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Editorial
As we begin the new academic
year, parents across the country
are facing the high costs of
educating their children.
Education is not free in Ireland.
That is the overwhelming
message from parents who took
the 2016 Barnardos’ School
Costs Survey. For more than a
decade, thousands of parents
have been using the Barnardos’
School Costs Survey to speak
out about the high cost of
sending their children to school
and this year is no different.

Ireland’s education system is lauded by
Government as free to access; but the
responses to this year’s survey tell us
otherwise. Under-investment in schools
during prosperity and cuts during the
recession have left parents shouldering
the cost of an underfunded system. It is a
burden many parents can ill afford.
Parents told us they are scrimping on
household bills, forgoing necessities and
even going into debt to pay for their child

to go to school in Ireland’s supposedly
free education system. No child or family
should have to suffer in order to access
education. The Government has the
power and the means to reduce the
burden on parents and Barnardos is
committed to making this happen.

The first article in this issue of
ChildLinks examines the results of
Barnardos School Costs Survey,
looking at the costs of school books,
extra school fees and contributions, and
school transport. It outlines Barnardos’
recommendations to Government to
ensure that all children are on a level
playing field with the same opportunities
as their peers. 

The article that follows focuses on
children making the move from
preschool to primary school and the
need to support this transition, which
can be stressful and daunting for both
young children and their parents. The
third article gives an overview of a study
that looks at the understanding and
implementation of Aistear: The Early
Childhood Curriculum Framework by
early years educators.

The Nurture Programme – Infant
Health and Wellbeing is a programme
that has been developed with the aim
that every parent in Ireland receives the
best possible advice, information and
support from conception to the child’s
third birthday so that each child gets the
best possible start in life. An article from
Programme Manager Francis Chance
outlines the rationale for the Nurture
Programme, the policy context for the
programme and some of the key
developments planned.

The next article looks at the changing
expectations of the role of fathers, who
now often share in the caring role for
their children and are fully involved in
their lives. The article looks at this
involvement from a child’s perspective
through a series of interview questions
asking children what they like to do
with their fathers and why. The final
article in this issue looks at the New
Children First Act 2015 and the role
of the Early Years Child Protection
Programme in preparing the sector for
new legislation.

SINEAD LAWTON
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Although children mourn the end of summer as they

return to school each year, it is parents who truly

dread the lead up to the new school term. Ireland’s

education system is supposedly free but, as the

results of Barnardos’ 2016 School Costs Survey

reveals, sending a child to school in Ireland can be

extremely costly. Barnardos is calling on the

Government to fulfil its Constitutional commitment by

investing in basics, such as school books, classroom

resources and adequate funding for schools to make

education in Ireland truly free.

Barnardos’ 2016 School Costs Survey results show the
financial strain parents are being placed under to pay for their
child’s education in post-recession Ireland. Almost 1,500
parents from a variety of backgrounds and locations in Ireland
answered the survey. The findings, which were released on 3rd
August, clearly show parents are fed up. They’ve had enough of
the worry and financial pressure they face each year and they
want the Government to do something about it. 

SCHOOL COSTS
Overall school costs remain high this year. The cost of sending
a child to primary school is around €350-€400 and sending
a child to secondary school costs in the region of €800. These
costs cover basics such as school clothing and footwear,
textbooks and workbooks, classroom resources and stationery,
and paying a voluntary contribution towards the school. In most
instances school books, uniforms and voluntary contributions
account for the largest outlay by parents. 

Parents find school books expensive, particularly in second
level where not only are the books more costly but there are
also fewer school book rental schemes in operation. Of
secondary school parents surveyed, just 39% said their
child’s school has a book rental scheme compared with 70%
of primary school parents. A particular cause of consternation
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amongst parents is the use of workbooks as they are seen as
poor value because they can’t be reused. Furthermore, parents
are frustrated with the amount of text book changes or
revisions that take place, meaning books can’t be re-sold or
reused by siblings. 

Unsurprisingly uniforms remain the norm in schools.
Disappointingly, the vast majority of schools still favour branded
or crested uniforms. Parents said generic uniforms and
tracksuits are permitted in just 16% of primary schools and
2% of secondary schools. Use of generic uniforms represents
a significant saving over branded uniforms and Barnardos
would like to see the Department of Education take more of a
leading role in mandating schools to prioritise value for money
when reviewing uniform policy. 

The majority of parents (66% in primary school and 79% in
secondary school) have to pay a voluntary contribution this
year. The amount parents pay varies wildly in both primary and
secondary school. Having multiple children in school
compounds the issue for parents, many of whom told us they

struggle to afford the fee. The overwhelming majority of
schools ask for a specific amount with 88% of primary school
parents and 94% of secondary parents saying they are
expected to pay a set fee. This completely invalidates the notion
there is anything ‘voluntary’ about these contributions.

The majority of schools pursue parents who don’t pay their
voluntary contribution. Most commonly this is done by sending
general reminder emails, texts or letters to all parents. Some
schools target specific reminders to parents who haven’t paid
and others send specific requests via children. Worryingly,
some schools resort to severe tactics such as denying access
to lockers to children whose parents haven’t paid the fee. The
practice is an extreme source of stress and embarrassment for
many parents. 

Other costs include classroom resources paid for by 72% of
parents, the School Transport Scheme, which
disproportionately affects rural families, and extracurricular
activities, the cost of which varies widely depending on the type
of activity. A significant additional cost for some parents is the
use of digital technology in schools. Laptops and tablets are
less commonly used in primary schools but the number of
secondary school parents who are required to provide digital
hardware for their child has doubled since 2015 to almost a
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Table 1. Snapshot of basic costs for 2015 and 2016

Average Costs Senior Infants Pupil 4th Class Pupil 1st Year Pupil
2015 2016 2015 2016 2015 2016

Clothing €100 €95 €115 €105 €195 €200

Footwear €50 €45 €55 €50 €60 €65

School books €80 €75 €90 €105 €325 €290

Classroom resources €35 €40 €40 €40 €55 €70

Voluntary contribution €100 €85 €90 €95 €150 €150

Total* €365 €340 €390 €395 €785 €775

Back to School Clothing €100 €100 €200
and Footwear Allowance

*Not including extra costs such as transport, school bag, trainers, extra-curricular activities etc.

Parent: All schools should run a book rental
scheme, the new editions are ridiculous. It’s a huge
expense. Sort this out Department of Education!

Parent: I have four children in secondary school
and the voluntary contributions came to €960. I
think it is an absolute disgrace that it costs this
amount of money before I even buy a book or
pencil or uniform.

Parent: I do agree with school uniforms, but
parents should be allowed to buy generic
uniforms and iron on crests. We had to choose
between food on the table or him wearing a dirty
jumper every day - I choose food.
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quarter of parents surveyed. Schools require the use of digital
technology but it is parents who pay, a practice which
Barnardos feels should be stamped out.

IMPACT ON FAMILIES
Over recent years Barnardos has seen little change in the
overall cost of sending a child to school. The backdrop to these
consistently high school costs is the substantial rise in poverty
and deprivation since the onset of the recession in Ireland. More
than one in three families are experiencing material deprivation,
a huge rise over the last decade (Barnardos, 2015). One in
nine children now live in consistent poverty (Dept. of Social
Protection, 2016). These figures demonstrate how hard things
have got for families because of years of austerity and cutbacks.
Cuts to social welfare rates, such as the halving of the Back to
School Clothing and Footwear Allowance, have hit families hard
and mean they must tighten their budget elsewhere to be able to
afford basic school necessities.

Two in five parents said they cut back on household expenses or
forgo paying bills to pay for their child’s school costs. One in ten
parents save throughout the year, while worryingly a further one
in ten parents go into debt to afford their child’s school bill.
These parents borrow from friends and family, banks, credit
unions, on credit cards and in some cases even from money
lenders. The financial pressure placed on parents at the start of
the school term can be compounded by other factors such as
existing debt or ever escalating rent rates caused by the current
housing crisis. 

A particular issue parents raised this year is the inconsistency
throughout the school system when it comes to school costs.
Costs vary from school to school. Schools have almost
complete autonomy in relation to most school costs. Uniform
policy, access to school book rental schemes and rate of
voluntary contribution are all determined by school boards.
Parents feel powerless to challenge these policies and are
acutely aware of the unfairness and inequality that exists
between different schools.

The Department of Education policy in recent years has been a
move towards greater school autonomy. The rationale for such
a move is greater democracy, efficiency decentralisation and
improving education. Indeed, the Department led on a
research paper earlier this year entitled ‘Advancing School
Autonomy in Ireland’ (Dept of Education and Skills, 2016).  A
consequence of the Department’s desire for greater school
autonomy is that increasingly decisions are being made by
schools which dictate parental costs. The result for parents is a
price lottery depending on the school your child goes to and in
some cases even the class they are in. Yet parents recognise
that many schools are struggling and feel the State should be
doing more to support them. 

