowledged that this
interpretivist approach provides many of the principles and techniques for conducting
good quality qualitative research including the constant comparative technique,
purposeful and sampling, theoretical memoing and the iterative approach to data
collection and analysis. Furthermore, the approach is said to facilitate the generation
of rich, contextualised accounts of phenomena, grounded in participants’ experiences
which were significantly lacking in this field (ibid).

Sampling and Recruitment
A purposeful sampling strategy (Patton, 1990) was utilised. In line with ethical
procedures, a letter of invitation and a participant information leaflet were sent via
email to all final year students of the programme. Potential participants were asked to
contact the researcher by email should they be interested in participating in the study.
78 students were contacted and 47 replied, expressing an interest in participation. 42
participants attended one of three focus groups whereas five declined to attend a
focus group citing issues with course commitments and/or inconvenient timing of the
focus groups.

Data Generation
Focus group (FG) discussions and video analyses were utilised in the data generation
process.
Video excerpt of Tom
Prior to the FG discussions, participants were shown an eleven- minute video clip of a
four-year-old boy, Tom, who presents with a complex DLD. In the video Tom is
engaged in a conversation with his mother who is asking him a series of questions.
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This video was used as a sensitising tool to encourage participants to reflect and
discuss their (i) understanding of DLDs and (ii) perceived level of confidence and
competence in meeting the needs of children with DLDs in early years settings. In
summary, Tom presents with a significant mixed receptive and expressive DLD and
a mild delay in phonological development. This means that he has considerable
difficulties in understanding and answering the questions posed by his mother and
has mild but obvious pronunciation issues. These issues are typical of many
children Tom’s age who present with a mixed profile DLD.

Focus Groups
Prior to the FGs, participants were asked to sign a consent form to participate in an
audio-recorded focus group discussion.
The FG method is built on the idea that group interaction encourages respondents to
discuss, clarify and explain individual and shared experiences of phenomena
(Leung, 2009). Topics for the discussion were informed by the literature
concerning early educationalists’ understanding and management of SLCNs and
DLDs and the author’s professional knowledge of the topic. Following the video,
participants were asked to describe and comment on the nature and extent of
Tom’s DLD and explore strategies to support his complex needs.

Data Analysis
Throughout the three-step coding process of open, axial and selective coding, data
were deconstructed and categorised into named meaningful segments or themes
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Furthermore, the data were subjected to several
techniques to enhance their validity and reliability including deviant case analysis,
triangulation of focus group data and member checking processes (Hancock, 2000;
Silverman, 2001). The interview transcripts and analyses were also checked and further
developed by an academic colleague who was not involved in the data collection
process.

