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Editorial
This issue of ChildLinks
is focused on the theme
of Aistear. Quality early
childhood care and education
and quality curriculum are
intrinsically linked. That is
why, in the aftermath of the
recent Prime Time exposé
of poor quality early years
provision, Barnardos has
called for Síolta and Aistear
to be implemented in all
services, over a five year
period, supported by paid
continuing professional
development /
non-contact time.

In addition, Barnardos has called for
reform of the inspection system by:
Making sure all inspectors are
trained and have expertise in what
to look for in terms of quality
curriculum for young children.
Imposing sanctions on any crèche
that breaches regulations to make
sure crèches improve on inspection.
Linking public funding to quality
for all age groups, not just
children partaking in the
free pre-school year.
Barnardos has called for proper
investment in the National Early
Years Strategy to include:
Making sure all childcare services
are affordable and high in quality
by providing State subsidies,
linked to quality.
Introducing minimum qualification
requirements for all those who
work in childcare facilities and

make sure that this happens by
putting a training fund behind it.
Regulation of all childminders –
anyone paid to mind children
should be trained, vetted and
subject to regulation and
inspection.
Investment in the National Vetting
Bureau so that vetting can be
done quickly for anyone working
for children.
It is encouraging to read in ChildLinks
of so many accounts of innovative
initiatives to implement Aistear. What
is needed now is a comprehensive
plan backed by resources to implement
Aistear and Síolta on a strategic basis.
It is time to say a resounding no to
low investment and low quality early
childcare provision.
ANNE CONROY
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Aistear

A journey without
a road map

GERALDINE FRENCH, Early Childhood Specialist

INTRODUCTION
In Ireland, there is currently an unprecedented policy focus on education
and care for children in the years before compulsory schooling. This policy
focus is warranted. We know without question that high quality early childhood
education and care reaps measurable gains in thinking and social skills for
all children. In addition, studies have demonstrated that for those young
children living with the injustice of poverty those gains are even greater.
These benefits are primarily determined by early childhood educator
knowledge and understanding of child development and learning,
providing appropriate cognitive challenge; strategic planning for a wide
range of curriculum experiences; and the quality of educator-child verbal
interactions through open-ended questioning, meaningful conversations
and extension of children’s language and thoughts (Siraj-Blatchford, Sylva,
Muttock, Gilden, & Bell, 20021).
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The early childhood education and care sector in Ireland has
witnessed many positive developments over the last decade.
Some of these include:
The launch of Síolta, the National Quality Framework for
Early Childhood Education in 20062, which sets the
broad context for ensuring quality in early childhood
settings within which early learning is best supported.
The development of Regulation 5 as part of the revised
Pre-School Regulations also in 2006 and the attendant
Assessment Guide for inspections of early childhood settings
in 20113. For the first time, very young children’s learning
and development was addressed within our legal framework.
The introduction of the Free Pre-School Year (in 2009)
has provided a universal right for children of three and
four years of age to access early childhood education and
care and there is now debate about extending it to a
second year4 within the proposed National Early Years
Strategy (itself a positive development announced in
2012 by the Minister for Children Frances Fitzgerald).
While these and many other policy initiatives are significant, it
could be argued that if one were to pick a development with
the greatest potential to accomplish the objective of enhancing
the quality of young children’s experiences and extend their
early learning and development it would be Aistear.
AISTEAR
Aistear, the Irish word for journey, was developed by the
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA)
and launched in 20095. Aistear is the curriculum framework
for all children from birth to six years and focuses on planning
for the provision of enriching, challenging and enjoyable
learning experiences for children. The development of Aistear
was underpinned by consultation with the early childhood
sector, commissioned research papers (Hayes, 2007; French,
2007; Kernan, 2007 & Dunphy, 20086) and portraiture studies of
young children. These are all available on their website
www.ncca.ie. This rigorous and inclusive approach has led to
a framework for early learning which is soundly based in
research and draws from the contributions of our diverse
early childhood sector.

Aistear includes four sets of user-friendly guidelines on
parents, play, interactions and assessment all of which contain
excellent suggestions, exemplars of practice and highlight the
particular relevance of these issues to support quality practice.
The on-line Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.ie/Aisteartoolkit) is
continually under development and provides podcasts from
recognised authorities in the field with a welcome focus on
interactions, for example there is one on ‘language development
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in the preschool year’ (Anne McGough) and ‘critical thinking
and book talk’ (Mary Roche). There is a tipsheet on thinking
and talking and a tipsheet for parents on play, which is now
translated in to six languages. There are many snapshots and
short films of early educators in practice categorised within
the four themes of Aistear: Well-being; Identity and belonging;
Communicating and Exploring and thinking.
The most recent additions to the Toolkit include a series of
templates prepared in collaboration with Early Childhood
Ireland. One tool combines Aistear and Síolta to support early
childhood educators to think about and audit their learning
environments indoors and outdoors. In addition, there is a
short-term curriculum planning template and a learning record
template with worked examples.
The thematic approach to presenting children’s learning and
development within Aistear is itself is to be applauded. The
four themes provide a flexible support for early childhood
settings and ‘conveys successfully the integrated and holistic
development of the young learner, and the totality of his/her
learning needs’ (NCCA, 2004, p. 227). Developmental domains
such as cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional, spiritual and
physical cannot be separated out; neither can subjects such
as mathematics, science and art. The themes bridge the
developmental and subject domains and move towards a
more integrated approach, which is more in tune with how
children learn and develop. Within Aistear, children are supported
to grow and develop socially, physically, creatively, cognitively,
linguistically and so on, but in a way which is natural,
meaningful and enjoyable for children. Children’s interests and
learning dispositions (for curiosity, wonder, resilience, playfulness)
are at the centre of what and how they learn. An effective
curriculum such as this acknowledges that children learn and
develop holistically. As a framework Aistear also acknowledges
the diversity of the early childhood settings to which it applies.
The success of Aistear is manifested in its integration into
national programmes such as the National Early Years Access
Initiative, where each of the 11 projects must be underpinned
by Aistear (and Síolta). The forthcoming revised primary
curriculum for Junior and Senior Infants will seek to ensure
‘greater consistency with Aistear (NCCA, 2012, p.148). This has
many positive implications. Firstly, there is recognition of early
childhood (birth to six years) as a time in and of itself, with its
own continuity and rhythm. Secondly, a pedagogy that
supports play and building on children’s interests as a pathway
to early learning will be ensured for our youngest children.
Thirdly, Aistear is in tune with international recommendations
in relation to educational models. Laevers (2005)9 analysed
a thematic review of highly regarded early education systems
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(Experiential Learning [Belgium], HighScope [USA], Reggio
Emilia [Italy], and Te Whariki [New Zealand]). Through this
analysis, Laevers identified six characteristics of professional
practice in early childhood education considered to be the
cornerstones of any educational model of the future. These
characteristics are:
1 Respect for the child
2 An open framework (curriculum) approach
3 A rich environment
4 A process of representation
5 Communication, interaction and dialogue
6 Observation and monitoring
Aistear conforms to these characteristics.
LACK OF IMPLEMENTATION
Having acknowledged the many positive benefits of Aistear,
there is one major drawback; the weakness of its implementation.
While many resources and supports have been developed to
support early childhood educators in their practice, Aistear is
not underpinned by legislation, early childhood settings are
not mandated to implement Aistear (unlike in primary schools
where the Primary Curriculum is implemented universally)
and there are no specific and detailed implementation plans
currently for the roll-out of Aistear in all early childhood
settings. In addition, there is no funding currently available for
the education and training of early childhood personnel in
order for them to translate Aistear into everyday practice,
planning and supervision.
The brief of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
as outlined in the Education Act (1998), ‘is to advise the
Minister for Education and Science on matters relating to
…the curriculum for early childhood education, primary and
post-primary schools and the assessment procedures
employed in schools and examinations on subjects which are
part of the curriculum’ (NCCA, 2012, p.5). The NCCA has no
remit for implementation of the curriculum. In light of the lack
of a national implementation plan for Aistear, the NCCA

There is no funding currently
available for the education
and training of early childhood
personnel in order for them to
translate Aistear into everyday
practice, planning and
supervision.
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developed the on-line Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.ie/Aisteartoolkit) to
support the educators, trainers and others to use Aistear.
Indeed it is not clear which, if any, government department or
agency has the responsibility to roll out Aistear by supporting
early childhood settings to implement Aistear, although it
appears that many have a potential role.
Currently the Department of Children and Youth Affairs
(DCYA) has the responsibility to allocate financial resources
through the Free Pre-School Year, the Community Childcare
Subvention (CCS) scheme and the Childcare Education and
Training Support (CETS) scheme. The DCYA have responsibility
for the city/county childcare committees (CCCs), the national
childcare organisations, childminders, and childcare initiatives
such as afterschool childcare, and parent and toddler
schemes among others10.
The Early Years Education Policy Unit (EYEPU) of Department
of Education and Skills is co-located in the DCYA. EYEPU
has responsibility for the implementation of the Workforce
Development Plan for the early childhood sector; targeted early
years interventions for children who live in areas designated as
disadvantaged, and provision of policy advice and representation
on national and international policy development initiatives.
EYEPU also has responsibility for the implementation of
Síolta11. There are 40 part-time and full-time Síolta mentors
employed throughout the country to support settings with the
implementation of Síolta. There is no named body with
responsibility for implementation of Aistear.
The new contract for the Free Pre-School Year, however,
states that settings
…are required to use Síolta, the National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education (2006)
and Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework (2009) to provide an appropriate
educational and care programme for children in their
pre-school year. Participating service providers may
be supported in meeting the requirement by a range of
designated support services and agencies including
their local City or County Childcare Committee.
Service providers must facilitate visits and use advice
from support staff from such organisations.
(DCYA, 201212)