FREE EDUCATION
Education is the key to opening the door which leads out of
poverty, disadvantage and inequality. Children have a right to
education (United Nations, 1989). This right is enshrined in
the Irish Constitution, which guarantees State funded, free
primary education for all children (Constitution of Ireland).
Under the Education Act (1998) the State commits to
providing education for every child in the State and recognises
economic and social disadvantage prevent students gaining an
education. Yet, as the survey results show, participating in this
‘free’ education system is expensive.

Educational disadvantage is closely linked to income inequality.
Accessing education leads to greater opportunities, higher
incomes and means the beneficiaries contribute more towards
our economy. Beyond income there are many benefits to a free
education system being available to all children. Education
plays a key role in the development of a child’s cognitive, social
and emotional skills. Evidence shows that education has a
strong effect on a child’s social outcomes and is a key policy in
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Parent: I am a single parent of four children,
three school-going. September is an awful month
for my family, the pressure is immense. I work
part-time and do what I can with wages, plus I pay
€1,000 private rent monthly. We can’t survive
from week to week as it is and school costs hold
me over the edge so much so that my teenagers
ask if I want them to leave school. My children
deserve the same opportunity as the next child.

Parent: In our area there are three primary
schools and all have different costs and the other
two schools are cheaper than ours. Surely the
children should all be following the same
curriculum and costs should be the same?

Parent: Schools should be funded to ensure
there are sufficient resources for all children,
including light and heat. The voluntary
contribution goes towards paying running costs
which I feel should be paid for by the State.
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tackling health, crime and other social problems (OECD,
2013). In short, an investment in free education is an
investment in a better society for everyone.

COST OF FREE EDUCATION 
Barnardos has compiled the items that are not free under the
current education system. These costs make up the bulk of
what parents have to pay at the start of each school year. To
provide a free education system the Government should fund:

School books: It is estimated the total cost of the
school book industry in Ireland is €60 million. With
Government currently funding a School Book
Scheme to the tune of €15 million each year and a
further €5 million once-off capital funding allocated
in Budget 2016 to set up and run school book
rental schemes in all primary schools, an additional
€40 million in State funding would provide all
children with free textbooks and workbooks. This
can be split €20m for primary school books and
the other €20m for secondary school books. 

Extra school fees and contributions: Voluntary
contributions are far from voluntary and vary
drastically from school to school. Barnardos has
calculated parents are currently paying around €89
million in voluntary contributions and €38.5 million
to pay for classroom resources across primary and
secondary schools.

School transport: More than 100,000 primary and
secondary pupils avail of the Government’s School
Transport Scheme. Despite Government funding of
€163.5 million parents still have to pay €100 per
primary pupil and €350 per secondary pupil to
subsidise the Scheme. Barnardos estimates it would

cost in the region of €27.4 million to make the School
Transport Scheme free to all; however figures from the
Department of Transport suggest it could cost even
less to remove the need for parental contributions to
the Scheme.

Restore capitation grant levels: Capitation grants
are paid to schools on a per pupil basis. These grants
are to fund the general running of the school. Since
2010 these grants have been cut by around 15%
per pupil putting immense financial strain on schools.
Restoring capitation grants to 2010 levels would
cost €35.2 million, taking pressure off school
resources and ensuring children have the right
environment in which to learn.

All children deserve a level playing field from which to progress
into adulthood with the same opportunities as their peers,
regardless of their parent’s ability to pay. All parents recognise
the importance of education but many parents can’t afford to
pay what it costs to send their child to school. Parents want their
children to have all the advantages in life that education brings
but when so many are forced to scrimp on necessities or go
into debt to afford what is a child’s basic right something must
be done. With current public discourse focusing on the end of
recession and expanding fiscal space, it is clear now is the time
for change. Now is the time to invest in children.

BARNARDOS CHILDLINKS ISSUE 2, 2016

Free School Remove Free Free Restoring TOTAL
Books Voluntary Classroom School Capitation

Contrib Resources Transport Grant Level

2014/2015 Current €20m €0 €0 €163.5m €287m €470.5m
Exchequer Funding

Additional cost to make €20m €42m €19.5m €5m €16.7m €103.2m
Primary Education free

Additional cost to make €20m €47m €19m €22.4m €18.5 €126.9m
Secondary Education free

Additional cost to make €40m €89m €38.5m €27.4m €35.2m €230.1m
education free for all children

Table 2. Cost of free education
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Supporting Transitions
A CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE’S
SERVICES COMMITTEE INITIATIVE IN
GALWAY AND ROSCOMMON

CAROLINE DUIGNAN, Co-ordinator for Galway and Roscommon CYPSC; Marie Gibbons, TUSLA, Child and Family Agency; and 
BRIDIE THORNTON, Amberley Montessori, Galway

Moving from preschool to ‘big school’ is an important, exciting
but often stressful and daunting transition for young children
and their parents. The first days and weeks in their new
educational setting can present many challenges as well as
wonderful new learning experiences, and for young children,
moving from preschool to primary school can feel like a

transition that brings enormous change. Many children cope
well with the change, but some children are more vulnerable
during times of transition (Cryer et al., 2005). It is clear from
research that there are links between early childhood
disadvantage and adversity and difficulties during this transition
(O’Kane & Hayes, 2013). The response of the child and

INTRODUCTION
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parents depends on many factors such as the resilience of the
child, the development of positive dispositions to learning,
children’s attributes such as self-confidence and
independence, as well as the support network that surrounds
the child and family. To ease potential difficulties and to
promote a more successful transition between preschool and
primary school, it is vital that there is collaboration and
partnership between both settings and that an effective system
of transferring information between both settings is in place.
Very often, the preschool and the primary school operate as
separate entities with no clear system of communicating and
little congruence in their approaches to children’s early learning
(O’Kane & Hayes, 2013). It is also very important that parents
and children are supported during this time, as the research
tells us that how well children adjust to the challenges of their
new school environment can have a real and lasting impact on
their lifelong learning journey (Morrissey, 2009). 

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE’S 
SERVICES COMMITTEES
Children and Young People’s Services Committees
(CYPSCs) were first piloted in Ireland in four administrative
areas in 2007, with the purpose of improving outcomes for
children and families at local and community level. Since then
CYPSCs have increased incrementally in number and are now
a key structure identified by Government to plan and co-
ordinate services for children and young people in every
county in Ireland. Their purpose is to secure better outcomes
for children and young people through more effective
interagency working at local level. CYPSCs work towards the
five national outcomes for children and young people in Ireland
as outlined in Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures – the
National Policy Framework for Children and Young People
2014 – 2020 (DCYA, 2014). CYPSCs bring together a
diverse group of agencies in local county areas to engage in
joint planning of services for children and young people. All
major organisations and agencies working locally on behalf of
children and young people are represented, and TUSLA, Child
and Family Agency are the agency responsible for co-
ordinating the work of the CYPSCs in each county.

Galway and Roscommon Children and Young People’s
Services Committees were established in 2014 under the
auspices of the Department of Children and Youth Affairs. The
focus of the first year of both committees was the development
of a Children and Young People’s Plan 2015 – 2018. A
socio-demographic profile of the counties was developed in
consultation with the City and County Councils and all
committee members. This was followed by an audit of services

and by a consultation process with children and young people
from both counties, and with staff in agencies and services
regarding the needs of children and families they were
engaged with. These details were compiled by the Co-
ordinator and reviewed by committee members at meetings.
From this work, a gap analysis and action plan was developed
in each county and objectives, actions and targets set for the
first Children and Young People’s Plans. One of the gaps
highlighted for children in Galway and Roscommon was the
availability of practice tools to support major transitions in
education. These include the transition from preschool to
primary school, primary school to secondary school and from
secondary to third level education. For the first Galway and
Roscommon Children and Young People’s plans it was
decided that the focus would be on the transition from pre-
school to primary school because:

WHY INTERAGENCY WORKING?
There is ample evidence of what happens when interagency
working and communication is not of good quality in inquiries
into child abuse and child deaths, both nationally and
internationally (O’Nolan & Buckley 2013). Arising from these
inquiries are constant recommendations for improvements in
interagency working. However, an exploration of literature on
interagency working reveals many different terms including
interagency working, multidisciplinary working, collaborative
working and partnership working. Also, while interagency
working is mostly heralded as a positive approach, there are
many difficulties with the approach, including information
sharing and confidentiality, financial challenges and poor
understanding of roles and responsibilities. In their work for the
Childhood Development Initiative Process Evaluation,
Canavan et al. (2014) state that much of the literature on
working together and related terms can serve to obfuscate
rather than illuminate. In their study, the term ‘interagency
working’ is used to denote all those forms of working together
which do not occur at service level, but rather involve strategic
or high-level activities (p.8). This definition is very applicable to
the work of CYPSCs, which aims to transform interagency
collaboration, and to facilitate expansive learning opportunities
for practitioners among agencies working across health,

A child’s early learning provides the foundations
for later learning, so the sooner is begun the
greater the opportunity and likelihood for the child
to go on and learn more complex skills and have
development enhanced.

(Department of Education and Science, 1999, p. 83)
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education, child protection and welfare, family support, mental
health and justice. 