Results
Thematic analysis revealed two overarching and interconnected themes pertaining to
participants’ accounts of (i) the complexity and heterogeneity of DLDs and (ii) the role
of the EYP in meeting the needs of children with DLD in early years settings. A few subthemes emerged in relation to these themes.
Theme 1: Complexity and Heterogeneity of DLDs
This sub-theme relates to participants’ constructions of DLD, and their understanding
of the various components of DLDs. Data here comprised participants’ reflections and
analyses in relation to aspects of Tom’s presentation and profile. However, in some
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instances discussions were also grounded in personalised accounts of experiences of
having observed or worked with children with SLCNs on professional practice
placements or through personal/ familial contexts. Conversely, the majority of
unprompted accounts did not refer to specific learning or knowledge gained from
modules or more academic aspects of the undergraduate programme participants
were undertaking.
Sub-theme 1(a)- DLD- an unfamiliar diagnostic label
Most participants were unaware of or had not yet encountered the term
‘Developmental Language Disorder’ or the acronym ‘DLD’ before, but many had come
across the more generic ‘SLCNs’ diagnostic label. Most appeared to be unaware of the
‘primary’ or ‘specific’ nature of DLDs. Many stated how they were of the understanding
that all categories of SLCNs occurred secondary to, or in association with, other
“medical problems” or “developmental disabilities”.
“Well I suppose there is always that tendency to think, well, what’s causing this; has
to be coming from somewhere? That would be the natural kind of reaction, you
know like…………. Is there a medical reason or does the child have an intellectual
disability or something causing it?” (P2).
Sub-theme (1b) - Expressive and Receptive domains of DLD
Most unprompted discussions focussed solely on the identification with more overt,
expressive signs and symptoms of Tom’s DLD, such as his speech sound errors, his
issues with syntax and his limited use of vocabulary. The quotation below typifies many
of the responses here.
“Well he most definitely has expressive problems, you know, problems expressing
himself with his speech delayed and his sentences or phrases are not complete,
he has poor sentence structure- these would be the most obvious things” (M11).
On the other hand, there was very limited unprompted discussion about the
receptive components of Tom’s DLD. Specifically, few picked up on Tom’s
significant difficulty in following auditory directions and in understanding and
answering of ‘wh’ questions.
“I hadn’t thought so much about how he was understanding what was going on and
how that was impacting on him……it’s more obvious to concentrate and pick up
on the parts of his difficulties that you can hear, the obvious problems he has with
pronunciation and grammar” (P4).
Sub-theme (1c)- Prioritising sub-components of DLD
Respondents’ accounts described Tom’s DLD as being “quite complex”, “severe”,
“profound”, “hard to manage” and involving “multiple”, that is, many different subcomponents of speech, language and communication impairment. When prompted to
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reflect on and about which component of Tom’s DLD was most impactful, almost all
indicated that his speech sound errors were the most predominant issue of concern.
There was also the consensus that interventions to address these errors, that is, to
“model” and “teach” these sounds should be prioritised over other aspects of his
delayed/disordered profile.
Sub-theme (1d) - Identification of delayed versus disordered profiles
On a related note, when participants were prompted to reflect on whether Tom’s
profile constituted a delayed or disordered profile none of the them appeared to have
a clear understanding of the meaning or connotations of these descriptive labels.
When asked to reflect on the importance of the EYP being aware of this dichotomy and
of spotting signs of delayed versus potentially more atypical/ sinister profiles, few
initiated responses. A small number were of the opinion that:
“………to the untrained eye, it will all appear delayed…but I think that spotting of the
delayed versus the disordered, I’m not sure as EYP[s] we would have a part in that
or need to have a part in that but we should have a role in spotting children who
are not meeting the key milestones” (P5).
Theme 2: The role of the Early Years Professional in identifying and supporting
children with DLD in early years settings.
This theme describes participants’ accounts of the perceived role of the EYP in
identifying, supporting and fostering inclusion of children with DLD in early years
settings. In summary, all participants reported feeling positive about working with and
supporting children with DLD in early years settings but acknowledged feelings of being
ill prepared and under-confident to fulfil this role effectively. All reported possessing a
lack of core competencies to address the highly specialised needs of children
presenting with these complex disorders. Again, a number of sub-themes emerged in
relation to this theme.
Sub theme (2a)- Identification of at-risk children and initiating onward referral to SLT
services
Only one-third of participants reported that they would initiate a referral to Speech
and Language Therapy (SLT) in the case of a child who presents with a similar profile to
Tom’s. The remainder said they were unsure about this and would be likely to apply a
period of watchful waiting to monitor his development and progression before making
a referral. The main reason for this was that student EYPs felt that they were unsure
about their role in initiating referrals whilst others stated that they were not aware of
how to go about organising referrals to local SLT services. There was also the consensus
that because SLTs and EYPs tend to use different terminology to describe ‘language’ as
well as language competencies and problems, this was perceived as a significant
barrier that would potentially impact on referral decisions and procedures.
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“I’m not sure if I would refer though, being honest about it………. making contact with
SLT, I would be nervous about that…we probably talk about language in a different
way to them [SLTs] so the terminology is an issue and the fact we don’t carry out
assessments like them [SLTs], that aspect might be different too” (M7).
Part of the discussion here also centred around the related process of how and when
to raise the issue of a potential delay in speech, language and communication
development with parents. Again, most trainees reported a lack of competency here
whilst some questioned their duty and responsibility in relation to this role.
Sub-theme (2b)- Exploring functional impacts of DLD
Here, participants described how they require a better understanding of the functional
impacts of DLD on the child’s access to and participation in early years settings. They
discussed how such knowledge is required as a foundation to knowing how to better
support the learning and social-emotional needs of these children. There was a general
understanding that teaching and learning occurs through the medium of language and
communication and that disorders of speech, language and communication may shape
how children engage with the teaching and learning process. Participants also
commented how they felt that problems with SLCNs may impact on a child’s selfconfidence, competence and motivation to engage with many aspects of the teaching
and learning process associated with the early year’s context. Again however,
participants reported a lack of specific knowledge and skills to enable them to examine
functional impacts of SLCNs/DLDs in more depth. The following quotation captures the
sentiment of the majority of participants here.
“Well, a lot of it [preschool learning] is about language and learning happens through
communication, listening to the early years practitioner and other children; so
without a doubt it might impact on almost every aspect of the child’s learning and
social interaction in the setting…..but I suppose we haven’t really looked at
consequences in any great detail, linking the delay with what’s happening in terms
of learning and learning goals would be a new area, a new concept for us…….but
an important thing to think about it” (P8).
Sub-theme (2c) - Supporting inclusion of children with DLD
All respondents highlighted the role of the EYP in ensuring an inclusive learning
environment for children with DLD. However, they felt that the very “generalised
learning” and content contained in the programme about proofing the physical
environment for children with disabilities and modifying and adapting practitioner
language was insufficient for meeting the highly complex and specialised needs of
children like Tom. Many noted that the undergraduate programme promotes the
“general idea of equality and inclusion” of all children and of fostering an inclusive
practice environment for children with disabilities. However, they expressed that they
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would require further CPD training following qualification to address specific strategies
and techniques necessary to meet the specific needs of children with SLCNs and DLDs.
They felt that such training should address important areas such as working with
parents and other members of the multidisciplinary team involved in supporting
SLCNs, for example, Psychologists, Speech and Language Therapists and methods of
ensuring an inclusive environment conducive to the learning and social-emotional
needs of children with these disorders.
“.……Truth is, we can’t really say we are equipped to work with them and that’s the
high and low of it, this is a specialised area but undoubtedly
one that will impact us and the children we work with greatly, these things
[disorders] seem to be so common now, so we most definitely have a role and we
need the means to ensure we do it well” (P5).
Others addressed the importance of learning opportunities provided on professional
placements where they got first-hand experience of working with children with SLCNs.
However, only 17 of the 42 participants included in this research reported being
fortunate enough to have had this opportunity and important learning experience.
“Again, it was something I learned more about on placement than in lectures, I was
lucky in that the preschool I was in I had the opportunity to work with a child with
a physical disability who also had communication problems … and it forced me to
rethink planning of particular activities like crafts, eh, story time- which tends to
be very focussed on verbal and asking the children questions……. I had to think of
adapting what I was doing, and I got my supervisor to help, but again, she said this
is a difficult area for her too- We got the child to use Lámh signs in circle time and
he showed pictures of a family event and all the children were able to comment
on that………. I appreciate not everyone gets that on placement so the learning can
be hit or miss” (O4).