The Minister for Children Frances Fitzgerald (2013) has
pointed to the success of the Free Pre-school Year with ‘94%
of all qualifying-age pre-school children now participating.
This pre-school year provides important opportunities to
support children’s early learning and development, mainly as
a result of the requirement for practitioners to use Aistear: the
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Early Childhood Curriculum Framework developed by
NCCA’. Furthermore, the Literacy and Numeracy Strategy
(Department of Education and Skills, 201113) contains many references
to Aistear (see also French 201214). These statements clearly
suggest that settings should use Aistear and that organisations
must be enabled to support early childhood staff. Successful
implementation of Aistear could produce identifiable outcomes
in relation to the social, language and cognitive learning and
development of children attending those settings. However,
without specific and detailed plans which focus on supporting
organisations, up skilling the workforce, as well as providing
clear directions to the implementation of Aistear how can our
young children receive the quality service they merit?
EYEPU has responsibility for the implementation of Síolta and
mentors are in place to support (albeit selected) early childhood
settings. However, it appears that currently the implementation
of Aistear falls to settings themselves with (depending on
where the setting is located) inconsistent and variable support
from national voluntary organisations, county childcare
committees, colleges of further education and institutes of
technology. Aistear and Síolta are closely aligned. Síolta sets
out the broad parameters for ensuring quality in early childhood
education and care settings within which early learning is best
supported. This includes standards in relation to organisational
considerations, professional practice and interactions as well
as those focused on play, establishing a learning environment
and ensuring a relevant broad based curriculum (Aistear) is in
place. It is a logical step that Aistear and Síolta should be
seen as one unit.
In order to implement policy, early childhood educators need
to understand the policy and in order to develop policy, policy
makers need to appreciate the working conditions of the
implementers. In the literature on policy making and
implementation, a cognitive perspective contributes to an
understanding of policy implementation ‘by unpacking how
implementing agents construct ideas from and about state
and national standards’ (Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 2002, p.420)15.
A top-down, bottom-up approach is advocated for the
implementation of standards in education. In such a scheme
‘the ideas about changing behaviour that implementing agents
construct from a policy’ involves the policy signal; the
implementing agents’ knowledge, beliefs, and experience; and
the circumstances in which the local actor makes sense of
policy (Spillane et al., 2002, p. 420).
Unless there is direct engagement with Aistear in every setting,
with support from knowledgeable tutors/mentors and
organisations, early childhood educators will not be able to
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Unless there is direct
engagement with Aistear in
every setting, with support from
knowledgeable tutors/mentors
and organisations, early childhood
educators will not be able to
reflect on their practice and
embrace the valuable factual
messages that Aistear contains.
reflect on their practice and embrace the valuable factual
messages that Aistear contains. As expressed by Stone
(2002, p.28)16 ‘…interpretations are more powerful than facts’.
Ideas from policy provide leverage for change only if
policymakers persuade implementing agents to think in a
different way about their actions, to question their current
behaviour and therefore enable them to create other ways of
acting. In Ireland, there is no national persuasion by policy
makers currently in implementing Aistear.
NCCA STRATEGIC PLAN 2012–2015
The NCCA has developed a Strategic Plan 2012–2015
which contains a vision, mission, strategic goals and planned
outcomes. For example: Goal 1.4 is to ensure that ‘Aistear is
increasingly used in the early childhood sector’; specifically the
NCCA plan to ‘expand the online Aistear Toolkit’ (NCCA, 2012, p.13).
In the absence of an implementation plan, the Aistear in Action
Initiative highlighted in the next article in this issue is one
example of how resources will be developed for the Toolkit.
The Toolkit has proved a very useful resource for all those
who have used Aistear to enhance the experiences of the
children they work with. Many of the resources are available in
hard copy, however, depending on the availability of broadband,
the computer literacy of early childhood staff, time and their
motivation to engage, not all settings may avail of the Toolkit,
in particular the podcasts and videos of practice. Instead they
may rely, in the short term, on early childhood support organisations,
attendance at conferences and training to inform them of the
content. To support the online element of Aistear nationwide,
access to adequate broadband is required and a programme
of computers for early childhood settings established.
In relation to Goal 2, the NCCA plan to ‘support a number of
school and early childhood setting networks to gather

5

T H E I M P L E M E N TAT I O N O F A I S T E A R

C H I L D L I N K S I S S U E 2 , 2 01 3

examples of how Aistear can be used to support children’s
learning and development, by 2014’ (NCCA, 2012, p.16).
Again, the Aistear in Action project is an excellent example of
how settings could be supported to engage with Aistear
successfully to enhance their practice. But this is in only a
handful of settings; if ‘building the capacity for change’ is the
goal, the same project should be implemented in every early
childhood setting in Ireland. All our children should have the
same quality of experience to the children in those settings.
The NCCA Strategic Plan specifically refers to working
directly with the ‘Aistear Tutors and the education centres to
engage infant teachers in reflection on and introduction of the
principles and methodologies of Aistear in primary classrooms’
(NCCA, 2012, p.17). This implies a focus on direct support of
teachers through their continued professional development.
With the revised curriculum, Junior and Senior Infant
teachers will be mandated (and supported) to implement
Aistear. In contrast, the NCCA plan, in relation to settings
excluding the primary sector, is to ‘continue our work with
Early Childhood Ireland and initiate work with other
organisations to support practitioners in working with Aistear’
(NCCA, 2012, p.17). It is acknowledged that systems have long
been in place to support primary teachers. In addition, the
early childhood education and care sector, excluding primary
education, is developing. However, to prioritise children in
Junior and Senior infants could be seen as ignoring what we
know about the importance of early childhood education and care
from birth (French, 200817; French, 201318).
If we take early speech and language development as an
example, we know that:
From birth there is a narrow window of opportunity to
capitalise on children’s rapid brain development and
support children’s speech, language and communication
(Gerhardt, 200519; Shonkoff & Phillips, 200020).
Every educational skill presupposes the use of language –
it is the foundation for lifelong learning (Boyer, 199121).
Children with speech, language communication needs
(SLCN) are at high risk of later difficulties with reading,
writing and spelling (The Communication’s Trust, 201122).
Studies have demonstrated that language competence is
positively correlated with success in the educational
system (Cregan, 200823; Riley, Burrell & McCallum, 200424). What
is known is that for some children there is a discontinuity
between the language of the school and of the children;
due to a mismatch of language use. ‘It is now generally
accepted that culturally and linguistically different children
are not non-verbal, do not lack experiences and are not
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culturally disadvantaged…For them the major difficulty is
learning how to handle the scholastic demands of the
dominant culture that is significantly different in many
respects from their own’. (Cregan, 2008, p.19)
The long-term consequences of poor early language
development on children’s educational attainment and life
chances are severe and unjust (National Economic and Social
Forum, 200925).

THE EARLY CHILDHOOD SECTOR
It is clear that the early childhood sector in Ireland requires
significant and radical development with the same attention
given to training and continuing professional development as
enjoyed by the primary school sector. Early years educators
are in a crucial position with regard to valuing the diversity of
children’s language use and enhancing children’s language
capacity. However, early years educators need to be supported
to engage children in the kind of language use expected but not
explicitly taught in schools (Cregan, 2008). A lack of training of
early childhood educators was identified as a particularly
pressing problem in Ireland (Start Strong, 201326). Engaging
children in ways that promote the cognitive, linguistic, spiritual,
creative and social development requires understanding,
knowledge and skill. It is acknowledged that in order to meet
current and future early childhood education and care policy
commitments the workforce needs to be developed
(Department of Education and Science [DES], 201027).

The role of the adult is central
to enhancing the quality of
young children’s experiences
with the requirement that
those who work in early
childhood settings should
have relevant qualifications
Literature and research are clear that children’s thinking and
language is enhanced when children are listened to and
supported, when a range of pedagogical interaction strategies
are used, and when children are encouraged to solve problems
(Tayler, 200128). These skills require professional development.
Therefore, professional preparation is arguably one of the
features most relevant to interactions (Tayler). Aistear focuses
on the kinds of interaction strategies that support children’s
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language and thinking and supports early literacy, numeracy,
respectful communication and problem-solving. In terms of
supporting the quality of children’s experiences it should be
implemented fully in every early childhood setting.
It is recognised in Irish policy documents that the role of the
adult is central to enhancing the quality of young children’s
experiences with the requirement that those who work in early
childhood settings should have relevant qualifications (DES,
2009; DES, 2010). Up to the announcement of the Free PreSchool Year in 2009, there were no standard qualification
requirements in settings, excluding the primary system in
Ireland. In order to avail of the grant to deliver the Free PreSchool Year, at a minimum, the leader in a room is required to
hold a Further Education and Training Council (now Quality
and Qualifications Ireland) Level 5 qualification in early
childhood education. There is no evidence that students with
Level 5 are getting the opportunity to engage with Aistear (or
Síolta). In addition, currently a quarter of the workforce in
centre-based early childhood settings (excluding primary
school) is without a Level 5 qualification (Start Strong, 2013). All
training institutions and colleges in relation to early childhood
care and education also have a role to play to ensure the
implementation of Aistear.
In its Strategic Plan 2012–2015, the NCCA has outlined
the constraints under which it is operating. These challenges
include the backdrop of our current deep recession, resulting
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in low staff numbers, the public sector employment
restrictions, and the reduction in public funding in education
generally. However, as stated by Minister Frances Fitzgerald
(2013) ‘early intervention must become part of our national
psyche’. We currently enjoy the highest birth-rate in Europe,
approximately 75,000 children are born each year. This is a
significant advantage. ‘A younger population may well prove
to be one of Ireland’s greatest resources in economic
recovery’ (NCCA, 2012, p.6). Due to the enormity of Ireland’s
financial crisis it is the next generation which will be paying
back our national debt.
Investment in early childhood education, specifically investment
in prevention and early intervention, effective implementation
of national quality and curriculum frameworks in early
childhood settings and professionalisation of the sector
should be a national priority in Budget 2014; ‘we owe it to
our children – literally’ (Wolfe, 201329). Without comprehensive,
detailed and funded implementation plans there will be little
possibility for educators in early childhood settings to reflect
on their practice and consider how to enhance children’s
learning. This is important for all children and particularly
those who are at risk of educational inequality or who are
linguistically or culturally different. As discussed earlier, research
has identified the significant benefits derived from participation
in high quality early childhood education in terms of later
educational attainment (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
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Development, 200630; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 200231; Schweinhart et al., 200432).