THE TRANSITIONS PROJECT
In early 2015, a subgroup of Galway and Roscommon
CYPSCs, which consisted of representation from City and
County Childcare Committees in the counties, early years
practitioners, teachers and CYPSC staff, was established to
address the need to support transitions from preschool to
primary school. The subgroup began by considering how
preschool providers were managing transitions, and this
uncovered a variety of responses ranging from no interaction
or information sharing between the preschool and primary
school, up to organised meetings between the preschool
practitioner and infant teacher where detailed information
would be passed on about individual children. Practitioners
expressed concern about their responses; those who were not
taking any active measures to support transitions felt it was a
gap in their practice, and those who were passing on
information worried about the lack of transparency and an
absence of parental partnership and consent to share
information regarding individual children. Essentially,
practitioners were attempting to do their best to support
transitioning children, but without an effective system to guide
their practice. The initial work of the subgroup also consisted of
a review of research and theory and an exploration of the
models that support transition nationally. Two models that were
influential in the initiative were the Child Snap-Shot, which was
developed by Professor Noirin Hayes and Dr Mary O’Kane,
and the ‘My I Can’ booklet from Kildare CYPSC. Working
collaboratively and in consultation with infant teachers, the sub-
group developed a booklet entitled ‘This is Me’, which was the
piloted in seven preschools in Galway and Roscommon in May
and June, 2015.

RESULTS FROM PILOT PROJECT
Approximately 80 children from the seven preschools, who
were transitioning into 18 national schools were included in the
pilot of ‘This is Me’ in May/June, 2015. Each of the preschools
was provided with a booklet for every child and early years’
practitioners were asked to complete the booklet with the child,
after gaining parental consent. The booklets were then shared
with the parents, who could take the booklets home with them if
they wanted to do so. Parents were asked to add their own
contributions and to return the booklet to the preschool within
the prescribed timeframe. The preschool then gathered up the
booklets and sent them to the national schools in June.
Teachers were asked to return the booklets to parents towards
the end of the first term, as a keepsake of the child’s transition.
In September, 2015, the CYPSC got in touch with the

preschools, parents, national schools and children and, using
survey forms, face-to-face interviews and circle time
discussion groups with children, gathered their feedback. The
feedback on the booklet was very positive. The key themes that
emerged for the early years’ practitioners was that they
welcomed the booklet as a transparent way of sharing
appropriate information on children with schools that could
help to support their transition:

For parents, the booklet highlighted the developmental and
social areas that are needed for a smooth transition and
helped them in their own preparation for their child’s move to
national school:

For teachers it provided them with a holistic and strengths-
based image of the child in advance of their transition:

Children connected with the language used and with the idea
that the booklet was going to help the teacher to get to know
them, when they moved to ‘big school’:

It is a way of sharing “small pieces of
information” on the child that the Early Years
Practitioner feels the teacher should know; it
reinforces skills for school and supports parental
involvement and it demonstrates that Early Years
Service is documenting in a holistic way.

(Early Years Practitioner)

It is well laid out and covers all areas. Having read
it before the child started I knew exactly what her
strengths were.

(Infant teacher)

Will you tell her (teacher) that I’m good at
drawing, like I’m really good at drawing.

(Child)

It’s like a story isn’t it, it’s like telling the teacher a
story all about me. Can I keep it?

(Child)

The booklet has stuff you take for granted and
don’t think about, like I wouldn’t have thought too
much about his independence skills but it’s
actually the important things that will help him
settle in school. I think it is brilliant.

(Parent)
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‘THIS IS ME’/ ‘SEO MISE’
The booklet developed by the CYPSC sub-group is set out in
holistic themes that are aligned to the Aistear Curriculum
(NCCA, 2009); self help skills; exploring and thinking;
communicating; identity and belonging. Each theme is broken
into a number of actions or activities that children can do, or
are still working on, and practitioners are invited to indicate
this by ticking a star. The language used for each of the
actions is simple and designed to be accessible for children.
Each section also invites practitioners to write their own
comments that captures the rich knowledge and holistic
image of the child that has been developed in preschool.
There is also space for parents to add in their own comments,
and practitioners can make suggestions for fun ideas for
home to support successful transitions that parents can work
on over the summer months. The booklet is guided by the
following principles: children’s rights; partnership with
parents; supporting quality; and the whole child perspective.
The booklet is strengths-based and presents an image of the
child at a point in time and across several key domains.
Guidance notes were developed by the sub-group to support
practitioners using the booklet that emphasised these
principles. Children in the preschools involved in the pilot
contributed their art, which was incorporated into the final
design. The booklet was translated into Irish and ‘This is Me’
and ‘Seo Mise’ were printed and made available free of
charge to every preschool in Galway and Roscommon in
April and May 2016, through the County Child Care
Committees.

USING ‘THIS IS ME’ IN AMBERLEY MONTESSORI
Bridie Thornton (BA Hons) is an Early Years’ Practitioner and
Montessori Teacher from Amberley Montessori in Galway
City. Bridie was one of the members of the CYPSC
subgroup and the following is her account of the process of
being involved in the Transitions Booklet initiative and the
pilot project. Bridie also spoke to other early years
practitioners in Galway and Roscommon and shared her
experiences using the booklet at its launch, and also spoke
about how she manages successful transitions.

CONNECTION TO LEARNING DISPOSITIONS 
The Transitions Booklet is underpinned by the Aistear
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009) and, in addition,
recognises each child as a unique, active learner. ‘This is Me’
presents children’s learning through the four interconnecting
themes of Aistear: Well-being, Identity and Belonging,
Communications and Exploring/Thinking. Key learning
dispositions, skills, knowledge and values are identified in the

booklet under each theme to support children as competent
and confident learners and to make a successful transition
into primary school. 

From a practice perspective, the theme of Well-being guides
practitioners to support children to be flexible and have
positive outlooks on learning and on life, to show increasing
independence and to be confident and self-reliant (NCCA,
2009). ‘This is Me’ reflects the Well-being theme,
emphasising the development of self-help skills and outlining
key dispositions including the ability to turn-take, to share, to
participate in activities and to be flexible in outlook, as
important dispositions for transitioning into primary school. 

Significantly, the ethos and aim of the booklet reflects the
theme of Identity and Belonging and is captured in the title
‘This is Me’. Aim 1 of the theme Identity and Belonging states
‘Children will have strong self-identities and will feel
respected and affirmed as unique individuals with their own
life stories (NCCA, 2009, p., 26). Practitioners, children,
parents and teachers immediately recognise that the booklet
values the uniqueness, ability and capacity of each individual
child. ‘This is Me’ aims to provide the primary school teacher
with important information about each child to help and
support her/him to make an easier and successful transition
into primary school, while nurturing each child’s identity and
belonging. In addition, the preschool children who
participated in and contributed to the development of the
booklet suggested the title, as one child considered that ‘This
is all about me!’ The booklet requires the participation of the
child when being completed and the practitioner explains to
the child that the booklet will inform the primary teacher about
her/him. The practitioner invites the child to tell the primary
teacher about her/his favourite activity, fears or challenges.
Each child is also invited to choose a photograph they feel
best represents him/her to add to the booklet and allow the
teacher to identify and make the connection with the child
supporting positive relationships from the outset.

The theme Exploring and Thinking (NCCA, 2009, p. 44)
suggests ‘that children will learn about and make sense of the
world around them’ and have positive attitudes towards
learning, develop dispositions such as curiosity,
perseverance, confidence and playfulness, and represent
ideas through symbols including mark-making, drawing and
painting. The booklet invites the practitioner and child to
consider if the child likes to learn about the world, explore
new activities, play indoors/outdoors, colour, draw and ask
questions.  



Being a communicator is crucial to children’s development
and the Communication theme in the transitions booklet
supports the practitioner to ensure that an environment is
provided which motivates children to interact with each other
and the adult (NCCA, 2009).  Aistear suggests ‘The theme
of communicating is about children sharing their experiences,
thoughts, ideas and feelings with others with growing
confidence and competence’ (NCCA, 2009 p.34). The
practitioner together with the child, talks about the child’s
communication skills and explores if the child talks to friends
and other children, to adults, enjoys story-time and if the child
likes to speak out in group or news time. 