Discussion
Methodological Limitations - Whilst the present study has provided novel insights and
has gone some way in bridging the knowledge gap pertaining to trainee EYPs’
perspectives on DLDs, this was a single case study, of a small purposeful sample of
participants from only one professional ECCE programme in an Irish context. Making
generalizations therefore requires a tentative and cautious approach. It is
recommended, that this study be replicated in other third level institutions offering
undergraduate programmes in Early Childhood Education and Care. A multiple and
exploratory case study design (Yin, 2003) could offer potential for capturing an account
of the different types of programmes in existence and the individual content and
contextual factors impacting on the task of equipping trainees with knowledge and
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skills required to support children with SLCNs and DLDs. Also, an exploration of the
views of qualified practitioners with varying degrees of experience in working with
children with SLCNs/DLDs is also recommended.
These stakeholders’ perspectives and training needs may differ significantly from those
of their undergraduate counterparts and they may also be able to provide information
about the necessary Government investment required to support practitioners’ CPD
requirements. Although theory generation was beyond the scope of the present smallscale case study, in drawing on key principles and techniques of grounded theory
methodology the analytical coding processes produced concepts, grounded in the
data, relating to trainee EYPs’ knowledge, perspectives and experiences. The resultant
research product could provide ECCE education providers in the Irish context with
some important considerations when reviewing and developing programmes to
ensure these programmes meet not only the professional needs of EYPs but also the
learning needs of the many children who present with SLCNs in early years settings.
Implications of Findings
The dearth of research into the most effective communication support services for
children with SLCNs and DLDs in early years settings and knowledge about what works
best and how it can be transferred to practice in early years settings has been
consistently highlighted as an issue (Lindsay et al, 2008; I CAN Helping Children
Communicate Charity, 2009). This case study has gone some way in bridging this
knowledge gap. The research was the first of its kind to explore trainee EYPs’
awareness and constructions of DLD and their views about their perceived level of
competence and confidence in supporting the needs of children with DLDs in early
years settings.
Key findings of the study in some ways mirror concerns raised in previous international
research with practising educationalists in both the early years and primary school
sector, highlighting that:
(i)

educationalists receive some relevant, but limited, training on speech, language
and communication needs (SLCNs) in their professional training programmes
(Letts and Hall, 2003; Mroz, 2008,) and;

(ii) the early educationalist workforce requires specific content in their professional
programmes that addresses speech, language and communication milestones,
identification of potential delays as well as speech and language promoting
strategies needed to support the child’s access to and participation in early
educational settings (Girolametto and Weitzman, 2002; Williams, 2006,).
Findings of the present study may prove useful in informing development and
extension of undergraduate professional programmes in the Irish context and may also
have relevance in shaping the content of Continuous Professional Development
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programmes in the sector. Recent research by the Irish Association of Speech and
Language Therapists estimate that there may be in the region of 70,000 children up to
the age of 18 years in Ireland who present with Developmental Speech and Language
Disorders (IASLT, 2017). This means that problems with speech, language and
communication are the most common developmental disability of early childhood and
the likelihood of practitioners encountering children with these often-complex
disorders and needs is very real. Also, in view of the relatively autonomous position in
which ECCE practitioners work in Ireland- and without ready and equitable access to
SLT professionals with expertise in this area - it is argued that EYPs must have the
necessary skills and understanding to identify and support children at risk of SLCNs in
early years settings (Hayes and Irwin, 2016).
In line with previous recommendations this research suggests that professional
training programmes could be developed and enhanced to address the needs of
practitioners in this regard. (Williams, 2006; Mroz, 2008,). The challenge, however, is
that any decisions concerning the development of the nature and format of
programme content must be evidence-based (El-Choueifati, Purcell, McCabe and
Munro, 2012). Findings of the present study are therefore timely and may be useful in
informing this agenda. However, once again, it should be reiterated that results and
recommendations should be viewed tentatively given that this was an exploration of
the views of only a limited number of students undertaking a single ECCE
undergraduate programme. The objective of the ‘reflection points’ that follow is not
to ‘prescribe’ changes to programme content or delivery, but to prompt reflection and
discussion amongst professional education providers and those involved in the delivery
of early education and care of young children with SLCNs/DLDs.
Reflection Point 1: Opportunities for learning about SLCNs/DLDs could be embedded
into existing modules of ECCE training programmes and practice placements.
Many student practitioners reported that any limited knowledge they had gained
about supporting children with SLCNs on the programme was generally acquired
through working with or having observed children with SLCNs on professional practice
placements. Few referenced accounts of having learned about identification and
support of children with these disorders in academic modules of their programme. The
concern, however, is that less than half of the participants were provided with the
opportunity to observe or work directly with children with SLCNs on professional
placements. This calls for a more deliberate and proactive approach not only in
ensuring all trainees get access to appropriate learning opportunities in professional
placements but also to designing specific content relating to SLCNs and DLDs in
programme modules. In line with previous recommendations this content must be
targeted (El-Choueifati et al, 2012) and should meet the learning needs of soon to be
practitioners but also the very complex care and educational needs of children
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presenting with DLDs. Perhaps there is scope for academics and practitioners from
both the ECCE and SLT professions to collaborate on this venture and ensure design of
content that functionally meets the needs of all stakeholders concerned.
Reflection Point 2: Programme content could explore differing interpretations of
terminology, aetiology and diagnostic labels of DLDs.
Key findings indicated that the modernised term of ‘Developmental Language Disorder’
or ‘DLD’, consistently used by Speech and Language Therapists (SLTs), is an unfamiliar
term for these soon to be practitioners, as is the idea that the nature of such disorders
is of a ‘primary’ or ‘specific’ form. Any reconfiguration of programme content could
include introductory material describing the various components and classifications of
speech and/or language disorders and reflect on the ‘heterogeneity’ of DLDs (IASLT,
2016). Furthermore, content could differentiate between DLDs of a primary or more
specific nature and those that occur secondary to, or in association with other
developmental conditions. This may go some way in addressing the previously
mentioned issue that SLTs and educationalists use contrasting terminology to describe
various aspects of speech and language functioning and delay. One possible way
forward is that learning and teaching methodologies could incorporate the use of case
based problem solving strategies with ECCE students, a popular and effective method
used in the professional training of Speech and Language Therapy students (Whitworth
et al., 2008).
Reflection Point 3: Content could address the nature of Receptive versus Expressive
Language Disorders.
It was a primary concern, but indeed not an altogether unexpected one, that significant
issues associated with Tom’s receptive language functioning went largely undetected
by participants in the present study. Receptive language disorders, after all, have been
referred to as “hidden” or “invisible language disorders” (National Council for Special
Education, 2014). To address this key issue, trainee practitioners could be provided
with the opportunity to reflect on the idea that children require the ability to receive,
process and understand language to be able to use it, and that many deficits in the
expressive domain are often linked to impairments in receptive language functioning
(IASLT, 2016).
It is also important for educationalists to be aware that some children exhibit
difficulties in the receptive domain only. These cases are particularly difficult to identify
as expressive abilities may be functioning in a typical developmental fashion and may
be masking any underlying receptive problems (AFASIC, 2016). A focus on these issues
is important given that children with receptive language disorder are more likely to
have long term impacts and problems than those who present with expressive
difficulties alone. Also, the prognosis for children with receptive language disorder is
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thought to be much poorer than for those with expressive disorders. Many longitudinal
studies indicate that receptive language disorder in the early years is often associated
with long term literacy and numeracy issues, persistent problems with oral language
in later life and behavioural problems (Stothard et al., 1998; Johnson, et al, 1999 ContiRamsden et al, 2001).
Reflection Point 4: Content could prompt the exploration of the role of the EYP in
the identification of delayed as well as atypical profiles.
The finding that trainees did not exhibit a clear understanding of the difference
between delayed and more atypical or disordered profiles of SLCNs may also prove
valuable in shaping the content of professional undergraduate and CPD curricula. In
line with previous recommendations there may be scope for the development of
sensitive screening tools to assist the early years workforce in their observations and
assessments of young children and help identify those most at risk of delay/disorder
(El-Choueifati et al., 2012). At the very least, professional programmes could begin by
getting students to evaluate the effectiveness of existing, off the shelf observational
checklists and perhaps explore which formats will best meet the needs of the early
years workforce in detecting children who are most at risk of delay. These screening
tools should not only explore various domains and components of speech, language
and communication referred to earlier, but should also guide the practitioner to
explore functional impacts of delayed and more atypical profiles.
To advance these approaches, trainees in the Irish context could perhaps be
encouraged to think about ‘impact’ in relation to the achievement of learning goals
and objectives concerning Aistear’s curricular framework themes of Communication,
Well-being, Identity and Belonging and Exploring and Thinking (National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment (2009). Such an approach may encourage practitioners to
consider the various and potentially far-reaching impacts of DLD within a framework
they are familiar with and highlight the importance of early detection and onward
referral to relevant specialist services.
Reflection Point 5: Content could address how EYPs can initiate discussions with
parents about speech, language and communication delay
The key finding that many trainees would not consider or indeed feel confident about
referring a child like Tom for SLT assessment also deserves consideration and debate.
This particular finding contradicts that referred to earlier, where participants
qualitatively described Tom’s symptoms as being of a “severe” and “very complex”
nature and comprising “multiple” and “hard to manage problems”. It is important that
early identification and support for children exhibiting potential signs of disordered
language occurs so that necessary and specialist supports, and interventions can be
arranged in a timely fashion. Trainees and indeed qualified practitioners attending
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existing postgraduate CPD programmes such as the ‘Leadership for Inclusion in the
Early Years Programme- LINC’ (Department of Children and Youth Affairs- DYCA, 2016)
may require specific guidance on the issue of addressing potential concerns with
parents/caregivers.
This recommendation is particularly important in the context of the recent
introduction of the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) in the sector, and the role of the
EYP in submitting applications to secure additional supports for children with
disabilities (DCYA, 2016). Role-play and again, the use of case-based, simulations may
prove useful in learning about how to initiate conversations with parents concerning
SLCNs and how outcomes of existing screening/ observational tools can be used as a
guide to inform the nature of these sensitive interactions.
Reflection Point 6: Content could explore the challenges of inclusion of children with
SLCNs/DLDs in early years settings.
The theme of “inclusion” featured prominently in the present study. Respondents felt
that the nature and extent of the very “generic” programme content concerning
inclusion of children with additional needs would need to be more “targeted” and
“focused” to meet the specific needs of children with SLCNs/DLDs. The recently
introduced Diversity, Equality and Inclusion Charter and Guidelines for ECCE
Practitioners (DCYA, 2016) could prove valuable in this regard. For example,
programme content could be informed by and framed in key themes and guidelines of
this Charter to instruct trainees about methods of; ‘proofing’ the physical ECCE
environment for children with SLCNs/ DLDs; communicating concerns with
parents/caregivers and approaching the development of policies and procedures to
ensure inclusion of children with SLCNs/DLDs in early years settings.