two frameworks to adhere to (Síolta and Aistear), in addition to

CONCLUSION
It is clear that a number of bodies have some role in Aistear.
The responsibility for implementing Aistear in early childhood
settings should be given to a nominated agency or
organisation. This could include the NCCA themselves, the
county childcare committees, national organisations, EYEPU
or any combination of the above provided it is organised,
monitored and reviewed by one appointed body. As
discussed, policy makers need to appreciate the working
conditions of the implementers (Spillane, 2002). From the
perspective of the early childhood sector in Ireland there are

the Regulations and now the National Standards for PreSchool Services33. All of these could be aligned, using
Aistear as the starting point, and addressed within the
Assessment Guidelines of the Pre-School Inspectorate and
inspected as a unified whole.
We have a unique opportunity to get it right; Ireland’s firstever National Early Years Strategy (NEYS) is now at an
advanced stage of development. Inclusion of plans to roll out
Aistear (with Síolta) in the NEYS will provide the first
important steps for a lifelong journey of learning and
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The Aistear

in Action
initiative

AMANDA ALAM, Bluebells Playschool, Ayle, Co Tipperary
MAURA FOLEY, BREEDA O’RIORDAN, MAJELLA O’RIORDAN,
Rathcoole Playschool, Rathcoole, Co Cork
MARY DALY, National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA)

Some practitioner reflections
Aistear in Action is an Initiative involving 24 pre-school
practitioners across seven services in South Tipperary and
North Cork. It began in November 2011 and ended in June
2013. The services are using Aistear: the Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) to develop the
curriculum they provide for children aged 3–5 years. The
Initiative is a collaboration between the services, Early
Childhood Ireland and the National Council for Curriculum
and Assessment (NCCA). The resources from the initiative
will be published in the Aistear Toolkit (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit)
to support the implementation of Aistear in the wider early
years sector. They may also be used in publications, training
materials and presentations.

Throughout the Initiative, practitioners have been supported
through monthly site visits, monthly cluster meetings and
seminars during which they share, analyse and explore practice
with each other. They use technology to document children’s
learning, and to review, reflect on and improve their own practice.
Amongst the resources developed to date are an
environmental audit tool, a learning record template, a shortterm planning template, video clips of children showing
Aistear-in-action, recordings of practice changes from staff
and children’s learning experiences showing the themes-inaction. Some of these are available already on the Toolkit and
the remainder will be added over the coming months.
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Some reflections about using Aistear from staff members in
two of the settings involved in the Initiative now follow.
AMANDA’S REFLECTIONS ON USING AISTEAR
Three of the big changes that have occurred in Bluebells
playschool as a result of the using Aistear have been:
Reorganisation of the daily routine
Changes in observations
Revised planning
Bluebells is a small rural playschool with two staff members.
Play has always been at the centre of our work with children
but before we started using Aistear the playschool session was
quite structured. There was an hour of child-initiated playtime,
circle/discussion time, break time, activity/art time for everyone,
outside time and preparation for home time. We never really
considered it structured but we knew that the one size fits all
approach to activities and timing didn’t in fact fit all! Children
were often reluctant to leave the child-initiated playtime session
to go to discussion/circle time but we felt the need to stick to
our set daily routine. We also often had children who didn’t
want to participate in the small group activity but again we
believed everyone should do this at the same time.
Using the Aistear framework we looked at our practice and
began to make changes. We started by extending the childinitiated playtime to one and a half hours. For the children this
meant they had time to settle in to the session and really develop
whatever play they were engaged in. It also gave children
more autonomy in their learning. The small group activity/art
time became part of the child-initiated play time. We organised
activities and the children who were interested could take part
and the ones who weren’t could choose to do something else.
Snack time was also incorporated into this time and children
choose when to eat. During this time we also read with individual
children and with pairs and small groups, and we took part in
pretend play in whatever role we were given by the children!
For us as practitioners this extension of child-initiated play
time meant less whole group time and more time spent with
children in small groups or with individual children. We got the
opportunity to really engage with the children and to observe
and listen to them as we were not rushing to move from one
activity to another. The children were more engaged in what
they were doing and looked for our attention less often. We
saw a reduction in conflict between children and transitions
became much easier for everyone, including the staff! Our
circle/discussion time now takes place after outdoor time and
children really seem to enjoy it much more than they did when
we had it earlier in our routine.
Our involvement in the Initiative has also changed our approach
to observations. We struggled to find time for them before but
now we have more time to observe the children at play, which
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allows us to pick up on progression in learning and development
and on emerging interests and we can also see behavioural
changes. The learning record which is on the Aistear Toolkit
has been really useful with this as it is short and helps you
focus on what the experience tells you about the child and
what to do next to extend the learning.
Another of the big changes that has occurred is to our
curriculum planning. We no longer choose the topics in advance
that form our curriculum. Instead we listen to the children and
incorporate materials, resources and activities that follow on
from their interests. The short-term planning template (available
on the Toolkit) really helped with this. We often don’t follow a
weekly topic at all but have activities based on many different
interests running concurrently. We do still plan around the
seasons, events and celebrations like Halloween, St. Patrick’s
Day, autumn and Christmas. In addition, we learn about topics
when they are of interest to the children. For example, we invited
a parent who is a nurse to visit because one of the children
had been to the hospital which had generated lots of discussion
among the children about doctors, nurses and hospital (see
The Nurse Learning Experience at www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit).
Farming related issues are nearly always of interest. Depending
on the time of year we can have baby lambs being born, vets
doing caesarean sections, silage harvesting or milking parlours
that are fully operational. This year we also focused a lot on
babies because I was pregnant!
For me, Aistear has been a tool to help change the way I look
at the children’s learning and how I plan to support and extend
that learning. It has validated the time that the children spend
at play by giving us tools to support children in their play and
to identify the breadth and depth of their learning through
different types of play. We are now confident in sharing this
learning with parents and with the pre-school inspector. Using
Aistear’s themes, we can clearly show what the children have
learned and how they have progressed. Aistear has shown me
a new way of thinking about curriculum and what an appropriate
curriculum for young children can look like.
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MAURA, BREEDA AND MAJELLA’S
REFLECTIONS ON USING AISTEAR
The three main changes that occurred in Rathcoole
Playschool were changes to:
The daily routine
The indoor environment
Documenting children’s learning
Rathcoole playschool joined the Aistear in Action Initiative
in October 2011 with great anticipation and some apprehension!
We were already familiar with Aistear from our childcare
studies, but only had a vague idea of how to implement it in
our playschool setting.
Prior to Aistear in Action we had a very structured programme,
with a lot of prepared work, which included worksheets and
templates with all the children doing the same work at the
same time. We began to see the value of small group activities,
where children’s interests and ideas were listened to and
incorporated into the planning of the playschool’s curriculum.
Making these changes a reality necessitated the reorganising
of our room. We used the Environmental Audit Tool (which
is available on the Aistear Toolkit) to help us make a more
exciting learning space for the children. We set up the
room into clearly defined areas, we moved things to be
within children’s reach and we labelled items with pictures
and words. Children can now take, use and return these on
their own initiative without any adult direction. This enables
the children to be competent and confident learners and to
value and respect their playschool environment.
We also document children’s learning and development
differently. We have a group learning journal in which we
collaborate with the children to include photos, pieces of
their work and captions of what they said. Parents love
looking at this and can see what we are doing every week
linked to Aistear’s themes. We also have an individual
portfolio for each child which includes photos of themselves/
things they have made. It also includes their drawings,
writings and quotes of things they said. They love looking
at this and often take it home to share with parents. One of
the learning experiences which we documented as part of
the Aistear in Action initiative was our ‘train story’ which is
available at www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit. We were amazed
by the children’s interest in and knowledge of trains.
Following on from this we plan to organise a trip with parents
on a train as part of our school tour which will give us an
opportunity to work in partnership with parents which is a
really important part of Aistear. Linking the train topic to

Aistear’s themes made us realise just how much children
had learned through the experience.
These various changes did take some time to adjust to.
Both adults and children have embraced the new
approach to curriculum development through Aistear and
are now seeing the positive results – happy, confident
children with a thirst for learning. Aistear has highlighted
for us the need to respect the individuality of children, their
families, cultures, interests, likes, dislikes and abilities.
Since our participation in this Initiative we feel we have
benefited greatly from the discussions in both the cluster
meetings and the on-site visits. We are very pleased to
have been involved in this initiative and will continue to
implement the Aistear curriculum framework in our
playschool setting.
Throughout the Aistear in Action Initiative, staff in the
services, including Bluebells and Rathcoole were
supported by Máire Corbett and Lucy Connolly from Early
Childhood Ireland, and Mary Daly from NCCA.
We would really encourage you to take the time to go to
www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit so you can see the range of
resources that are available from the initiative to help you
use Aistear in your own service.
If you have a query or require any further information in relation
to curriculum and assessment matters you can contact us at:

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment,
24 Merrion Square, Dublin 2, Ireland.
T: 01 661 7177 E: info@ncca.ie
www.ncca.ie

REFERENCES
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, (2009) Aistear: The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, Dublin, Government Publications, www.ncca.ie/earlylearning
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AILEEN MURPHY, Best Practice Officer, Barnardos

INTRODUCTION
Barnardos’ recent strategy, Blueprint for Children 2011–2016,
aligns with the five national outcomes set out in the Agenda
for Children’s Services (Office of the Minister for Children
2007) which are that children will be:
Healthy both physically and mentally
Safe from accidental and intentional harm and secure in
the immediate and wider physical environment
Supported in active learning
Part of positive networks of families, friends, neighbours and
the community and included and participating in society
Economically secure
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To achieve these outcomes, Barnardos offers needs-led,
outcomes-focused services across the stages of children’s
development, including children aged 0–6 years. Barnardos
services for young children aim to support their healthy emotional
development and enable them to become active learners with
the long-term outcome of supporting school readiness. Early
years care and education services are among a suite of services
Barnardos provides to support young children’s development.
Tús Maith is a curriculum Barnardos uses in delivering care and
education to children aged between 3 and 5 years. This article
will provide an overview of Tús Maith, the Barnardos curriculum
used in early years services, and explore how it links closely to
Aistear – the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009).
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BARNARDOS CURRICULUM – TÚS MAITH
Barnardos’ early years centres are based in economically
disadvantaged communities. Children attending Barnardos’
services tend to have complex and multi-faceted needs such
as family discord, parental drugs or alcohol misuse, difficulties
interacting with other children and low levels of emergent
literacy. Research indicates that children from disadvantaged
communities have an increased propensity for developing emotional,
social and behaviour problems because of the greater number
of risks to which they are exposed (Keenan, Shaw, Walsh, Delliquardi
& Giovanelli, 1997; Lavigne, Arend, Rosenbaum, Binns, Christoffel &
Gibbons, 1998; McLeod & Shanahan, 1996; McLoyd, 1998).