RIGHTS-BASED AND STRENGTHS-BASED
APPROACH SUPPORTS QUALITY PRACTICE
Significantly, the language in the booklet is simplified to
ensure and support child participation and a rights-based and
strengths-based approach. Taking a rights-based approach
and supporting Article 12 of the UNCRC (UN, 1989), each
child is invited by the practitioner to participate and contribute
during the process of completing the booklet. Regulation 5 of
the Preschool Regulations (DCYA, 2016) is underpinned by
the rights of the child and requires the practitioner to ensure
that each child may participate in any decisions affecting
his/her learning and development. Standard 1 of Síolta also
emphasises the Rights of the Child and requires the
practitioner to ensure that he/she is enabled ‘to use initiative
as an active participant and partner in her/his own learning
and development’ (CECDE, 2006, p.13). The simple
language in the ‘This is Me’ booklet ensures that each child
easily understands the concepts and dispositions and
encourages the child to offer his/her own views of their
transition into primary school. Crucially, the wording of each
disposition/skill is strengths-based and describes the ability
and capacity of the child in all areas of the themes ensuring a
positive image of every child is reflected. The booklet focuses
on ‘I can do’ or ‘I am working on it’ and the practitioner will
reflect each child’s ability in the development of the
disposition as appropriate. Throughout the pilot scheme, the
practitioners observed the positive reactions of the children
who connected immediately with the booklet, with one child
even requesting ‘Can I bring it home with me?
Overwhelmingly evident in the pilot scheme, was the
children’s positive responses, enthusiasm, interest and their
distinct pride in their achievements as the booklet provided a
further opportunity to reflect on their ability and capacity as a
competent and confident learner subsequently nurturing
further positive self-esteem and self-confidence. The booklet
is universal and inclusive and practitioners who were

presented with booklets were informed that every child
transitioning to primary school should have a transitions
booklet. Children with additional needs who may be
undergoing assessment or have had a referral made with a
specific Individual Educational Programme already in place
will be supported to make an easy transition into primary
school with the addition of the booklet. 

SUPPORTING THE ‘WHOLE CHILD PERSPECTIVE’
APPROACH THROUGH POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS
Key to the success of the booklet was the ‘Whole Child
Perspective’ approach taken by the key contributors and the
positive relationships built between the children, practitioners,
teachers, parent, the Children and Young People’s Services
Committees Galway and Roscommon and TUSLA who
participated in the development and piloting of the booklet.
‘This is Me’ also emphasises the ‘Whole Child Perspective’
approach in practice as children, parents, practitioners and
teachers are involved in the transitions process. Regulation
19 of Child Care Early Years Regulations (DCYA, 2016)
(Regulation 5 in the 2006 Regulations) is underpinned by
the ‘Whole Child Perspective’, which recognises that
relationships are at the heart of early learning and
development. Parents are also recognised, valued and
respected as the child’s primary educators in the booklet.
When the booklet is completed in the preschool, the
practitioner shares it with the parent and invites them to
review the booklet, and to add in their own suggestions and
comments in the ‘Parents Comments’ section. The
practitioner can also suggest fun idea for the home learning
environment that will support the upcoming transition. 

Standard 3 of Síolta requires practitioners to ensure parents
and families involvement in their child’s early learning and
development ‘valuing and involving parents and families
requires a proactive partnership approach’ (CECDE, 2006,
p.29). During the pilot scheme, the practitioner was
concerned with one child displaying audibly loud vocals
throughout the preschool sessions and had carried out
several exercises to determine if the child had a hearing
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...the language in the booklet
is simplified to ensure and
support child participation and
a rights-based and strengths-
based approach.
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impairment. The child displayed excellent listening skills. The
partnership with parent and holistic approach taken by the
practitioner allowed the mother to reveal that she suffered a
hearing impairment and subsequently the child was
encouraged from birth to shout for her attention. The
practitioner with consent of the parent included this crucial
information in the booklet in order for the primary teacher to
understand the child’s need to shout loudly and to support a
positive relationship with the teacher and successful transition
into the primary school. This example highlights the powerful
effect of the transitions booklet in practice as an important
holistic tool for stakeholders to share information and work
together to support the successful transition into primary
school for each child. The booklet is forwarded by the
practitioner to the primary teacher for review in early June.
The practitioners in the pilot scheme found that the ‘This is
Me’ booklet is a crucial tool that enhances the ‘whole child
perspective’ and places the child at the heart of the
understanding, supports quality practice, legislation, Tusla-
focused and Education-focused inspections. Crucially, the
booklet supports ‘Transitions’ Standard 13 of Síolta which
highlights ‘Ensuring continuity of experiences for children
requires policies, procedures and practice that promote
sensitive management of transitions, consistency in key
relationships, liaison within and between settings, and the
close involvement of parents and where appropriate, relevant
professionals’ (CECDE, 2006, p. 89). 

EXPLORING A ‘TRANSITIONS’ THEME
Practitioners were informed that the ‘This is Me’ will also
provide an important opportunity to extend the children’s

interest in the topic by exploring a theme ‘Starting New/Big
School’. A major discussion of the children’s new schools in
the pilot was met with enthusiastic responses. It was
suggested to practitioners that following the ‘Open Days’ in
the different primary schools the practitioner could invite each
child to discuss their new school, their thoughts, fears,
observations, new activities explored, new friends and new
teacher. This could also provide important opportunities for
the practitioner to discuss and address children’s fears,
anxieties and worries of the impending transition. Children
could also be invited to paint, colour and draw pictures of
their new school, classroom, friends etc. Age-appropriate,
colourful and inviting picture story books relating to concepts
exploring new school and new friends were also suggested to
read in story-time to explore the topic and enhance the
children’s interest and understanding further. Role-play
teacher in their play activities and modelling their uniform
could also support the child’s interest in their transition.
Parents were also invited to participate in the theme and talk
with their child about their positive memories of starting
primary school. It was also suggested to practitioners that
parents could share photographs with their child of their first
day in primary school to stimulate and encourage
conversation. 
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Understanding and 
Implementation of Aistear 
The Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework by Early Years Practitioners

LORRAINE FARRELL,  Early Years Provider, Stepping Stones Early Learning Centre & Support and Development Worker, Longford
County Childcare Committee

The primary aim of this research study is to ascertain and
explore Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Room
Leaders’ understanding of Aistear: The Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009a) and how this
understanding influences their implementation of it. 

International research indicates the primary importance of a
high quality curriculum in the early years. Of central

significance in implementing an early years’ curriculum is
practitioners’ understanding of it and how it is applied in daily
practice. Deep understanding of any curriculum arises from
robust training and frequent continuous professional
development (CPD) opportunities for practitioners. This
study will indicate the vast differences in both training and
CPD among participants and will highlight the effects of
these differences on implementation of Aistear. 

INTRODUCTION
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Qualitative methods of research in the form of semi-
structured interviews were utilised with participants in this
study. All participants in the study were female, ranging from
9 years’ experience in the early years sector to 32 years.
Qualifications ranged from QQI Level 6 to Level 8. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
Research suggests that in order to effectively implement an
early years curriculum, commitment is required both at
government level and with practitioners enacting it on a daily
basis. According to Right from the Start (2013), a report
compiled by an Expert Advisory Group on The Early Years
Strategy, ECCE settings need systematic support to
implement an effective curriculum programme. In its national
policy framework for children and young people – Better
Outcomes Brighter Futures – the government ‘commits to
supporting early childhood practitioners through the provision
of CPD and the establishment of peer learning groups’
(DCYA, 2014). 

This is a positive move from government, as French (2013)
notes, the early years sector in Ireland requires significant and
radical development in its approach to CPD. However, there
appears to be a discrepancy between this aspirational
objective of the DCYA and the experience of practitioners on
the ground. 

While CPD is undoubtedly advantageous to early years
practitioners, it cannot supersede the importance of a
standard level of qualification. So before we consider CPD
and its benefits, we must first look at the diverse span of
qualifications in ECCE in Ireland. Guidelines published by the
European Commission in 2011 indicate that qualified and
well-trained staff are essential for quality ECCE. The
guidelines argue that in countries where staff are not required
to undertake professional training or gain specific
qualifications to work with young children, ‘many of them lack
the interactive skills and overall proficiency necessary to
ensure that the children in their care develop adequate
cognitive skills” (European Commission, 2011, p. 12).

In 2011, the DCYA acknowledged that qualifications are an
essential factor in the delivery of high-quality ECCE, but not
until the end of 2016, and has only allocated funding to
upskill practitioners to the most basic level (Maloney and
Pope, 2013). 

It is acknowledged that, in the past, the Irish ECCE sector
had a low percentage of highly qualified staff. Both Maloney

(2015) and Hynes (2009) propose that the sector’s inability
to recruit and retain highly qualified staff is due to low
professional status, poor pay and conditions of employment,
and poor career development and progression opportunities.

Maloney & Pope (2013) note that early years practitioners
around the world struggle for professional recognition and
status. Mahony and Hayes (2006) argue that ECCE is
predominantly characterised by a lack of professionalism, low
salaries, lack of training and poor working conditions. Recent
developments in qualifications in early years has begun a very
gradual shift towards the professionalisation of the sector.
Indeed, within the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide (NCCA,
2016), the professional role of the practitioner is highlighted
but as Maloney & Pope (2013) point out, this is not reflected
in their salary, CPD opportunities or working conditions. They
indicate that Aistear has the potential to address the issue of
professional identity in the early years but a lack of
governance, funding and support currently inhibits this.

There are multiple factors that influence a practitioner’s
engagement with curriculum such as the availability of CPD
and time dedicated to professional learning in the workplace,
the lack of which has already been cited in existing research
as a concern for the implementation of Aistear (Hynes,
2009; French, 2013).