Conclusion
With limited access to speech and language therapy in the Irish context there is a need
to consider alternate models of service delivery to help identify and support young
children with SLCNs and DLDs. One such approach is that early educationalists work
collaboratively with speech and language therapists in the context of early years and
primary school settings to meet the complex needs of such children. Whilst there is
strong potential for the role of these educationalists in identifying and supporting
speech and language needs, professional programme providers at undergraduate,
postgraduate and Continuing Professional Development level will need to consider
how the programmes they provide prepare their graduates for this complex,
interdisciplinary role. The discussion points raised in this paper could form the basis
for reflection and discussion about how programmes might be enhanced, to meet not
only the professional needs of EYPs but also the specific learning needs of children who
present with SLCNs and DLDs in the early years.
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Abstract
This paper highlights the wealth of quantitative research evidence available to inform
practice during early childhood in Ireland. The first section of this paper discusses the
importance of evidence-based practice for any discipline, distinguishes it from
developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood and considers an ecological
systems perspective. The focus is on several research findings derived from the
Growing Up in Ireland study illustrating how research can inform practice, alongside
evidence from other international studies. The benefits and limitations to this
approach are considered with the aim of informing practice and promoting an
evidence-based rationale.
‘It is easy to be misled when we rely on our intuition or reasoning, hence the
importance of research. One of the reasons we conduct research is usually to
provide evidence or lack thereof for current beliefs and practices.’ (LaForge,
Perron, Roy-Charland, Roy & Carignan, 2018, p. 320)
The field of early childhood care and education (ECCE) has seen considerable changes
over the last number of decades, particularly in the Irish context (Coolahan, 2017). In
Ireland, access to formal centre-based care and education for young children and free
universal access to preschool, is a relatively recent phenomenon. Changes in women’s
role in the workplace and government policy surrounding quality early childhood
provision have rapidly advanced such that most Irish children now experience care and
education from an adult outside of their family unit, prior to commencing primary
school (Pobal, 2017).
The field of early childhood care and education is a professional domain with an
experienced, educated workforce with an increase in staff qualifications evident in
recent years (Pobal, 2018). As with any professional domain an important focus is
always on striving to improve services and continue professional development
throughout an individual’s career. One such way is by adopting an evidence-based
approach to inform practice, drawing on high quality research findings from a variety
of sources (Buysse & Wesley, 2006). The aim of this paper therefore is to highlight the
wealth of high-quality research evidence available that can be used to inform practice
during early childhood in Ireland. The first section of this paper discusses the
importance of evidence-based practice for any discipline, distinguishes it from
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developmentally appropriate practice in early childhood and considers it from an
ecological systems perspective. The second section considers a number of research
studies and findings derived from a national longitudinal cohort study, Growing Up in
Ireland, that might be used as an illustration of how research can inform practice,
alongside evidence from other international studies. Finally, we consider some
benefits and limitations to this type of approach. It is hoped that early childhood
practitioners and those studying in this field, might draw on the ideas and processes
discussed in this paper to inform practice, or consider an evidence-based rationale for
their current practice and continuing professional development.