Barnardos seeks to meet the needs of the young children
attending our early years services and achieve positive
outcomes. The overarching target outcome of Tús Maith is to
develop children’s capacity to learn and their emotional and
physical well-being. The long-term outcome is that children
will be ready for primary school. This outcome is achieved by
ensuring that children:
Are able to manage their emotions and regulate their behaviour.
Experience positive relationships with their peers and early
years staff.
Have the necessary emergent language, literacy and
comprehension skills.
Have healthy physical development.
The overarching aim of Tús Maith mirrors the specific learning
goals from the four Aistear themes, which highlight the need
to support children to begin the life-long journey of learning,
so children are competent and confident learners with a strong
sense of well-being. As above, the following Aistear aims focus
on supporting children to engage in learning and feel confident
about their abilities:
Children will have positive outlooks on learning and on
life. (Well-being)
Children will engage, explore and experiment in their
environment and use new physical skills including skills to
manipulate objects and materials. (Exploring and Thinking)

The overarching aim of Tús
Maith mirrors the specific
learning goals from the four
Aistear themes, which highlight
the need to support children
to begin the life-long journey
of learning.
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Children will show increased confidence and self-assurance
in directing their own learning. (Identity and Belonging)
Children will use language (listening, speaking, signing,
drawing and writing. (Communicating)
The specific outcomes identified in Tús Maith concerned with
children developing their ability to regulate their emotions and
interact with others are directly related to Aistear’s learning
goals related to the theme of Well-being. The Well-being learning
goals identify the importance of children developing positive
relationships with peers and other adults, and children developing
the ability to name and manage feelings. The specific outcomes
in Tús Maith related to healthy physical development closely
align to learning outcomes in Well-being related to physical
development – Children will be as healthy and fit as they can be.
Both Aistear and Tús Maith target outcomes focus on supporting
children to become active learners who develop the skills to
explore, experiment and problem solve.
Tús Maith curriculum was specifically designed to address the
needs of the young children attending Barnardos early years
centres and achieve the Tús Maith target outcomes. Tús
Maith is a fusion of two proven programmes – HighScope
and REDI (Research Based Developmentally Informed) –
and the Barnardos Quality Framework (see Figure 1 below).

REDI
High/Scope
REDI

Barnardos’
Quality Framework

High/Scope
•
•
•
•
•

Active learning environment
Adult-child interaction
Conflict resolution
Daily routine
Curriculum:
• approaches to learning
• social & emotional
development
• physical development & health
• language, literacy &
communication
• mathematics
• creative arts
• science and technology
• social studies

• Language & literacy
• dialogic reading
• alphabet centre
• sound games
• Social & emotional
• pre-school PATHS
• extension activities
• Coaching strategies
• social & emotional
competence
• language & literacy

Barnardos’ Quality
Framework
• Barnardos’ Assessment
Framework (BAF)
• Needs-led outcomes-focused
services
• Evaluation
• Service design process
• Risk management: auditing
and monitoring of quality
• Core skills training
• Technical assistance
• Files and record keeping
• Practice framework

FIGURE 1: Tús Maith – the integration of REDI,
HighScope and the Barnardos Quality Framework
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HIGHSCOPE
HighScope is a well established early years curriculum, which
is evidenced to achieve real and lasting outcomes for children,
including: positive self-esteem, achievement of their
developmental and learning potential, improved school readiness,
improved and continued engagement with school, and
economic independence as adults (Weikart, Epstein, Schweinhart,
Bond, 1978; Schweinhart, 2003 & 2005). The HighScope curriculum
is organised into eight content areas with Key Development
Indicators (KDIs) outlined in each. Each KDI is a statement
that identifies observable child behaviour, reflecting knowledge
and skills in the content areas:
1 Approaches to learning – initiative, planning, engagement,
problem-solving, use of resources and reflection.
2 Social and emotional development – self-identity, sense of
competence, emotions, empathy, community, building
relationships, co-operative play, moral development and
conflict resolution.
3 Physical development and health – gross motor skills, fine
motor skills, body awareness, personal care and healthy
behaviour.
4 Language, literacy and communication – comprehension,
speaking, vocabulary, phonological awareness, alphabetic
knowledge, reading, concepts about print, book knowledge,
writing and dual language acquisition.
5 Mathematics – numbers, words and symbols, counting,
part-whole relationships, shapes, spatial awareness,
measuring, units, patterns and data analysis.
6 Creative arts – art, music, movement, pretend play and
appreciating the arts.
7 Science and technology – observing, classifying,
experimenting, predicting, drawing conclusions,
communicating ideas, natural and physical world,
tools and technology.
8 Social studies – diversity, community roles, decision
making, geography, history and ecology.
The HighScope curriculum holistic approach to children’s
learning is comparable to Aistear’s focus on children learning
in an integrated way. Both curriculums focus on supporting
children to actively engage in learning and to direct their own
learning by providing opportunities for children to explore and
learn about things that are of interest to them. Learning is not
simply a process of adults giving information to children,
rather that children actively participate in the learning process.
Children discover things through direct experience with people,
objects, events and ideas. HighScope accommodates this
view of children as active learners through the use of planned
consistent daily routines, the plan-do-review cycle, supportive
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adult-child interactions, classroom materials and the layout of
the environment (Hohman & Weikart, 2002; Epstein, 2007).
Play is defined as ‘activities that are freely chosen and directed
by children and arise from intrinsic motivation’ (Miller & Almon,
2009, p. 15). The value of play to children’s learning, development
and enjoyment is recognised by both curriculums. Play is a
central part of the HighScope curriculum and children are
provided with the environment and opportunities to play in
ways that are of interest to them. Both curriculums emphasise
the importance of providing an environment which provides
children with opportunities to take part in range of play
experiences namely exploratory (discovering the properties
of an object or material), constructive (making things), dramatic
(pretending) and, for older children, games with rules.
The learning environment for Aistear and HighScope focus
on both the emotional and the physical environment. In terms
of the emotional environment, a key aspect is that adults develop
warm and positive relationships with children and children feel
safe to explore and learn. The physical environment is organised
in a way to provide children with open play opportunities. Key
features of the physical environment in HighScope include:
It is interesting and diverse.
There are plenty of materials for all of the children to play with.
The materials are in a range of colours and textures.
Natural materials are used as far as possible. The materials
are varied and reflect the age, developmental stage, gender,
family lives and culture of those participating in the programme.
Children can experiment with play, moving things from
one area of the classroom to another.
The approach of supporting language development through
adults engaging in conversations which are meaningful to
children is also common to both Aistear and HighScope.
THE REDI PROGRAMME
The REDI programme supports children’s early social-emotional
development by addressing their pro-social skills, emotional
competency, self-control and social problem-solving (Bierman et
al, 2007). REDI is a programme which has been shown to
enhance the HighScope curriculum and achieve higher
outcome levels in the domains of social and emotional
competence and emergent literacy for 3–4 year olds (Bierman,
Domitrovich, Nix, Gest, Welsh, Greenberg, Blair, Nelson and Gill, 2007;
Domitrovich, Cortes and Greenberg, 2007).

REDI fits with, and
complements, the HighScope model, as demonstrated by
Domitrovich et al (2007) in Head Start2 classrooms that use
the HighScope model as their core curriculum in the U.S.A.
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The REDI programme has four core components:
1 Preschool PATHS is a teacher-taught social-emotional
curriculum that is designed to improve children’s social
competence and reduce problem behaviour. It supports
children to develop their emotional regulation and conflict
resolution skills. A technique called Turtle is used to help
the children to calm down and then engage in a
constructive problem-solving process. Preschool PATHS
also has weekly lessons with extension activities and
teaching strategies which aim to maximise the benefit
children accrued from the lessons. It also contains
teaching and coaching strategies to optimise emotion
coaching. This approach uses praise, warm involvement
and induction strategies to enhance positive classroom
management by increasing emotional awareness and
social problem-solving dialogue.
2 Dialogic reading aims to promote children’s language
skills and this promotes children’s motivation to learn to
read. It encourages children to get involved in the telling of
the story, so that book reading becomes a conversation
about the story between the adult and the children. The
themes in the book are then extended in small group
activities that provide children with more opportunities to
have meaningful conversations with adults. Sensitiveresponding, rich talk and instructional support foster
vocabulary growth, which supports generalised language
use at home and social competence in peer interactions
(Bierman et al, 2007).
3 Sound games aim to build phonological awareness, which
is the ability to listen to, and recognise, the units of sound in
spoken language. These games are based entirely on
spoken language, focusing on supporting the children to
recognise, and eventually manipulate, the individual
sounds in the spoken words. For example, a sound game
could involve the children experimenting, saying different
words or sounds to come up with words that rhyme.
4 Alphabet centre increases the children’s letter recognition
by providing activities that help them to identify upper and
lower case letters of the alphabet, which is one of the
many building blocks of pre-reading skills. Children take
part in fun activities which foster an awareness of letters.
The REDI component of Tús Maith also clearly connects to
Aistear’s focus on supporting children to become emotionally
aware, learn how to co-operate with others and manage
conflict. REDI language elements correlate with Aistear’s
focus on supporting children to develop their ability to think,
express views and communicate in meaningful ways. While the
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REDI component of Tús Maith has specific adult-initiated
elements, it also includes opportunities for children to direct
the learning through the extension activities and dialogue
between practitioners and children.
THE BARNARDOS QUALITY FRAMEWORK
The Barnardos Quality Framework underpins the work by
helping to ensure that the children are attending the right
service to meet their needs, that these needs are consistently
reviewed, and that the direction of work keeps pace with the
children’s needs. The framework incorporates the Barnardos
Assessment Framework; a standardised Tús Maith file and
record keeping system; an active case management system;
training; technical assistance; evaluation and auditing and
monitoring of the quality of practice. All aspects of the
Barnardos Quality Framework support practitioners to use
assessment to guide how children’s learning and
development is supported as recommended in Aistear. The
Barnardos Quality Framework provides processes, procedures
and guidance for staff on how to track children’s progress,
review their own practice and improve the quality of interactions
and environments provided to children. This aspect of Tús
Maith also connects closely to Síolta, the National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006). Aistear
and Siolta are interlinked as they both provide a framework to
deliver quality services to children, with Aistear focusing on
the curriculum and Siolta identifying quality standards which
are applicable to a variety of early years settings. While it is
beyond the scope of this article to fully explore the links
between Tús Maith and Síolta, there are many. For example,
Barnardos Quality Framework matches Siolta’s focus on
planning and evaluation (Standard 8: Planning and Evaluation), policies
and procedures (Standard 10: Organisation) and practice
development (Standard 11: Professional Practice).
Interactions and relationships
The types of interactions adults have with children are similar
for both Tús Maith and Aistear. Both curriculums advocate a
mix of child-initiated and adult-initiated interactions, which is
underpinned by the formation of a trusting relationship between
the adult and child. Within Tús Maith a key worker system is
operated. Practitioners are allocated a small number of children
for who they will be the key worker. The role of as key worker
includes:
Enabling the children to develop close emotional ties with
a caring adult
Keeping the individual children in mind when decisions
and plans are being made, think about their circumstances,
needs and preferences