The importance of Aistear implementation has recently been
recognised by the Department of Education and Skills (DES)
in Ireland. In April 2016, education-focused inspections began
in early years settings participating in the ECCE programme.
These inspections, underpinned by Aistear, aim to evaluate the
appropriateness of educational experiences for children
participating in the ECCE programme (DES, 2016). While
this is widely acknowledged as a positive development for the
early years sector in Ireland, it raises the question as to whether

Research suggests that in
order to effectively implement
an early years curriculum,
commitment is required both
at government level and with
practitioners enacting it on a
daily basis.
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this initiative is somewhat premature considering the dearth of
training and CPD opportunities available to practitioners
currently implementing the framework

FINDINGS
Practitioners within this research study indicated a positive
response to the introduction of Aistear into ECCE services in
Ireland. Various degrees of knowledge and understanding of
Aistear along with engagement with Aistear were highlighted
by practitioners. A clear desire for onsite mentoring and CPD
were cited by participants as a means of supporting them in
the implementation of the curriculum framework in their
respective settings. Finally, a professional identity crisis in the
early years was identified by participants as one of many
inhibitors to full engagement with Aistear.

There was a general consensus that all practitioners were
engaging with Aistear in some way but some practitioners felt
that their practice hadn’t changed significantly since Aistear
was published. 

Indeed, there was a general belief that practitioners were
‘doing’ Aistear already and implementing it was merely extra
paperwork to prove that they are applying it in practice. 

Comments such as this raise the question as to whether there
is truth in practitioners’ perceptions or whether there is a
deeper misunderstanding as to what Aistear implementation
entails. In 2004 the NCCA organised, ‘an extensive
consultation processes with stakeholders’ who had an interest
in early learning. This feedback, along with international
research and examples from practice in Ireland fed directly
into the development of Aistear (NCCA, 2004). With this
level of consultation and an acknowledgement from the
NCCA that the development of the framework was
somewhat guided by practice in Ireland, it is conceivable that,
on some level, some practitioners were engaged in similar
practices to those encouraged by Aistear before its
publication and that this is still influencing current practice in
the early years. 

The notion that practitioners are ‘doing’ Aistear already is
somewhat disconcerting, however, as it may indicate a
complacency with regards to the need to continually upskill in
professional practice. 

All participants, without exception, could find some positives
with Aistear and highlighted their willingness to engage with it.
All participants acknowledge ‘liking it’, but there remains a lack
of concrete understanding as to why they like it or what
engagement with Aistear actually entails. 

This is evident in the different perspectives each practitioner
takes on why they like it. The reasons vary from liking it as it’s
‘not complicated’ and the practitioner feels she is ‘doing it
anyway’, to another who likes its ability to promote ‘self-
regulation’ in children. Others pointed out the ‘structure’ it
brought to both children’s and adults’ learning while another
thought it positive to ‘document all the high quality work that is
happening within the service’.

The lack of specific or detailed examples as to why Aistear
implementation is beneficial to these practitioners may be
linked to the dearth of a specific or detailed implementation
plan for the roll-out of Aistear in early childhood care and
education settings (French, 2013). 

AISTEAR IMPLEMENTATION
The NCCA have devised the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide
(NCCA, 2016) with the purpose of supporting practitioners
with the implementation of Aistear and Síolta, the national
quality framework for early childhood education (CECDE,
2006), within services and, in doing so, better support
children’s learning and development. While all participants
cited some evidence of their implementation of Aistear,
interestingly no one referred to the guide developed specifically
for this purpose. While none of the participants referred to the
Aistear Síolta Practice Guide (NCCA, 2016) over the course
of the interviews, the topics cited by participants on how they
implement the curriculum framework are actually reflected in
the Practice Guide (NCCA, 2016). While there appeared to
be different levels of engagement with Aistear implementation
between practitioners, an underlying knowledge of the Aistear
framework was evident nonetheless. 

This research uncovers inconsistencies in Aistear
implementation between practitioners. A lack of exposure to
Aistear by knowledgeable and experienced trainers and
mentors is suggested as one possible reason for these
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I think I was always implementing Aistear, even
before it was published.’

I don’t think it takes a huge effort to implement this
[Aistear] – it’s what we are doing anyway. If
Aistear had never been created we would be
doing this anyway.
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inconsistencies. Lack of commitment to providing CPD
opportunities has also been highlighted as a significant inhibitor
to Aistear implementation. This research paper suggests that
early years practitioners require assistance, in the form of
training and mentoring, to gain new knowledge in the area of
Aistear implementation in order to enable them to effectively
and critically examine their own practices and implementation
techniques. It is through practitioners’ experiences and
discourses that curriculum implementation is made a reality, so
it is essential to support practitioners in their role of early years
educators if the realisation and implementation of Aistear is to
be successful in early years settings. 

WHY ENGAGE WITH AISTEAR? 
As French (2013) notes, Aistear is not underpinned by
legislation and early childhood practitioners are not mandated
to implement Aistear, which prompted the question ‘why
engage with Aistear?’ 

It is worth noting that under ECCE contracts issued in 2012,
services participating in the ECCE scheme were deemed
contractually obliged to engage with Aistear and Síolta
(EYEPU, 2013; French, 2013). POBAL are the body
responsible for ensuring compliance within the parameters of
the ECCE contract. To assist providers with compliance
issues, POBAL provide a checklist of all documentation that
must be available on a day of inspection. Evidence of Aistear or
Síolta implementation is not on this checklist. It is therefore not
surprising that compliance with POBAL did not appear
significant in practitioners’ motivation to engage with the
curriculum framework. 

Interestingly, convenience and quality were predominately cited
as motives for commitment to the initiative. Some providers felt
Aistear was ‘nice and simple’ and ‘very similar to what I have
been doing for 30 years’. The idea of convenience
implementation can be interpreted in two ways. If practitioners
have a deep understanding of Aistear and still maintain that it is
simple to implement, this speaks very well of the framework
and would certainly indicate its future viability in the early years.
If, however, as this research indicates, practitioners are
unaware of nuances and distinctions in varying aspects of the
curriculum, it could indicate that Aistear implementation,
without mentoring and training for practitioners, will never
reach its full potential. 

CONCERNS 
Many practitioners expressed concerns about how difficult it
was to find time to implement Aistear, as it required so much
documentation and evidence. Practitioners feel obligated to

document children’s learning but lament the missed
interactions with children if they take working time to do this.
One business owner, who is also an ECCE Room Leader,
noted that due to capitation restrictions on the ECCE Scheme
she could not afford to pay her staff for non-contact time with
the children to complete all the necessary documentation
required with Aistear. This results in her working afternoons
and Saturdays to keep up to date with paperwork. This is
unpaid time and is, in her opinion, an unsustainable business
model. 

An additional concern with Aistear implementation cited by
participants was a perceived lack of training and support.
Training and education to support practitioners in developing
knowledge, understanding and competence in these areas
needs to be available in order to assist practitioners to
implement practice as advocated in Aistear (NCCA, 2009b).
All practitioners referred to the necessity of ongoing training in
Aistear but lamented its absence.

Following on from this lack of support, participants were asked
what kind of provision they felt was necessary to enable them
to implement Aistear to its full potential. The resounding
answers were ‘funded non-contact time every week’ for
documentation and planning, training and CPD in Aistear
Implementation as well as on-site mentoring. Practitioners
referred to the onus placed upon staff by management to
complete documentation which often involved ‘bring(ing) my
work home and do(ing) it unpaid just to get it done.’ This
attitude undermines the importance of non-contact time for
practitioners and in doing so undermines the importance of
Aistear as a curriculum framework. This correlates to findings
in the literature indicating that poor working conditions such as
this and the lack of time available for ongoing documentation
undermine both the professional identity of early years
practitioners and the importance of Aistear implementation
(Hynes, 2009; French, 2013; Maloney & Pope, 2013).

CONTINUOUS PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Following on from participants clear enthusiasm for training
and mentoring in Aistear, their current appetite for CPD was
probed. All participants without exception alluded to the
importance of engaging in CPD. CPD is generally not a
contractual obligation when working in ECCE so the
participants were asked to highlight what motivated them to
engage in unpaid CPD. A ‘passion’ for the sector, a
‘commitment to quality’ and ‘personal learning’ were cited. 

The research indicates that the governments’ aspirational
commitment of supporting early childhood practitioners
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through the provision of CPD is now imperative 
(DCYA, 2014). 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY 
Other areas that practitioners repeatedly raised  were issues of
professional identity, social status and poor levels of
remuneration within the early years sector. There are many
factors which shape professional identity including feelings of
belonging, being valued by both peers and society, and
effective policy, but most significant is the requirement for
qualification (Maloney, 2010). The requirement for
qualification to work in the ECCE sector in Ireland is only
effective from 31st December 2016. There is currently no
training, mandatory or otherwise, in Aistear. Suddenly the
picture becomes clearer as to why professional identity, or lack
thereof, is an issue in the early years sector. 

ROLE OF THE PRACTITIONER
Aistear highlights the practitioner’s role as fundamental in
supporting children to learn and develop. Yet the skillset
required for this role can often be overlooked by society. This
can influence how practitioners perceive their own professional
identity and in turn impact on how society views the sector
(NCCA, 2016). 