Evidence Based Practice
Evidence Based Practice has been defined as ‘a decision-making process that integrates
the best available research evidence with family and professional wisdom and values’
(Buyesse, Wesley, Snyder & Winton, 2006, p. 3). This definition is also endorsed by the
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) in the United States
of America (USA). Recently, again in the USA, the ‘Every Student Succeeds Act’ (ESSA,
2015-2016, p. 393) defined it as ‘an activity, strategy or intervention that demonstrates
a statistically significant effect on improving student outcomes or other relevant
outcomes’. A common thread in these definitions is the use of research evidence that
has a demonstrated effect, for decision making and practice.
Farley et al. (2018) distinguish between Evidence Based Practice and Developmentally
Appropriate Practice. Developmentally appropriate practice is a ‘framework that
outlines instructional practices ideal for maximizing children’s learning and
development’ (Farley et al., 2018, p. 2) while taking into account children’s needs,
goals, social and cultural values and expectations and their general development.
While developmentally appropriate practice may be associated with positive outcomes
it is ‘not by definition supported by experimental research’ (ibid). It is important to
note that a practice may be both developmentally appropriate and evidence based, or
neither. Evidence based practice, which first emerged in the medical field, is not widely
implemented in early childhood settings (Farley et al., 2018). Farley et al. (2018) further
note that in the US, early childhood practitioners are required by law to implement
evidencebased practice but that the term is not defined in early childhood education.
In Ireland, the Early Years Quality and Regulatory Framework (2018), designed to
support early childhood settings to comply with legislation (namely, the Child Care Act
1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 2016) is according to the Tusla website,
‘underpinned by evidence based national and international research and current best
practice,’ with an extensive bibliography accompanying the Framework (Tusla, 2018).
Globally, large scale longitudinal research studies have been taken place for many
decades. Many countries (e.g., United Kingdom, New Zealand, Australia, Canada) have
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national longitudinal studies that research children’s development from birth and also
measure many factors that contribute to this development. Factors include for
example; whether or not a child was ever breastfed, the educational level of the
parents, the income of the family, the area they live in, whether the child is read to
regularly, how much television they watch amongst a host of other factors.
In the UK, these types of studies include the 1958 National Child Development Study
and the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and Children (ALSPAC) which commenced
in the UK in 1991 with over 14,000 families participating. The Dunedin Multidisciplinary
Health and Development Study commenced in 1972 in New Zealand with 1037 infant
participants and the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY)
commenced in Canada in 1994 with 4450 child participants. These studies, and others
like them, provide a rich evidence base which can inform both policy and practice.
However, research of this nature in Ireland has only recently begun with the
commencement of the Growing Up in Ireland Study in 2006. It is a longitudinal,
nationally representative study of young children in Ireland which initially collected
data from over 11,000 infants and 9,000 9-year-olds along with their families,
caregivers, teachers and school principals. This data, along with subsequent waves of
data collection (e.g., when the children were aged 3, 5 and 7), provides a rich picture
of children in Ireland. One of the key goals of the National Children’s Strategy (2000)
was that children’s lives would be better understood and that children should have a
voice. This was a catalyst for the growth of research in the field of early childhood in
Ireland, as prior to this a significant lack of research was noted (Coolahan, 1998).
The Growing Up in Ireland study draws heavily on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
bioecological model, examining many factors that may influence young children’s
development. Bronfenbrenner (1979) proposed that a child’s development is affected
by bi-directional influences of different layers of society. These influences include
relationships in their immediate environmental settings such as the home, the early
childhood setting or school (the ‘microsystem’) as well as the relationships between
these environments (the ‘mesosystem’). Besides the immediate environments, a
child’s development is also influenced by other factors which the child is not
necessarily an active participant in, such as their parents’ job or relationship or the
neighbourhood (the ‘exosystem’), the culture (the ‘macrosystem’) and time they live
in (called the ‘chronosystem’) (Bronfenbremmer, 1979). Essentially it can be said that
children in Ireland have seen significant changes to the macrosystem and exosystem
over the last two decades with the policy changes and provisions surrounding the
provision and availability of quality care and education for young children. These macro
level changes have impacted on the microsystems and mesosystems in which children
are developing, as early childhood settings are now an important context for
development for many Irish children. The research findings drawn on in this paper link
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to several different ecological systems in a number of different ways. Bronfenbrenner’s
theory (1979) provides a framework to capture these interconnecting environments
and relationships and how they impact on children’s lives, their development and their
health and wellbeing (Pope, 2017).
An ecological systems approach to child development also provides a useful framework
from which to consider the links between research evidence and practice in early
childhood settings. For example, the research studies discussed in detail later in the
paper, based on the Growing Up in Ireland study, took place in a set of microsystems,
involving children and their parents as active participants in the research studies. The
data was then analysed by researchers in universities and research centres, with
findings published in reports and peer reviewed journals and presented at
conferences. This information is of interest to other researchers operating at the level
of the exosystem, but also has implications for parents and early childhood
practitioners operating at the level of the microsystem and their interconnecting
relationships in the mesosystem.
The aim of this paper is to bring together diverse research findings from the exosystem,
on elements relating to a child’s microsystem and mesosystem, with a particular focus
on supporting child development by encouraging best practice based on existing
research evidence. Focus is given to three domains of children’s development
(cognitive, physical and socio-emotional) and related to practice using Pica’s (2006)
terms of the thinking child, the moving child and the feeling child. How findings from
research studies could potentially affect, or may already affect, practice in early
childhood settings is then discussed.