Head Start classrooms in the US are designed to create the healthy development of low income children aged 3–5 years
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Developing good working relationships with the children’s
parents
Providing concentrated attention and shared experiences
with a close adult
Observing, analysing and recording the children’s
developmental progress
Developing and implementing children-specific plans into
the group context
In general, practitioners play a role by providing open-ended
activities and environments where children can direct their
own learning, explore and problem solve. In addition, adults can
provide opportunities to extend children’s learning through
planned activities based on the children’s interest. For
example, by posing questions during the reading of a story,
adults can support children to think about the story, to make
suggestions or problem solve.
The Tús Maith curriculum also seeks to develop positive
relationships with children’s parents. Parents are encouraged
to visit the centre to see Tús Maith in action and to ask any
questions they have about the programme or how their
children are progressing. In addition, a formal review meeting,
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which the parents attend, is held each term and provides an
opportunity to review the child’s progress together and
identify if their child requires any additional support. Tús
Maith also provides opportunities for parents to learn about
ways they can support their children’s development at home.
Aistear also recognises the important role parents have in
supporting their children’s learning and focuses on the
importance of practitioners and parents developing partnerships.
These partnerships provide an opportunity for parents and
practitioners to work together to support children’s development
and learning. Parents share information about their children’s
likes, dislikes and needs while practitioners share information
about children’s experiences and the curriculum, and how
they can support their child’s learning at home, and invite
parents to visit the setting.

[Both Tús Maith and Aistear]
curriculums advocate a mix
of child-initiated and adultinitiated interactions, which
is underpinned by the
formation of a trusting
relationship between
the adult and child.
CONCLUSION
The Tús Maith curriculum is currently being evaluated by The
Centre for Social and Educational Research at Dublin Institute
of Technology in partnership with the Geary Institute at University
College Dublin using a quasi-experimental design. In 2009–
2010, a process evaluation was completed by Barnardos’
Research Manager. This evaluation explored the experience
of both programme implementation and an initial exploration
of the outcomes for children attending the programme. The
evaluation found that parents and staff believe that the children
have developed greater capacities to identify and articulate their
feelings, increased awareness of the feelings of others and
improved social skills, as evidenced by being better able to
share and take turns. They also described improved language
and literacy skills as evidenced by a greater interest in books
and a wider vocabulary and better physical development.
Pre- and post-programme parental and staff assessments
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showed improvements across all the outcome areas. Without
any comparison group of children who did not receive the
programme, and any independent assessments of the
children receiving the programme, these are indicative of the
kinds of outcomes that one might expect from the
intervention. The findings are very encouraging.
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In conclusion, the Tús Maith curriculum was designed to
provide support to children with high levels of need. However,
as outlined above the different elements of Tús Maith
curriculum and the underlying philosophy are closely linked to
the Aistear themes and learning goals. Both curriculums
value children as active learners and approach children’s
learning in an holistic way.
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Aistear
Part of Everyday Practice
ANTOINETTE GIBBS, HighScope Co-ordinator, youngballymun
MEL DUFFY, Early Years Specialist, youngballymun
JOANNE WATERS, Síolta Co-ordinator, youngballymun

INTRODUCTION
In a recent introductory training session on Aistear, practitioners from a wide range of early childhood care and education
(ECCE) settings across Ballymun explored the Aistear framework (NCCA, 2009). The training was organised by the Síolta
Coordinator in youngballymun as part of youngballymun’s 345 Learning Years Training, Mentoring and Coaching strand.
3,4,5 Learning Years supports early years practitioners with the implementation of both the Síolta National Quality framework
and the HighScope Curriculum Approach.
The awareness raising training was arranged in response to
settings’ engagement in the Síolta Quality Assurance
Programme where both the self assessment and action
planning process identified a clear need for teams to increase
knowledge and awareness of the Aistear framework.
The training was designed and delivered by Mel Duffy, an early
years specialist. The following article captures some of the
experiences, comments and feedback from practioners to this
introductory session on Aistear. It also includes commentary
from the trainer, Síolta Coordinator and Highscope Coordinator
who recorded the training session feedback.
The practitioners who participated in the introductory training
session on Aistear are all currently engaged in the Síolta
Quality Assurance Process, which involves settings working
to achieve implementation of the 16 Síolta standards including
Standard 7 – Curriculum: ‘Encouraging each child’s holistic
development and learning requires the implementation of a
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verifiable, broad-based, documented and flexible curriculum
or programme’.
The Aistear framework is complementary to Síolta and
implementation of Aistear will support settings in implementation
of a number of Síolta standards and components, not just the
curriculum standard (see NCCA and Department of Education and
Skills document Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework and

Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education Audit:
Similarities and differences).

Equally, engagement with Aistear
should support practitioners to meet the requirement
specified under the Pre-School Regulation 5, Child Health,
Welfare and Development.
INTRODUCTORY TRAINING SESSION
Practitioners from varied educational approaches were
represented at the introductory training session including
Naíonra, HighScope, Montessori and play-based programmes.
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The training was interactive and had the following learning
objectives:
To understand the connection between Aistear and Síolta,
Standard 7: Curriculum.
To become familiar with the four interconnected themes
within Aistear.
To begin to become familiar with each theme’s aims and
learning goals.
To explore a way of incorporating Aistear themes in the
daily planning process.
The opening video clip used by the trainer allowed participants
to view Aistear in action. The ensuing discussion revolved
around the overarching purpose of Aistear – to provide
challenging and enjoyable experiences, so that all
children can grow and develop as competent and confident
learners within loving and nurturing relationships (NCCA
and DES, 2009).
Practitioners made instant connections to their current curriculum
implementation and the Síolta standard on play. A brief
discussion followed on the visible and noticable change of
focus by teachers in the primary school curriculum on extending
play opportunities for children and valuing play as a learning
process.
Practitioners welcomed this change and felt that it would lead
to ‘a more appropriate and joined up approach between
preschool and junior and senior curriculum’ and would ease the
transition for children between preschool and primary school.
HighScope practitioners noted the similarity of language
between the HighScope curriculum and Aistear. The question
of whether Aistear advocates a particular curriculum
approach elicited some questions and discussion arose on
the need for validated, evidence-based curricula, as stated in
Síolta, was explored.
WHERE DOES AISTEAR FIT?
With the context for the development of Síolta to support
quality provision and the Aistear Framework to support quality
curriculum provision clearly established, the trainer guided
the practitioners through the first small group activity. This
required participants to explore their conceptualisation of
Aistear – Where does it fit? Where do Aistear, Síolta, the ECCE
scheme, the Pre-School Regulations and their own service’s
curriculum of choice fit together?
Interestingly, using these headings, each group approached
the task from a different perspective, from the order in which
they first encountered each development (for example,
starting with Preschool Regulations, curriculum, Síolta,
Aistear and finally the ECCE scheme) to a hierarchical
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structure (Preschool Regulations, quality / Síolta, the ECCE
scheme, their current curriculum and finally Aistear).
A third group grouped Aistear and Síolta together as the means
to providing best practice and quality guidelines, the Preschool
Regulations and the ECCE scheme as necessary requirements,
and their own individual curriculum approaches as the programme
structure to meet legal obligations. Whatever their approach, all
practitioners agreed that their ultimate aim was the same – to
provide positive experiences for children to become competent
and confident learners.
Back in the large group discussion, other considerations
discussed included the issue of mandatory compliance with
the Aistear and Síolta frameworks, funding reliant on compliance,
parental choice of curriculum approaches and educational
ethos, and the growing acknowledgment of the need for
professionalisation of early years sector.