Due to impending education-focused inspections there was a
feeling among participants that the DES should take some
responsibility for the implementation of Aistear. There was
some consensus that this may raise the profile of the early
years and go some way toward addressing the current low
social status of the profession. There was agreement that DES
should also fund this training as, currently, time and finances for
training was non-existent in the sector. Ongoing training and
qualifications are recognised as indisputable elements in
developing both professional practice and professional identity.
Discourse from practitioners show an enthusiasm for both, but
equally findings highlight a need for support, at policy level, to
make this a reality within the early years. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study highlights the positive appetite there is for Aistear
implementation among practitioners but also the frustration at
the lack of support and resources available to assist them to do
this. The importance of Aistear is perceived to be diminished
by both the lack of formal roll out and the absence of
government departmental leadership for its implementation.
Professional identity was found to be a significant issue
pertaining to the effective implementation of Aistear. Research
from Maloney & Pope (2013) suggests that Aistear has the

potential to address the ongoing issue of professional identity in
the early years but only with investment in leadership, funding
and supports for practitioners. The DES inspections may also
assist in elevating the status of early years practitioners, but for
this to be successful, a commitment to embedding training and
CPD in Aistear is crucial.

To ensure that Aistear is implemented seamlessly and
effectively into daily early years practice, the following
recommendations are proposed: 

Co-ordination of all aspects of early childhood care
and education needs to be assigned to one
government department to ensure cohesion and
consistency of both policy and programme delivery. 
Training and responsibility for the formal roll out and
implementation of Aistear is essential. Assessment as
to the effectiveness of current Aistear mentors and
trainers is also recommended. There were significant
variances in practitioners’ experiences of Aistear
training. To ensure consistency of approach and
implementation of Aistear, it is important that Aistear
trainers and mentors are well trained in its
implementation and have both the skills and
dispositions to be effective mentors and trainers. The
DCYA have already committed to ‘develop(ing) a
national plan for the phased, supported and
simultaneous implementation of the Síolta and Aistear
frameworks, to achieve their rollout at all levels of the
early care and education system, including in all
services and at the levels of inspectors and trainers
themselves.’ (DCYA, 2013, p.19). This commitment
must now be acted upon. 
An ongoing programme of professional development
is recommended to ensure that early years
practitioners develop and maintain current and in-
depth knowledge and awareness of the curriculum
framework. It is recommended that responsibility for
development and roll out of this CPD is awarded to
one relevant agency to ensure consistency of
approach and implementation. 
It is recommended that all services, regardless of size
or age range catered for, avail of the ECCE Quality
Support Service/National Early Years’ Mentoring
Service. This ideally will provide systematic support
and assist services to build confidence and
knowledge to participate in effective self-evaluation
and reflection, and to assist services in building
resources and tools specific to quality implementation
within their individual service. 
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The implementation of Aistear is the responsibility of no one
department. Thus far, this has been detrimental to both its
implementation and practitioners’ engagement with it. In
order for these recommendations to be implemented, it is
recommended that the DES and the DCYA work together in
a collaborative partnership to take ultimate responsibility for
developing and implementing training, mentoring and CPD
opportunities for early years’ practitioners engaged in the
ECCE programme. In light of the research findings in this
paper, failure to do so could be perceived as neglectful if its
responsibilities to the nation’s youngest citizens.

Limitations to this study should be noted. This research is
small scale research and so to address these limitations, it is
recommended that this research be replicated with a larger
and more randomly selected sample.

Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) (2006)
Síolta: The national quality framework for early childhood education. Dublin:
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education.
European Commission (2011) Competence Requirements in Early Childhood
Education and Care. [https://download.ei-
ie.org/Docs/WebDepot/CoReResearchDocuments2011.pdf Accessed 26th July
2016]
French, G. (2013) A journey without a road map. From Aistear, 
Mahony, K., and N. Hayes. (2006) In search of quality: Multiple perspectives.
Dublin. 
Maloney, M. (2010) Professional Identity in Early Childhood Care and Education:
Perspectives of Pre-School and Infant Teachers. Irish Educational Studies.
Accessed at . 12th April 2016.
Maloney, M & Pope, J. (2013) Where to now for early childhood care and
education (ECCE) graduates? A study of the experiences of Irish BA ECCE
degree graduates, Education 3-13: International Journal of Primary, Elementary
and Early Years Education. 
Maloney, M. (2015) Untangling the knots – (k) not easy: professional identity in
the Early Childhood Care and Education Sector. NCCA. Dublin 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2004) Towards a
Framework for Early Learning: A consultative Document. Dublin: NCCA. 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2009a)
Aistear:.National Council for Curriculum Assessment. Available: .
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2009b) The story of
Aistear: the early childhood curriculum framework: Partnership in Action. Dublin:
NCCA
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2016) Aistear Síolta
Practice Guide. NCCA. Dublin. Accessed at 27th July 2016

At EU level, the CoRe report on Competence
Requirements in Early Childhood Education and Care
has recommended that at least 60% of those working
in ECCE services be graduates. This research
echoes that recommendation as participants who
have engaged in graduate training, in this research
study, have shown to have a greater understanding of
the nuances of the curriculum framework. 
Fiscal investment is recommended as a matter of
urgency along with a commitment at policy level to the
development of a professional ECCE workforce. 
Further financial investment is recommended into the
ECCE Scheme. Currently, practitioners are paid a
low rate of capitation for time exclusively spent with
children. Funded non-contact time is essential to
ensure staff can engage in continuing professional
development, planning and reflection to safeguard
practitioners’ full and meaningful engagement with
Aistear. 
Funding and support is recommended to ensure all
practitioners are aware of the availability and the
benefits of engagement with the Aistear Síolta
Practice Guide. Significant time and resources have
been invested in the development of this resource. It
aims to support early years’ practitioners practice and
aid understanding of how to implement the curriculum
framework. This is a valuable resource and urgently
requires investment to ensure it utilisation by the
workforce. 
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Giving every baby the best start in life

THE NURTURE 
PROGRAMME 
Infant Health and Wellbeing
There are 70,000 babies born in Ireland each year. This
means that, on average, a baby is born every 7½ minutes.
The Nurture Programme – Infant Health and Wellbeing has
been developed with the aim that every parent receives the
best possible advice, information and support from
conception to the child’s third birthday so that each one of
these babies gets the best possible start in life.

The Nurture Programme – Infant Health and Wellbeing is
funded by Atlantic Philanthropies and the grant is managed
by the Katharine Howard Foundation. The programme of
work is being delivered within the Health Service Executive
and its related agencies with implementation support being
provided by the Centre for Effective Services. 

The Programme will be evaluated by a team from Quality
Matters and Dublin City University School of Nursing and Life
Sciences. The evaluation will both inform the development of
the Nurture Programme itself as well as identifying learning
for other systems change initiatives within health and public
sector services. 

In this article I will:
Outline the rational for the Nurture Programme.
Detail the policy context within which the Programme is
being developed. 
Describe some of the key developments planned under
the Nurture Programme. 
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WHY INTERVENE SO EARLY?
Brian Harvey’s paper for the Prevention and Early
Intervention Network (2014) provides an excellent rationale
for the benefits of early intervention: 

Recently published findings from the evaluation of the
Preparing for Life programme on Dublin’s Northside by the
UCD Geary Institute for Public Policy (2016) found that
children who had participated in the programme compared

favourably than their peers in the following ways:
They were more ready for school.
They displayed less hyperactive behaviour.
They had better number skills.
They were more emotionally mature and socially
competent, with better communication skills.
They had better physical health and wellbeing.
They were less likely to use hospital services (e.g.
Emergency Department, outpatient clinics).
When they did attend hospital, they were less likely to have
conditions defined as “urgent”. 
They were less likely to fracture their bones.

These combined benefits from the programme indicate that
programmes such as this can have a significant economic as
well as social benefit to society.

WHAT IS THE POLICY CONTEXT FOR THE
DEVELOPMENT OF THE NURTURE PROGRAMME?
The Nurture Programme was planned in the context of two key
departmental strategies: Healthy Ireland from the Department
of Health (2013) and Better Outcomes Brighter Futures from
the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014). 

In January 2016, the Department of Health published
Creating a Better Future Together -  National Maternity
Strategy 2016-2026 and subsequently A Programme for
Partnership Government was published in May of this year. In
the immediate future, the work of the Dáil Committee on the
Future of Healthcare will be of particular relevance and it will
be important that the concepts of prevention and early
intervention are embedded in our future Health Strategy. 

Some of the key relevant policy linkages are outlined on 
page 21. 