Cognitive Development: The Thinking Child
Children begin to learn right from birth and the development of cognitive skills such as
memory, language, reasoning and problem solving is very important. One research
study, drawing on the Growing Up in Ireland study data, investigates what benefits, if
any, there are for reading to 9-month-old infants. It is well established that reading to
young children is important for language and literacy development and improves
school readiness (Highberger & Brooks, 1973; Bus, De Jong & Van Ijzendoorn, 2007;
Saracho & Spodek, 2010). However, relatively little research has focused on the effect
of reading to infants under 12 months of age or looked at its impact on developmental
outcomes. Murray and Egan (2014) explored this topic using a nationally
representative cohort of 9-month-old infants to ascertain if regularly reading to infants
had an effect on cognitive development, specifically communication and problem
scores. These elements of cognitive development were measured using the Ages and
Stages Questionnaire (ASQ), which is a widely used and reliable measure of infant
development. Consistent with research with older children, Murray and Egan (2014)
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found that infants that were read to had higher communication and problem-solving
scores than infants that were not read to. The small but significant effect of reading to
infants remained even after other factors that affect cognitive development were
statistically controlled for (e.g., maternal education level, whether the infant was ever
breastfed, the number of siblings in the household).
Although this data was collected in relation to reading to infants in a home setting, the
findings may have implications for practice in early childhood settings. Where it is not
already a regular activity in an infant room, this research suggests that it may be
beneficial to an infant’s cognitive development to incorporate it into the daily
schedule. Besides benefits to current cognitive development in infants, the broader
research on reading to children suggests it has longer term benefits also (e.g., Bus et
al., 2007). For example, evidence indicates it is associated with the development of
language and literacy skills, long term academic success and concept formation
(Dickinson, Griffith, Golinkoff & HirshPasek, 2012; Dexter & Stacks 2014; Niklas,
Cohrssen & Tayler, 2016). Therefore, the effect of reading to infants is beneficial for
both current and future cognitive development.
In addition to examining the effect of reading on cognitive development in infants,
Murray & Egan (2014) also explored the effect of other language and book related
activities. They found that showing pictures to the infants and talking to them while
doing other things were also beneficial. Interestingly, more parents reported showing
pictures to their infants (94%) than reading to them (80.5%). However, the data
showed when other factors that affect cognitive development were statistically
controlled for, that showing pictures to infants while having an effect on
communication scores, did not have an effect on problem solving scores. In contrast,
reading to infants was associated with higher scores in both aspects of cognition and
should therefore be encouraged in caregivers. Where showing pictures to infants is
already part of the daily activity schedule, early childhood practitioners could
potentially consider extending this activity to include reading to the infant as well.
Talking to infants while doing other things (e.g., household chores, paperwork, meal
preparation) is common in a home-based setting with 65.9% of caregivers reporting
‘always’ talking to their infant, 24% ‘often’ do this, and 10.1% talk to their infants
‘sometimes, rarely or never’. However, this language-based activity had a significant
positive effect on communication and problem-solving scores, even after controlling
for other factors that might impact on cognitive development. In fact, the effect of
‘always’ talking to the infant had an even greater positive effect on cognitive
development than reading to the infant, although this is likely due to the frequency
with which these activities occur. Talking to the infant is likely to occur multiple times
each day as the caregiver goes about other tasks whereas reading to the infant may
occur much less frequently and only when the caregiver has time to engage in the
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activity and the infant has interest. However, both activities are beneficial for cognitive
development.
Although this data was collected in relation to talking to infants in a home setting, the
findings may have implications for practice ECEC settings too. Where there is not
already a strong emphasis on regularly talking to infants in an early childhood setting
and including them in conversations or engaging them in what is essentially a onesided conversation, this could be encouraged, particularly if most talking to infants only
occurs during times when the practitioner is actively engaged with the infant in either
a caregiving, learning or play activity. Additional opportunities to talk to the infant
might include while preparing an infant feed, while setting up a learning activity or
playtime or while tidying up after a task.
Similarly, if there is more than one early childhood practitioner in the infant room, the
infants might be included in conversations between the practitioners by referring to
an infant by name, making eye contact with them and adjusting the tone of voice to
encourage engagement even if the conversation is an adult one. Murray & Egan (2014)
found that not only were higher cognitive scores associated with ‘always’ talking to the
infant when compared with just ‘sometimes, rarely or never’ talking to the infant, but
even when compared to ‘often’ talking to the infant. Therefore, any increase in the
time spent talking to the infant in the childcare setting may have benefits for both
communication and problem-solving scores.

Physical Development: The Moving Child
While reading and chatting may support cognitive development in children, another
important aspect of child development is physical health and wellbeing. According to
GUI data at age three, almost a quarter of children (24%) were reported to be
overweight or obese, 19% were overweight and 6% were obese, indicating that one in
four three-year-olds in Ireland has a BMI beyond the range that is considered healthy.
By age five, although there is a reduction in the percentage that are overweight or
obese, 20% are in this category (Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), 2013).
How young children play and engage in physical activity is a prime concern for early
childhood practitioners in light of the evidence that the foundations of lifelong health
and well-being are laid in early childhood (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard,
2010).
Given the prevalence of obesity in very young children in Ireland, physical activity and
play outdoors needs to be nurtured in the earliest years and children should have
opportunity to play outdoors each day. The important role of the outdoors has been
highlighted by research nationally (Kiernan & Devine, 2010; Smyth, 2016; Kilkelly et al.,
2016) and internationally (e.g. Bento & Dias, 2017; UK Children’s Commissioner, 2018).
In terms of national policy, Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA,
160