AISTEAR THEMES
Working in small groups, the next activity required practitioners
to become more familiar with the four interconnected Aistear
themes and the task in hand required them to match four
aims to each theme. Practitioners were comfortable with the
subject matter and this task proved to be ‘relatively easy’ to
complete. Observations from the groups included ‘Some
aims could fit in more than one theme.’ The groups using
HighScope linked the themes to the HighScope curriculum
content areas and the aims to Key Developmental Indicators
(KDIs). Others commented on Aistear as ‘curriculum content
shaped in a different way’.
The trainer guided the group through the concept of planning
a daily activity, asking practitioners to:
1 Identify where the activity supported the four themes.
2 Build the activity up incrementally, extending to support
children’s interests and incorporate new aims and learning
goals.
One practitioner commented ‘We are probably doing this
throughout the day but not using the terms or labels for it.’ In
response, the trainer discussed the necessity of having a
national language and broader shared concept of how the
Aistear framework can be applied on a daily basis in early
years settings. The trainer invited comments on the Aistear
aims asking ‘Are they meaningful?’ Practitioners responded
by saying that they felt they ‘linked back to child development’,
‘were aspirational’, were ‘a wonderful concept that would
support the nurturing of children’s unique and individual
potential’ and were ‘familiar and linked to what we learnt to date’.
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The trainer then discussed the role of practitioners in
providing children with these opportunities, supported by
observation and documentation, as a crucial element to
integrating the Aistear framework into practice.
TAKING A CLOSER LOOK
The next activity provided each group with an opportunity to
take a closer look at each aim and some of the associated
learning goals. This required a shift in thinking from the
general aspect of the four themes to the more specific
aspects of the aims and learning goals. Practitioners’ felt the
‘learning goals covered all the relevant areas of practitioners’
work with children’. The trainer drew their attention to the
positive phrasing of the learning goals and the lack of specific
stated learning outcomes in favour of a more holistic pedagogic
approach which will enhance children’s capacity for formal
academic engagment when they enter school. The ensuing
discussion focused on the fact that the learning goals are not a
new concept and are merely phrased in a different wayand on a
more formal basis that perhaps they were used to.
The final activity required practitioners to view two video clips
and work in small groups to identify an Aistear theme, aim, and
learning goal evident in the clip observed. The trainer reiterated
the theory, structure and detail of the Aistear framework and
reminded the groups of the most crucial aspect of successful
application of the framework – ‘start with the child, not the
framework… observe to understand and assess’. This was
followed by other key points made by practitoners, ‘Aistear is
relevant – it is everyday practice’, ‘It is guidelines for good
practice’ and ‘It identifies gaps in curriculum’.
On completion of the activity, practitioners shared their
reflections and were in agreement that it would be artificial to
select one theme, aim and learning goals. The practitioners
discussed how they could now begin to plan by identifying
Aistear themes, and when they felt more familiar with Aistear,
could progress to aims and eventually to learning goals.
A key recurring comment related to how well Aistear fitted
with current thinking, practice, and research. This was best
summed up by the trainer who commented that ’practitoners
see things with a similar lens’.
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In concluding the session, the trainer facilitated a discussion
on the audit of Síolta and Aistear similarities and differences
(NCCA and DES, 2009). The following summary of comments
were made in regard to Aistear and Síolta:
‘It is easier than Síolta to engage with as it relates to
everyday practice.’
‘Síolta doesn’t prescibe a curriculum or pedagogic approach.’
‘Regulation 5 requires us to have a curriculum.’
‘It is very user friendly and easier.’
‘Síolta has a broad focus while Aistear is more specific focus.’
‘Aistear names daily practice activities, for example, if you
take the theme of Identity and Belonging you can pick an aim
and learning goals and record evidence both photographically
and in written format on daily planning sheets.’
‘It feels familiar and it is easy to follow.’
‘Síolta is a great benefit to recognising overall quality
elements but its sometimes hard to recognise the elements,
Aistear has more practical application.’
‘Aistear has a good structure and the themes link to best
practice principles.’
‘More indepth training would be very beneficial.’
CONCLUSION
From the practitioners’ perspective, a curriculum should guide
them in their teaching aims, help them to keep progression in
mind and enable them to provide structure to the child’s day.
At a broader level, the holistic development and learning of a
child should be encouraged through the implementation of a
well-referenced curriculum or programme, based on
established and verifiable principles of child development.
This introductory training session on Asitear was delivered as
part of youngballymun area-based strategy to support large
change initiative through engagement with local early years
services with both curriculum and Síolta. This training formed
part of the initial engagement with the Aistear framework and
is at an initial stage of development. Further training and
development is required to deepen knowledge and
understanding of Aistear in daily practice, and the
documentation process of Aistear.
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Aistear

Leading and Supporting
Change in Infant Classes
in Primary Schools
It is really great
to feel [after
so many years
teaching] that
I’m still learning
myself and
being inspired
to upgrade
my practice.
Primary School Teacher,
September 2011

HELENA LEEN, Teacher in Scoil Naomh Mhuire, Staplestown, County Kildare and Aistear Tutor
with Kildare Education Centre
ARLENE FORSTER, Director, Curriculum and Assessment, NCCA

The reflection highlighted to the left encapsulates some of the impact that the Aistear
Tutor Initiative is having on teaching and learning in infant classrooms of those
involved in the Initiative.
The Initiative is a collaboration between the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
(NCCA) and the Association of Teachers’ Education Centres in Ireland (ATECI). With Sligo
Education Centre as the ‘lead’ Centre, the initiative began in March 2010 to disseminate
CD and print copies of Aistear to primary schools. As a result of the positive feedback and
in the absence of dedicated professional development on Aistear for teachers, the Initiative
evolved to what it is today – providing practical support in using the Framework to review,
reflect on and develop teaching and learning in the early years of primary school. This article
gives a brief outline of the Initiative and shares a story from a teacher who changed her
practice based on key ideas in Aistear.
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SO, WHAT IS THE INITIATIVE AND
HOW DOES IT WORK?
The Initiative is based on the principle of ‘teachers supporting
teachers’. The 64 Aistear Tutors, all with experience in
working with young children, are appointed by and work with
their local Education Centres. They are involved in two main
strands of work: summer courses and workshops. To date,
there have been two Aistear summer courses (5-day
courses) involving 827 teachers. A further 5,000+ teachers
have participated in workshops. Below is a taster of what they
said about their experiences.

The course was very hands-on.
Lots of sharing of experiences
.
which was wonderful and inspiring
Feel ready to tackle the
new school year full of
brilliant new ideas and
methodologies to make
the classroom a more
interesting place in
which to learn.

I’ve embarked
on this journey
and both the
children and I
are enjoying
the process.

… this course has invigorated
me for returning to infants.

Reflecting the partnership ‘behind’ the Initiative, the Education
Centres fund the workshops and summer courses and the
NCCA supports the professional development of the Tutors
through seminars on aspects of Aistear. The NCCA also
oversees the development of materials used in the workshops and
leads the ongoing development of the Aistear Toolkit
(www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit) to provide multi-media resources to
support teachers and principals as they work with Aistear in
their schools.
As outlined in the national strategy, Literacy and Numeracy
for Learning and Life (Department of Education and Skills, 2011), the
coming years will bring a number of milestones in primary
education including a new integrated language curriculum which
will be available for junior classes (junior infants to 2nd class) in
September 2014, as well as a revised infant curriculum. The
revised infant curriculum will reflect key ideas in Aistear including
the importance of play for young children’s learning and
development across the curriculum. The Aistear Tutor Initiative
is helping to build capacity for change in infant classrooms. To
document and share this work, the NCCA is collaborating with
primary school teachers to record their ‘stories’ of how Aistear
is influencing their practice. Below is one teacher’s story.
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Helena’ s story
My name is Helena Leen and I have been teaching junior
and senior infants for the past five years in Scoil Naomh
Mhuire in Staplestown, Co. Kildare. In January 2011, I took
part in the first of a series of Aistear workshops organised
by Kildare Education Centre and led by an Aistear Tutor.
I listened to the Tutor explain how working towards an ‘hour’
of play a day was a key recommendation in Aistear for
primary schools. And not only were the pupils going to play
for that hour, but I the teacher, would be playing with them!!
I must be honest and say I was sceptical; a whole hour of
play in the short infant day and every day? I was curious as
to how the Tutor would justify this when I was already
struggling to find time to cover the overloaded primary
curriculum. As I listened, I suddenly realised that the
biggest obstacle to overcome was my attitude. I didn’t
place enough value on play. I wanted my pupils to achieve
a high standard across all their subjects and I didn’t think
this could be done through play.
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TURNING POINTS IN MY JOURNEY
WITH AISTEAR
By the end of the workshops I had learned a lot.

bruised legs from constantly bumping into tables! So, I
removed lots of desks from the room. I am also now focusing
on moving play-time outdoors.

My first revelation was that play is hugely beneficial to
young children. As Joseph Chilton Pearce (author) put it,
Play is the only way the highest intelligence of humankind
can unfold.

OVERCOMING FURTHER CHALLENGES
I was on-board with Aistear at this stage but I did still
face some challenges, planning being one. Plans are going
to change. Learning during play-time in my classroom is
child-led. I can’t plan for what the children are going to
invent! I find that during play, I am covering so much of
the primary curriculum.