WHAT WILL CHANGE UNDER THE NURTURE
PROGRAMME?
Within the Health Service Executive and related health,
wellbeing and family support services, there is already a
wealth of expertise and good practice in place in relation to
the target population of the Nurture Programme. Much of this
work has been developed within HSE Maternity, Primary
Care and Public Health Services while other developments
have occurred under a range of programmes funded by
Atlantic Philanthropies and others, including the Prevention
and Early Intervention Programme, the National Early Years
Access Initiative, the Parenting Support Initiative and the
Area-Based Childhood Programme. The challenge for the
Nurture Programme is to seek to draw on this wide pool of

‘Neuroscience, social and environmental research
shows that the most formative period of children is the
earliest months and years of their lives. Development
from the pre-natal period to age 4 is a reliable indicator
for the child’s later outcomes. Child development after
birth is determined by appropriate nutrition (e.g. breast-
feeding), mother-child bonding and a stable, stimulating
environment. Infants build language and cognitive
development through parental stimulation; the way
parents respond to stress; and quality of play and
interaction with other children. Early vocabulary is a
critical determinant of verbal and literacy skills in later
life. By the start of school, children in low-income
households may be 1½ years behind their middle-class
counterparts in language development, vocabulary and
communication skills. Teenage or adult violence may be
traced to stressed parenting, when aggressive, violent
traits can become established. Social adversity and
poor parenting predict later behavioural difficulties such
as conduct disorder (e.g. disobedience, lying, fighting,
stealing), low educational attainment and even
criminality. ….International evidence shows that
prevention and early intervention approaches achieve
much better results for children than later intervention.’

‘Many programmes have made a Cost Benefit Analysis
(CBA) to determine a rate of Return on Investment
(RoI). United States studies have found RoIs ranging
from $1.26 to $17.92 for every $1 invested, while
British studies give a RoI of between £1.37 and £9.2
for every £1 invested, with an average of £3.65. RoI is
dependent on programme, type of intervention,
duration, density, longitude, fields studied and method.’

‘In the Irish context, the National Economic and Social
Forum gives a RoI on universal early childhood care
and education of between €4 and €7 return for every
€1 invested, while youngballymun gives a €4.5 return
for every €1 invested.’
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evidence and experience as well as international best practice
and seek to deliver support to parents on a universal and
standardised basis so that parents from Skerries to
Skibbereen and from Malin to Mallow will receive the same
key information advice and supports. 

If you have just become pregnant, you can expect to meet
health professionals on a minimum of 25 occasions by the
time you celebrate your child’s third birthday. This is made up
of:

12 visits to your maternity services and GP during the
pregnancy
1 hospital visit for the birth
12 visits to your GP / Public Health Nurse / Community
Medical Officer during your child’s first three years to
monitor your child’s development and to have your child
immunised.

Under the Nurture Programme, it is proposed to ensure that
parents are given relevant, clear, consistent and evidence-
based information and advice on each of these visits. In other
words, to make every contact count.

Some of the key development aims planned under the
Nurture Programme are: 

The development of a new parenting and child health
website for parents and for healthcare staff. This will be
the trusted source for all health and wellbeing information
that parents and health care professionals need. 
The provision of information and advice to people
planning to get pregnant so that they can give their child
the best start in life.
Information and supports during pregnancy will be
strengthened and standardised. 
Universal access will be provided to the Child Safety
Awareness Programme to guard against accidental
deaths and unintentional injuries to babies and infants.
Infant Mental Health will inform the key messages to
parents, covering topics like bonding with your baby,
parent-child communications and supporting your baby’s
early learning and development.
Breastfeeding will be encouraged and supported. 
The provision of training, coaching, development and
resources to support frontline staff in their work.

The Nurture Programme will adhere to a number of key
guiding principles: 

Every development under the Nurture Programme will
have a sustainability strategy to ensure that it becomes

embedded and mainstreamed in long-term practice. The
HSE’s Healthy Childhood Programme will provide the
context within which this work will be delivered.
Parents are the lead partners and experts in the raising of
their children. We will ensure that all our work is informed
by consultation with and ongoing feedback from parents. 
The Nurture Programme will seek to work collaboratively
with statutory agencies and the community and voluntary
sector. 
The delivery of the Nurture Programme will be informed
and supported by Implementation Science, the growing
field of how to manage effective systems change
processes within public services. 

CHILDLINKS ISSUE 2, 2016   BARNARDOS
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Detail of Key Policy Linkages to The Nurture Programme

Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures – the National Policy Framework for Children and Young people 
2014-2020 (Department of Children and Youth Affairs)

GOAL 2: EARLIER INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION
Commitment 6: The HSE and Tusla, The Child and Family Agency will explore the provision of an enhanced maternal

ante-natal and early childhood development service, building on the review of the Community
Nursing Services and related developments in family support provision (including home visiting),
incorporating the learning from the Growing Up In Ireland study and the Prevention and Early
Intervention Programme.

Commitment 11: Training and up-skilling of professionals across formal and non-formal educational settings to be in a
position to identify potential child welfare and mental health issues, and to provide preventative and
early intervention support.

GOAL 4: ENSURE QUALITY SERVICES
Commitment 25: Continue to improve the quality and timeliness of services for children and young people, ensuring

that State-funded programmes and services are outcomes-focused and can clearly demonstrate that
they improve outcomes.

Commitment 29: Develop quality standards and training for all professionals working directly with children and young
people, ensuring a highly trained, supported and professionally aligned workforce.

Healthy Ireland - A Framework for Improved Health and Wellbeing 2013 – 2025 (Department of Children) 

2.8 Implement evidence-based prevention and early intervention initiatives aimed at children and families, initially focusing
on areas of disadvantage, drawing evidence emerging from the Prevention and Early Intervention Programme.

3.4 Support, link with and further improve existing partnerships, strategies and initiatives that aim to improve the capacity of
parents, carers and families to support healthier choices for their children and themselves.

4.7 Further support the roles of local health and social care staff who work in community settings, such as public health
nurses; devise ways to leverage their expertise in improving the health of local communities and develop supports 
for this.

4.9 Promote a skilled, diverse, cross-trained prevention workforce through training and continual professional development
for primary care workers, health improvement and promotion staff, public health, educationalists (including those
working in the early years sector), environmental health, health protection and staff in other sectors.

Healthy Ireland - A Framework for Improved Health and Wellbeing 2013 – 2025 (Department of Children) 

4. The upcoming Breastfeeding Action Plan 2016-20 is resourced and implemented.

5. Antenatal care encompasses a holistic approach to the woman’s healthcare needs including her physical, social,
lifestyle and mental health needs.

6. Postnatal care promotes health and wellbeing for the new mother and baby, supports breastfeeding and
identifies and supports those at risk with a particular emphasis on mental health.  

8. An on-line resource for maternity services is developed, to act as a one-stop shop for all maternity related
information; any information provided will be understandable and culturally sensitive.

11. Improved support for breastfeeding is provided both within the hospital and the community.  

23. Mother-baby bonding is facilitated and supported at all times, and every effort will be made to keep the mother
and baby together, if clinically appropriate.  

42. A co-ordinated approach between the community midwifery team and the public health nursing and general
practice services is in place, to support postnatal women and new babies in the community.
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A Programme for a Partnership Government 2016

A decisive shift of the Health Service to Primary Care with the delivery of enhanced Primary Care in every
community.
Promoting oral hygiene is important and early intervention saves the taxpayer later. We will introduce a dental
health package for the under 6s.
Implementing a national physical activity plan and a national obesity plan.
Implementing the National Maternity Strategy.
We will request an Oireachtas All-Party committee to develop a single long term vision plan for healthcare over a
10 year period. This plan should have cross party consensus on healthcare planning and a shared vision.  We will
work to develop an agreed framework for an efficient and effective health service.   
Ireland has one of the highest birth rates in Europe with nearly 70,000 babies born annually.  We therefore need to
plan ahead for this new generation, by putting in place measures that provide them equality of opportunity; through
education, preventative healthcare, and support services.  
To focus transfers on earlier support, we will establish a dedicated Prevention and Early Intervention Unit in the
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform/Finance in the first 100 days. It will focus on early intervention
policies that can improve the life outcomes of children in particular.
All parents, without exception, need support at some stage. We will look to publish a National Parenting Support
Plan with a range of practical and supportive measures for all parents.  
The new Partnership Government has an opportunity to change our approach from expensive reactive
interventions to proactive supports and long term planning starting from birth. It makes sense to intervene early in
the areas of health, childcare, education and youth crime, not only in terms of value for money, but to give every
person the opportunity to meet their full potential in life. Prevention will also help to alleviate pressure on our vital
public services. The early years and adolescence lay down the building blocks for the future, particularly the period
from birth to two years, and in adolescence, we must plan and invest accordingly.

In addition, it is important to highlight the role of the recently formed Committee on the Future of Healthcare. The
committee is charged with coming up with cross party agreement on a ‘single long-term vision for health care and the
direction of health policy in Ireland’ by the end of 2016. The extensive terms of reference include mention of
advocating for ‘the principles of prevention and early intervention’ and reorientation of ‘the health service on a phased
basis towards integrated primary and community care….’

Keep in touch with developments under the Nurture Programme:
Follow the website: www.hse.ie/nurtureprogrammewww.hse.ie/nurtureprogramme or email us on
nurture.programme@hse.ienurture.programme@hse.ie and francis@khf.ie
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Ireland has seen changing patterns in family life in the last 50
years. The traditional role of family, which suggests mothers as
carers and fathers as breadwinners, has been challenged by the
expectations that mothers and fathers both work and share the
care duties of children (Drew & Daverth, 2012). The ‘fathering’
role has in particular seen many changes and it has been
suggested that fathers have a unique role and can contribute in
multiple ways to children’s development by their involvement in
children’s daily lives (Flouri & Buchannan, 2004).