From Research Evidence to Evidence Based Practice in Early Childhood Settings

2009) Siolta, the National Quality Framework, (CECDE, 2006) Brighter Outcomes, Better
Futures, the national policy framework for children & young people 2014 - 2020 and
Healthy Ireland, the framework for improved health and wellbeing 2013-2025 all
highlight the potential of the outdoors. The outdoor environment is also noted in
legislation within the regulations (the Child Care Act 1991 (EYS); Quality and Regulatory
Framework, Regulations 2016; Tusla, 2018).
International evidence suggests that playing outdoors can give significantly more
opportunities for young children to move more freely, promoting freedom to explore
and encourages independence, opportunities for sensory learning with natural
materials and opportunities to challenge and take risks (Fjortoft, 2001; Bento & Dias,
2017). Based on the GUI data on 9001 children when they were 5 years old, the
outdoor environment may be under-utilised for some. Most children ride a bike,
tricycle or scooter multiple times per week. The most popular daily activity is playing
chasing (64%). However, climbing on things such as trees, climbing frames or wall bars
is engaged in much less frequently than the other forms of outdoor play as only 27%
do this sort of activity daily (Egan & Pope, 2018). The Center on the Developing Child
at Harvard (2010) identify a safe and supportive environment as one of three core
foundations for lifelong health and well-being. Under the UN Convention on the rights
of the child (UNCRC) Article 31 states that: “every child has the right to rest and leisure,
to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to
participate freely in cultural life and the arts”. However, a significant factor influencing
how much young children play outdoors in Ireland is neighbourhood safety (Egan &
Pope, 2018). Based on parental responses in the GUI data to the statement ‘it is safe
for children to play outside during the day’ as an overall indicator of neighbourhood
safety and how often they reported their child engaged in the various outdoor
activities, significant associations were observed between how often the activities are
engaged in and the parent’s rating of the safety statement.
From an evidence-based practice perspective we know that the outdoor play is
beneficial to child physical development (as well as other aspects of development) but
that there may be limited opportunity at home or barriers to outdoor play may be
present, such as perceived neighbourhood safety. In this regard, given the free
universal access to early childhood settings for Irish children, and the high percentage
uptake of provision, the outdoor space in these settings offers a safe environment in
which to engage in outdoor play. These spaces are also available to the children
regardless of a child’s neighbourhood, socio-economic class or other factors that
impact on outdoor play and development. If children are not getting the opportunities
to play outdoors within the home environment in some instances, given the myriad
benefits associated with the outdoor play and from a child’s rights perspective, it is
essential that the early childhood setting, school and afterschool are providing such
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outdoor experiences for young children. For example, within the GUI data, 67% of
children in the most disadvantaged social class group were reported to be very healthy
by their parent compared with over three-quarters of children in the higher social class
group. With more children attending the ECCE scheme, it is important that the early
childhood setting considers their role in promoting children’s physical development,
health and well-being and maximises on all opportunities to promote child health
(Pope, 2012; Pope 2017).

Socio-emotional Development: The Feeling Child
With the recent addition of another free preschool year, more five-year olds than ever
in Ireland are in preschool. Early childhood practitioners, along with parents and other
adults in a child’s life can help them understand their emotions and support social
interactions (Saarni, 1999). Findings from the GUI study provide insight into the typical
patterns of socio-emotional development in Irish five-year olds and into the factors
that may support or hinder this aspect of development. An awareness of these typical
patterns and the known factors that affect them may be useful to early childhood
practitioners, so that activities and interactions that support development can be
implemented. Over 19% of five-year olds were reported by their mother as having
some difficulties with their ‘emotions, concentration, behaviour or being able to get
on with other people’, with just under 4% having definite or severe difficulties in these
areas. Mothers also reported that these difficulties interfered ‘quite a lot’ or ‘a great
deal’ with classroom learning, more so than with friendships or home life. Of those
that were having socioemotional difficulties, 16% of mothers also said they were a
burden on the family quite a lot or a great deal. Findings from the GUI data indicated
that 4% of mothers reported consulting a psychologist or psychiatrist about their child
in the previous 12 months, although only 1% of five-year olds had been diagnosed by
a doctor as having a condition related to problems with behaviour, attention or
autistic-spectrum differences.
While the level of diagnosed problems in five-year olds is low at 1%, the rates of mother
reported problems and consultations with psychologists or psychiatrists suggests it is
likely that every early childhood setting, if not every room in that setting, will have a
child with some difficulties with their socioemotional development. Knowledge of the
average percentage of children that have socioemotional difficulties may be valuable
in providing an evidence base for practice (and policy) in early childhood settings. In
addition to knowledge of the extent of socioemotional difficulties, knowledge of the
factors that can affect socio-emotional development are also important. Expectations
of behaviour may also be an issue; some children may find it more difficult to
concentrate or ‘behave’ in a more formalized structured setting but may find a playbased approach more conducive to learning as advocated in Aistear (NCCA, 2009). One
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such factor to be aware of is the child’s history of socio-emotional difficulties from
infancy.
This could be gathered from the parent or through consistency of contact with the child
in the early childhood setting. GUI data shows that infants who had the highest scores
of being difficult or fussy at age 9 months were nearly twice as likely at age five to be
in the problematic range of scores for socio-emotional development (as measured with
the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire). If a child was in the problematic range at
age three, they were nearly five times more likely to be in the problematic range at age
five than a child who wasn’t in the problematic range at age three. This finding perhaps
reflects the impact of a child’s temperament on socio-emotional development (Ortiz &
Barnes, 2018) and highlights that some children may require long term ongoing
support with this aspect of development if they display difficulties in infancy.
Other factors that may affect socio-emotional development are stressful life events.
The GUI findings report that 21% of five-year olds have experienced the death of a
close family member and 20% have moved to a new house. Of those with scores in the
range for problematic behaviour 20% of children have experienced two or more
stressful life events (e.g., conflict between parents, serious illness, house move, death
of a family member, parental separation). Being aware of these risk factors in any
individual child and understanding the potential implications of it for child socioemotional development may enable practitioners to implement strategies to support
the child and the family.
The Growing Up in Ireland data also indicated that there are gender differences in
social skills (e.g., responsibility, self-control) at age five, particularly for empathy. Boys
scored significantly lower at age five, with 29% of girls scoring in the top quartile for
empathy compared with 20% of boys (Growing Up In Ireland, 2013). Given the
importance of the earliest years in nurturing social skills, this apparent gap in empathy
may need to be further addressed in practice with specific attention given to
promoting empathy in boys. For example, previous research shows that the higher the
quality of social games the better emotions are understood by 4-year olds (Dunn &
Cutting, 1999). A recent study also found that shared reading of picture books about
emotions over the course of three weeks improved pre-schoolers emotional
competence, whereas a control group that did not receive this intervention did not see
improvements in these scores (LaForge et al., 2018).
The evidence from young Irish children demonstrates the impact of factors such as
gender, history and stressful life events on socioemotional development age five.
Therefore, a knowledge of the patterns of socioemotional development and the
factors that potentially negatively impact on it is important for any early childhood
practitioner. This is important in promoting an inclusive environment in keeping with
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the Diversity, Equality and Inclusion Charter and Guidelines for Early Childhood Care
and Education (DCYA, 2016). A crucial part of practice in early childhood settings is
communicating effectively with parents about their children and discussing any
concerns they may have. As socio-emotional development is taking place across
different settings for a child it is important that communication and connections
between microsystems are consistent and informative.