Second revelation: Aistear wouldn’t increase my workload;
it would help me to integrate subjects, making learning
more interesting and enjoyable for the children. Playtime is time for thinking, using language, problem-solving,
planning, investigating, creating and making sense of
things.
Third revelation: I could provide even richer learning
experiences for the children by playing with them. The
children are more responsible for their learning and ‘own’
their play. Furthermore, they now have 25 other ‘teachers’
with different backgrounds and different experiences to
share. It’s fascinating to see the farmer’s son setting up
the farm-set and advising peers that the cows need to be
in the shed in winter and introducing new vocabulary such
as fodder, silage and breed.
Fourth revelation: I didn’t need lots of money to buy play
resources. There is a list in Aistear (pages 103–106) which I
use when asking parents for props. I visit the local charity
shop for toys in good condition. There is also a wealth of
resources and ideas online.
Fifth revelation: Space is not an obstacle when it
comes to play. When I began teaching through an hour of
play a day, I was in a tiny classroom. I remember my poor

Assessment was another challenge. I keep a little ‘stickynote’ pad with me at all times and I record important
information as we play together. When we have our
‘review’ at the end of play-time, the children tell each
other what they have been doing, allowing everyone to
share in that learning experience. This all affords me
opportunities to not only assess the children’s knowledge,
but also their dispositions, skills, attitudes and values. I
then add these notes to the relevant sections of my
assessment folder. As with all good assessment, this
informs my planning. If something arises during play-time
that is of real interest to the children, I incorporate that into
our next play-time topic.
Starting out with Aistear, I was concerned about what
other teachers and the principal would think about
children playing for a whole hour each day during classtime. They were hugely supportive when I explained what
I was doing and why. I was also very aware that parents
may be concerned: they are playing in infants every day
for an hour in Staplestown … the school down the road
has the workbook completed! I meet with parents at the
beginning of the year and talk about the benefits of play. I
explain why I do not have workbooks and I keep parents
informed about the topics we’re using in our play – they
love knowing what is happening in the classroom. This
week we are learning about the dentist. One of the mothers
is a dental nurse so she sent in a wealth of resources for
us to look at and play with. We are also going to visit the
dentist so I’m very excited to see what inspiration the
children will get and what creative play-times will follow!
REFLECTING ON MY JOURNEY
Since using Aistear in my teaching, I feel I know the
children so much better because I am interacting more
with them. I have more time to have rich discussions
with them and they have more time to talk and get to
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know each other. They are confident and competent
learners. My classroom is a more democratic learning
space. But what about the children’s learning? you might
ask. It would be impossible for me to list all the benefits.
Sharing is ingrained in each play session as is learning
how to compromise and how to deal with problems; the
children invent, think, experiment ... the list goes on. As
literacy and numeracy are embedded in their play, the
children’s standards have improved. For example, the
stories that my junior infants write (yes, stories!!) show
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great creativity. I attribute a lot of this to play. The
children in my class are very happy and can’t wait for
play-time!
As for me, I love the opportunity play offers for child-led
learning. If an interesting topic arises, we go with it. I’m
not tied to a workbook thinking, we don’t have time for
this now...I need to get this page finished before breaktime! Real learning that is engaging, exciting and centred
on the children takes place during play.

Visit the online Aistear Toolkit for more examples of primary school teachers’ experiences with
Aistear (www.ncca.ie/aisteartoolkit and click ‘Teaching through play’).
REFERENCES
Department of Education and Skills (DES) (2011), Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life, The National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among Children and
Young People, 2011–2020. Dublin: DES.
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2009), Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. Dublin: NCCA.

24

BARNARDOS

C H I L D L I N K S I S S U E 2 , 2 01 3

T H E I M P L E M E N TAT I O N O F A I S T E A R

A pragmatic approach
to realising Aistear in

Donegal

Seeing a bigger picture and
drawing outside the lines
AVRIL McMONAGLE, Manager, Donegal County Childcare Committee

Following the launch of Aistear in 2009, Donegal County Childcare Committee (DCCC) was
quick to respond with an innovative and practical strategy to enable childcare providers to
engage with and ultimately use Aistear to frame effective learning opportunities for young
children. The organisation adopted a pragmatic and creative approach which offered the 150
early childhood services across County Donegal an opportunity to engage with Aistear.
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From the early days when Aistear or, as we knew it then, the
Framework for Early Learning, was only at the consultation
stage, the prospect of Ireland’s first curriculum framework for
early childhood education was something that I was intensely
interested in. I remember making a submission to the
consultation process thinking that Ireland was at such a
distinct advantage in terms of curriculum development, as we
could adopt the best components from other countries and
use this to shape our own unique curriculum for young
children. I believe that this has been accomplished in the
formation of Aistear.
However, following ongoing consultation between DCCC
and childcare providers, there is dissatisfaction regarding the
lacklustre approach taken to the utilisation of one of the most
important developments for early education practice in
Ireland. I have always been baffled as to why so much
attention was afforded to Síolta in the absence of any
attention to Aistear in those early years of the two
frameworks. To my mind, while both frameworks are of equal
importance and fulfil distinct functions, the sequence and
manner in which they were released to the sector lacked
strategic vision.
I compare Aistear to the theory, and practical application of
that theory, that enables you to drive effectively. I compare
Síolta to a driving test undertaken to gauge your level of
driving performance using feedback to make you a better
driver. However, somewhere, somehow, it was decided that it
would be better to take the driving test without actually
studying the theory or practising the practical. We should not
be all that surprised that, by and large, we have failed. But
most importantly, a timely opportunity that only comes with a
new development, a development that the sector was hungry
for, has been missed and now, over three years on, the
motivation to be an effective driver has been replaced with a
mixture of frustration, apathy or disconnectedness. A wasted
opportunity to say the least.
DRAWING OUTSIDE THE LINES
From the time Aistear was made available to early childhood
services in 2009, beyond distribution of the document, no
strategic direction was offered with regard to the next steps.
More worryingly, it quickly became apparent that no one was
coming forward to take responsibility to oversee its
implementation to the sector. From our consultations with
early childhood providers in Donegal and information
disseminated by DCCC during the development phase of
Aistear, we knew there was an appetite for the new
curriculum and DCCC wanted to take advantage of this. So a
plan for the implementation of Aistear was drawn up, the
proposal was put to the DCCC Management Committee, I
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pledged my absolute conviction that I was right in my thinking
(this is usually an act!), the proposal was passed and we got
on with it.
A three-year implementation plan involved three key
components: in-house training resources, staff capacity and
an accessible delivery model. In other words, we needed materials
that would practically translate Aistear into everyday practice,
our staff needed to be appropriately prepared to deliver the
programmes and we needed a delivery model that would
extend beyond training by offering ongoing supports to
enable real and sustainable change to early education practice.
To put this in context, this was at a time when core budgets
were starting to significantly reduce and the work of DCCC
was shaping into an increasingly administrative role.
Consequently, the publication of new materials and resources
were being actively discouraged from DCCC’s core spend.
However, following no small amount of determination
substantiated by an impressive paper mountain of funding
applications to local funding agencies, DCCC was successful
in obtaining additional funding to develop what would be
DCCC’s first training programme, Building Pictures of
Learning, in 2009. This proved to be the first of four
programmes funded by complementary sources during a
three-year timeframe.
In terms of the vision and rationale behind the three key
components to practically embed Aistear in early childhood
practice in Donegal, it is important to consider Aistear as
more than a on-off piece of training.
Stand alone pieces of training on Aistear consisting of merely
trawling through the contents of the document will not achieve
meaningful engagement. Any approach needs to enable
educators to understand Aistear, engage with Aistear, use the
language of Aistear, plan learning experiences through
Aistear’s themes, support children’s learning using
complimentary assessment techniques, and share
information with parents and primary schools using Aistear.
This requires a total immersion of Aistear in every aspect of
daily practice, the availability of localised mentoring supports
when educators experience difficulty and most importantly,
this requires time.
ASSISTING THE TRANSITION TO
AISTEAR THROUGH A MULTI-DIMENSIONAL
SUPPORT MODEL
In order to enable a transition in practice, a support model
was developed that aimed to address the key challenges
facing early childhood providers – cost and location
accessibility, appropriate needs-led training, qualified and
experienced facilitators and follow-on mentoring supports.
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DCCC developed, managed and facilitated
programmes: DCCC have been proactive in developing
tailor-made programmes to suit the needs of early
childhood services in County Donegal. This enables
DCCC to provide continuity and consistency regarding
programme content and delivery, and protects the fidelity
of the programmes themselves. As most programmes are
facilitated by DCCC staff, continuing professional
development (CPD) opportunities are not wholly budget
dependent.
Low cost: Costs are kept to a minimum as a result of inhouse delivery and complementary funding from agencies
with an interest in training.
Accessible locations: DCCC adopt a ‘triangular
approach’ to training delivery by providing sessions in Inis
Eoghain, Donegal Town and Ballybofey/Letterkenny
where possible. This is essential due to the large
geographical scale of County Donegal.
The interdependence of training and follow-up
mentoring: DCCC do not deliver training as an isolated
activity. All DCCC CPD programmes are supported by
follow-up mentoring to help early childhood educators
make the transition from theory to practice. This is
facilitated by appropriately qualified members of the
DCCC team who provide follow-up supports such as
telephone advice, on-site mentoring visits and facilitated
good practice cluster sessions.
Recognition for achievement: In recognition of the
importance of CPD to the professional development of
early childhood educators, DCCC provide all participants
with a certificate of participation for inclusion in their
professional development profile/record of achievement.
IMPLEMENTING AISTEAR THROUGH DCCC’S
TRAINING PROGRAMMES, INITIATIVES AND
PROJECTS
Since 2009, DCCC have successfully developed four main
training initiatives, all underpinned to promote various aspects
of Aistear and its principles. Introductory ‘Aistear in Action’
workshops are used to explore the basics of Aistear and
participation on these sessions is usually required prior to
participation in all subsequent CPD programmes. Each
DCCC training programme has been carefully developed to
ensure that the fundamentals of Aistear as explored in the
introductory sessions are visible in all subsequent training and
that participation in these programmes results in the practical
implementation of Aistear.
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Building Pictures of Learning
DCCC’s Building Pictures of Learning is a training
programme that aims to assist early childhood care and
education services to implement meaningful assessment
procedures to inform, support and enhance children’s
learning and development using the learning themes of
Aistear. The Learning Story Approach underpins the
programme and is used as an effective, child-centred
assessment approach that integrates, supports and enhances
all aspects of learning and development; informs the
provision of appropriate learning opportunities and reveals
the uniqueness of the young child as a learner.
Participation enables educators to meaningfully engage with
Aistear by developing an appreciation of the child as a unique
individual, planning a meaningful and appropriate curriculum
through the learning themes, documenting and assessing
learning, and facilitating effective transitions to primary
school. The programme is supported by an educator’s
handbook, sample tools and templates for documenting and
assessing children’s learning and a DVD demonstrating
assessment in action in early childhood services in Donegal.
Creating Lifelong Readers Programme
The Creating Lifelong Readers Programme aims to help
educators and parents understand how children’s use of the
spoken and written word develops in the early years; to be
aware of the crucial role of books and reading in this process,
and to provide parents and educators with the knowledge and
skills to inspire children to become readers for life. Following
an initial pilot roll-out in 2010–11, the programme was
evaluated and revised to include some of the targets of the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy and continues to be
rolled out by DCCC on demand. Key findings from the
evaluation report (DCCC, 2011) included:
1

2
3

4

5

Increased awareness of literacy development in
early childhood on behalf of parents, children and
Pre-school staff.
Linkages with parents are strengthened through
the initiative.
Improved parental confidence in the promotion of
the love of reading as being fundamental to their child’s
literacy success later in life.
Extension of shared interests. Books chosen based
on each child’s individual choice as opposed to what the
parent may have thought interested them.
Independence. Children had the opportunity to exercise
individual choice of book through the weekly lending library.
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6

Emergence of reflection. Both parents and children
engaged in reflecting on enjoyment of choice of book
each week which was recorded in the reading diary.
7 Exposure to new languages. Several children chose
language medium books as part of the lending library
even though English was the only language they had
been exposed to in the home.
8 Interest in reading materials other than books.
Reading experiences extended to include environmental
print, newspapers, catalogues in the home and preschool services.
9 Increase in the number of families and pre-school
services engaging with local library services where
available.
10 Variation in how books are viewed within
curriculum planning. Books and literacy experiences
rotated and linked closer to planning.
Training sessions are provided for early childhood educators/
parents to promote understanding of the importance of early
and consistent exposure to books and language for children’s
holistic learning and development. Each participating childcare
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service then facilitates an information evening for parents to
encourage participation and to highlight the importance of
nurturing and developing positive attitudes to reading in young
children and to enable parents to be develop strategies to
become suitable reading/writing role models for their children.
Participation in the programme particularly supports the early
childhood service to practically offer the various key learning
experiences associated with the Communicating theme of
Aistear through the planning of language, literacy, numeracy
and creative activities. The programme is supported by an
educator/parent brochure and children’s lending library bags
designed especially for the programme.
NAÍONÁIN LE CHÉILE
Naíonáin le Chéile is an innovative programme developed by
DCCC in 2011. The Naíonáin le Chéile programme
provides practical training, meaningful activities and
appropriate educational resources for early childhood
educators working with children 0-6 years around the areas
of diversity, individuality, identity and promote a sense of
belonging through the mediums of art and drama.
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In particular, the fundamental role of emotional development
to all other aspects of learning and development are central to
this programme. Consequently, the Aistear themes of child
Well-being and Identity and Belonging feature strongly,
enabling educators to see these learning themes in action
through a range of easily replicable activities and learning
opportunities for children. The programme is supported by an
educator’s handbook, parent’s brochure, song DVD, and two
animal puppets that are central to the practical activities
featured in the programme.

in Donegal and our aim is to have this process in place across
all early childhood services in the county by the end of 2015.

PROFESSIONAL PEDAGOGY PROJECT
Underpinned by Aistear, the Professional Pedagogy Project
(PPP) is a framework of professional development aimed at
enabling a pilot cohort of early childhood service providers to
make steady, quantifiable changes and improvements to their
practice – particularly in relation to pedagogical techniques
and strategies. Following a competitive funding application
process between July 2010 and May 2011, Donegal
County Childcare Committee successfully secured funding
for an innovative three-year professional development project
under the National Early Years Access Initiative (NEYAI). The
Professional Pedagogy Project is one of only 11
demonstration projects nationally to be funded under a newly
developed programme specifically devised for the
advancement of early childhood care and education from
2011 – 2014.

OBSERVING MEANINGFUL AND LASTING CHANGE
In the period between 2008 and 2012, DCCC has
recorded the participation of over 3,000 early childhood
educators across almost 200 CPD events facilitated in the
three key locations in Donegal. But numbers do not
necessarily prove that change has taken place, it is preferable
to measure change through observation of good practice on
the ground. You can tell change has taken place when you
walk into an early childhood service and see curriculum plans
using the Aistear themes clearly displayed on the wall. It’s
rewarding to read Learning Stories that clearly show a sound
understanding of the uniqueness of young children or a
child’s special interest noted on a weekly plan. I always get a
kick out of groups that refuse to use templates or worksheets
and where some of the practical activities shared during
training are visible in the programme. This is evidence that
educators have taken ownership of change as they
understand the reason behind the change. This is an
important shift in thinking and is more likely to be sustained,
becoming embedded within practice in the long term.

The PPP provides an in-depth focus on the areas of Early
Childhood Play and Curriculum, Planning and Reflective
Practice, Assessment for Learning and Transitions. The
content of the training component has been accredited at
HETAC Level 6 by Letterkenny Institute of Technology as
part of year two of their early childhood degree programme.
The PPP consists of a training programme and a variety of
follow-on supports including on-site mentoring and support
by two Quality Mentors employed under the initiative, needsled cluster sessions on topics of common interest,
information sessions for parents on the benefits of quality
early childhood education and the Aistear curriculum, a
discussion forum to enable PPP educators/ parents to share
ideas, generate queries and generally have access to peer
support. An educator’s handbook entitled Professional
Pedagogy for Early Childhood Education was developed to
support the programme and the programme is currently
piloting a Transitions Statement to enable information sharing
and continuity of learning for the child between the pre-school
and primary school setting. The Transitions Statement will be
launched later in the year to the wider early childhood sector

The PPP is undergoing a detailed evaluation on both a local
level and as part of the NEYAI national evaluation. At local
level, DCCC have developed a bespoke Impact Recording
Database designed specifically to record changes in
pedagogical practice over the duration of the project. It is
envisaged that this will provide very rich data regarding the
interventions required to increase quality practice in early
childhood services when the project finishes in March 2014.

Despite this, there is still a long way to go in this process and
funding restrictions are making it increasingly difficult as the
work of Donegal County Childcare is being increasingly
pulled into a nationally focussed agenda. We are in the
impossible situation that we have fully qualified early
childhood specialists within our Childcare Development Team
and are unable to utilise them properly. The majority of their
work over the last few years has been administrative duties
around funding schemes and compliance supports. While
this element of our work is welcome and important for the
sustainability of early childhood services, it is regrettable that
it takes priority over our ability to provide supports to increase
quality standards. Local CCCs need to be resourced to do
both. DCCC as an organisation is committed to maintaining
the local needs led nature of quality supports as much as
possible as any alternative will result in a regression in the
progress made over the past four years.
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the approach taken to embed Aistear in Donegal
early childhood services, is not all that novel – it just comes
from a sound understanding of the early childhood sector, its
needs and challenges. Simply posting an Aistear book to
every early childhood service was never going to work and was
grossly unfair to an already neglected sector. The introduction
of Aistear represented a monumental change for early
childhood practice in Ireland. No longer did educators have to
grapple with an unsuitable subject based curriculum used in
the UK or whatever whimsical curriculum models they could
purchase on the internet. We have our own framework, a
contemporary, thematic, forwarding thinking framework, based
on sound research of how children learn and develop in early
childhood under which to shape effective learning experiences
for young children. But for most early childhood providers it
just arrived in the post – like a piece of self assembly furniture
that’s missing the instruction manual and a note to say that the
supplier takes no responsibility for its content.
The training programmes that we have developed in Donegal
are no better or worse than anything else out there – it is our
insistence to deliver accessible supports using a multidimensional support model, managed and monitored at local
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[Aistear is] a contemporary,
thematic, forwarding thinking
framework, based on
sound research of how
children learn and develop
in early childhood under
which to shape effective
learning experiences for
young children.
level by DCCC, using appropriately qualified staff that yields
positive results. With the provision of appropriate funding to
support the employment of designated specialised early
childhood personnel based at local level within local
City/County Childcare Committees, this model could be
easily replicated all over the country – there’s no big mystery.

Donegal County Childcare Committee Ltd
10–11 St. Columba’s Terrace, High Road, Letterkenny, Co. Donegal
Tel: 074 91 23442 • Email: info@donegalchildcare.com
www.donegalchildcare.com
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Useful Resources on

Aistear
The following resources are available to borrow from Barnardos Library.
You can search the library catalogue on www.barnardos.ie/library
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. Principles and Themes
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009
Aistear: Key messages from the research papers
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009
Aistear: Information for Parents
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009
http://www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and_Assessment/Early_Childhood_and_Primary_Education/Early_Childhood_Education/
Aistear_Toolkit/Aistear_Leaflet_for_parents.pdf
Play Speak Read
Early Childhood Ireland, 2012
Early Literacy and Numeracy Matters
Barnardos, 2012
Early Speech and Language Matters
Barnardos, 2013
Look Listen Learn...Observing Children at Play
Early Childhood Ireland, 2013
Supporting Early Learning and Development Through Formative Assessment. A Research Paper
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2008
A Workforce Development Plan for the Early Childhood Care and Education Sector in Ireland
Minister for Education and Skills, 2010

JOURNAL ARTICLES
Aistear the early childhood curriculum framework
Daly, Mary and Foster, Arlene
ChildLinks, Issue 2, 2009 pp 11-15, Barnardos
Unreasonable Expectations: the Dilemma for Pedagogues in Delivering Policy Objectives
Moloney, M. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal Vol. 18, No. 2, June 2010, 181–198
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New Titles
Full details of these resources and all other resources in our library collection are available
on our online catalogue at www.barnardos.ie/library

CHILD PROTECTION
Safe Care for Trafficked Children in Ireland:
Developing a Protective Environment
Children’s Rights Alliance, 2012

CHILDMINDING
Childminding: Regulation and Recognition
Start Strong, 2012

CHILDREN IN CARE
A Child’s Journey Through Placement
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2012

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
Children’s Rights in Early Childhood Care & Education
Early Childhood Ireland, 2012

Report Card 2013
Children’s Rights Alliance, 2013

EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION
Early Years Practice: Getting it Right from the Start
Gill and MacMillan, 2013

Families: Children’s First Educators
Start Strong, 2012

Shaping the Future
Start Strong, 2012

PARENTING
Mindful Child: How to Help Your Kid Manage Stress
and Become Happier, Kinder, and More Compassionate.
Free Press, 2010

PLAY
Garden of Possibilities (DVD)
Early Childhood Ireland, 2012

Play Speak Read: Language and Literacy through Play
Early Childhood Ireland, 2012

Look Listen Learn...Observing Children at Play
Early Childhood Ireland, 2013
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