Discussion
This paper has focused on the benefits to children and early childhood practitioners in
drawing on research evidence in order to inform practice and have it underpinned by
an evidence base (Farley et al., 2018). A number of published research findings, which
draw on data from the Growing Up in Ireland study (see www.growingup.ie) and on
international research, were discussed. Focusing on cognitive, physical and socioemotional development we consider how previous research findings can provide a
context and inform practice to support these different aspects of development, such
as reading to infants to support communication and problem solving skills (e.g., Murray
& Egan, 2014), encouraging outdoor play to support healthy physical development
(e.g., Egan & Pope, 2018) and sharing picture stories about emotions to support
emotional development (e.g., LaForge et al., 2018).
However, it is important to note that the research findings drawn on in this paper are
but a small selection of national and international research findings that can be used
as an evidence base for practice. Although the evidence drawn on in this paper focused
principally on findings from quantitative studies, findings from qualitative studies and
mixed methods studies may also provide a very useful evidence base. The aim of the
paper is not to focus on these research findings in particular, but to highlight the
importance of evidence based practice in early childhood settings and to elucidate the
process by which research findings might be translated into practice or be used to
consider the wider context of practice in early childhood settings (e.g. the effect of
socio-economic class on development).
In Ireland, early childhood organisations such as OMEP Ireland, Early Childhood Ireland
(ECI), Montessori & Early Childhood Professionals Ireland (MECPI), the National
Childhood Network (NCN), Association of Childhood Professionals (ACP), Pedagogy,
Learning, Education (PLE) are playing a key role in disseminating research to wider
members to facilitate this evidence based perspective. Within third level institutions,
the concept of the early childhood teacher as researcher is often emphasised in initial
early childhood teacher education as is the essential role of reflection on practice.
However, in practice for early childhood practitioners, it can be a real challenge within
a busy schedule, usually using personal time for essential curricular planning and
paperwork, to engage in extensive reviews of the literature. Early Childhood
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practitioners need to be supported in terms of time and resources to facilitate
continued professional development, to attend course days (as is the case for example
with primary school teachers), or conferences and keep up to speed with research,
reflecting on how the latest research can inform their own practice.
Questions they might ask when hearing about or reading about research: What
microsystem did the research take place in? What was measured? Was there an
activity or intervention used? Did it have a statistically significant positive impact on
some aspect of child development?
Does the finding potentially have implications for my own practice, and can I research
this further within my own practice? What are the potential challenges to
implementing this practice? While use of previous research findings, and those derived
from large nationally representative samples provide a solid evidence base for
practitioners, it is also important to discuss some of the caveats/limitations in using the
research in this way. One such limitation is that the findings reported in these
previously published studies involve average differences or changes across large
groups of children.
While these findings may apply across a group as a whole, they may not apply to any
one individual child and at the level of the practitioner they are dealing with individual
children. Therefore, reading or chatting to one particular infant, or encouraging
outdoor play in a particular five-year-old is not guaranteed to improve their cognitive
or physical development. It is possible that these activities will have no effect, or even
a negative effect in a particular individual. However, based on the evidence for a
previous large group of children it is likely that development will be affected positively
by these activities. In addition, another limitation to consider is that not all
practitioners may be in a position to implement these suggestions for a variety of
reasons. In some cases, it may be that the schedule of activities is already quite full,
with little space, for other activities, while in other cases the cost of resources (e.g.,
books for babies, equipment for physical activity) may be beyond some facilities.
Where implementation of some of these evidence-based practices may be difficult due
to financial or structural reasons we would encourage practitioners and managers to
focus on activities that are low cost both in terms of time and money. This might
include incorporating more conversations with infants during the daily routine or
advising parents on the importance of reading to their children or engaging them in
physical activity.
Similarly, a review of current practice in the early childhood setting to ascertain which
existing practices are evidence based, which are developmentally appropriate, and
which are both or neither may be useful. Practitioners can draw on findings and ideally
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engage in their own small-scale research to consider implications within their own
specific context.

Conclusion
When working with young children, recognising the individual nature of each child,
each family and each ECEC setting is fundamental to quality practice. Large scale
studies have significant findings that relate to ECEC in practice. While findings may not
be applicable in every context or early childhood setting it is important to consider the
implications for practice. How early childhood practitioners can be further supported
and facilitated in this capacity needs to be addressed at a wider level. The article may
therefore spark discussion, debate and reflection on the role of evidence-based
practice in the larger context and how the findings may translate to early childhood in
practice.
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