But what does this involvement look like from a child’s
perspective? A recent research study situated in an infant’s
class in a primary school in a disadvantaged rural town in
Ireland asked boys of five years old their views on how
fathers are involved in their lives. They were asked the
following questions:

What do you like to do with your Daddy?
What would you wish to do with your Daddy that you do
not do now? 
Why do you like doing activities with your Daddy? 

MARTINA OSBORNE, Youthreach Co-ordinator

‘THAT’S MY DADDY’
THE STORIES OF FATHERING AS TOLD BY
A GROUP OF BOYS AGED 5 YEARS OF AGE
Expectations of the role of fathers have changed over time. Modern fathers are not just seen as bread winners and providers
but are expected to share the caring role and be involved with children on a daily basis. But what does this involvement look
like from a child’s perspective? A group of forty children in a boys’ school in the midlands of Ireland were brought together to
discuss time spent with their fathers. Interviews and art were used to capture the thoughts and comments of the boys. After
the study, an exhibition of the boys’ narratives gave teachers and parents the opportunity to view what children had to say
about activities they like to do with their dads. 

INTRODUCTION: THE ROLE OF FATHERING



24

The boys were also requested to make a picture of an
activity they either currently like to do with their fathers or of
an activity they wish they could do with their fathers. The
boys were not asked if they lived with or apart from their
fathers. The compilation of the boys’ responses and art
work were displayed in an exhibition, and parents and
teachers were invited to the school to view and read the
boys’ narratives and art work. The exploration with the
children was as outlined below.

QUESTION 1: WHAT DO YOU LIKE TO DO WITH
YOUR DADS? 
The participating groups of boys discussed their dads’
involvement and they highlighted four main areas of activity
they like to do with their dads. The most popular being the use
of technology; followed by taking part in physical activities;
going together to places and creating constructions, e.g.
building bricks. A smaller number of boys, 20%, said they
like their fathers to read to them or to cook with them (see
Figure 1). 

Figure 1: What do you like to do with your dad?

Technology
When describing technology, the most popular activity, 90%
of the children said they played computer games on a variety
of multimedia devices such as personal computers; Nintendo;
PSP and Wii2; phones and laptop. 

Eric gave a detailed description of the activity he enjoyed with
some excitement: ‘I like to play Nintendo with my Daddy. I am
real good at it and I save the princess with it. I have a big
power and sometimes I have a small power. My Dad has a big
power and he can get the princess and he gets the fire too.’ 

Eric drew a picture of himself and his Daddy being robots in a
computer game.

Overall, the boys were very vocal in explaining the activities
with their fathers. They spoke of many types of technology
used and they demonstrated knowledge of a broad range of
media. Interestingly, television did not appear to be a popular
shared activity with fathers, with only 20 % of boys
mentioning watching TV programmes with their fathers.
Franco stated that he and his brother like to watch TV: ‘Him
and me watches cartoons with my Daddy’, but Robin stated in
a disinterested tone: ‘He’s sitting just looking at the television,
and sometimes I am on my own.’ His drawing completed later
during the process showed him and his mother standing at
the door and his Dad lying on the sofa watching TV. 

The high number of different types of technology used is
indicative of the new digital literacies that young children are
now exposed to. The boys demonstrated verbal
competencies in describing their media experiences,
therefore the lack of reading activities with books should not
be misconstrued as a lack of literacy experiences. It can be
suggested, however, that literacy experiences are changing
(Marsh, 2005).

Robin commented: ‘Dad is watching TV; and Mammy is doing
everything.’ This incident proposes that his father’s presence was
not enough for Robin; it suggests that involvement requires active
responsiveness. 

Eric: Playing robot games. Daddy and me are robots; he has the
power and I have the power.’ 
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QUESTION 2 IF YOU HAD A SPECIAL WISH: WHAT
WOULD YOU WISH TO DO WITH YOUR DAD THAT
YOU HAVEN’T DONE BEFORE? 
The boys expressed a wish to do many physical activities
ranging from fishing, to swimming, to cooking to playing
football and, in particular, many requested the desire to go on

Aaron stated: ‘Me and Daddy, playing on the phone. A real phone he
gave me.’ Aaron was excited to tell the story of using his Daddy’s
phone. His pictures showed great detail in his drawing. The numbers
are clearly written and he included an asterisk and hash tag symbols;
an indication of how using technology can assist in literacy learning.

Physical activities and outings
Eighty per cent of the boys expressed their enjoyment in
taking part in physical activities, which included football as the
most popular followed by swimming and cycling. Aaron
stated: ‘I played football outside and I’m going to the football
with my Dad and I’m going to wear green socks and white
shorts.’ This mirrored the colour of the football gear of the
Irish team who were playing an international game during the
week of the research, and is indicative of how shared
experiences can support language development and cultural
experiences. 

The most animated conversations came from the boys
describing going places with their fathers. Fifty per cent of the
boys expressed enjoyment with going on outings with their
dads and they frequently gave descriptive narratives to
explain the activities. Ciaran said: ‘One day my Dad brought
me to the carnival and me and my Daddy went on the
rollercoaster and it went really fast and then it went
backwards. It went really, really, really fast. And I won a prize

for getting a duck and it had number 9 on it. And I won a
spider man balloon.’ 

Geoffrey described his trip with his Dad to the cinema: ‘He
used to bring me to the cinema and watch the new film Nemo,
the new one, not the normal one. It was fun’; and Brian said in
an excited voice: ‘I go to the park and I go on the slide with
him. He goes on the slide. My Dad lets me go up the steps
and I go down on the slide and my Dad is too short on it.’ 

Dylan was excited in telling about a broken path in his
Granny’s and how his Dad could hammer the path and hold
him as well. He drew a picture and showed pride in his
father’s ability to be strong and capable.

Dylan said: ‘There’s a broken path there. That’s my Daddy; my
Daddy is lifting me with one of his hands. He’s holding a hammer
and me. Then I walk home holding my baby sister.’ 

It is interesting to note that the action of his father holding his
hand was replicated by Dylan holding his sister’s hand, thus
suggesting the positive role modelling of actions are repeated
by children.

Overall, it was noticeable that although more activities were of
the technological category, there was more animated and
descriptive language used by the boys when describing
physical activities and going to places with their dads. Overall
the boys spoke positively about the engagement of father and
son together in a variety of shared activities.
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trips and outings with their fathers. The most poignant
statement was made by Robin who said in a sad voice: ‘Play
soccer. He never plays soccer.’ He then added: ‘I don’t have a
ball.’ When answering this question the animated chat was
reduced and the energy of the group was more subdued, it
was indicative of a pensiveness and reflective thought
(Vygotsky, 1962). The boys’ enthusiasm for doing physical
activities was in contrast to answers to the previous questions,
which had shown a higher involvement in media activities. 

Comparative responses
The research study demonstrated that the most popular activity
that the boys are currently doing with their dads is multimedia
activities, however the most requested ‘wished for’ activity was
involvement in physical activities. This demonstrates that while
children enjoy being involved with their dads using technology,
they are voicing their need to increase the amount of physical
activity. This is valuable in recognising the need for fathers and
their children to share more activity based experiences
together as shown in Figure 3.

QUESTION 3 WHY DO YOU LIKE DOING THINGS
WITH DADDY?
A follow-up question asked the boys: ‘Why do you like doing
things with your Daddy?’ There was an evident hesitancy in
answering this question. After a couple of minutes of
contemplation, Geoffrey said: ‘Because he’s great at
everything.’ This was followed by another boy stating: ‘He’s
good at making things when I don’t know what to make’ and
another said: ‘He’s good at helping me.’ David confidently

stated: ‘He’s my friend I tell you.’ These comments showed
that the boys valued their fathers’ knowledge and assistance
and would suggest that they enjoy their fathers’ company and
appreciate their skills. 

QUESTION 4 DRAW A PICTURE 
TO SHOW YOU AND YOUR DADDY 
DOING SOMETHING TOGETHER
The art activity of the research study was used primarily as a
recording exercise to document the information that the
children wanted to share and was not seen as an artistic skills
exercise. All the boys took a lively interest in doing the art
activity. Some of the drawings depicted the activities of
involvement they had already spoken about and some drew
the activities that they wished they could do. There was an
equal spread of events shown between physical and
technological activities. 
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A child with English as second language who had not spoken
during the group conversation enthusiastically drew a picture
and then shared it with the group. He was animated and
enthusiastic as he showed his Daddy and him swimming
together. 

Lukas explained his picture: ‘Me and Daddy are swimming in Latvia’.
He smiled as he told of going to see his Daddy in Latvia ‘next week’.
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ART EXHIBITION
Parents and teachers in the school where the study took place
were invited to attend an exhibition of the narratives and
drawings of the children. The comments by the boys were
written in speech bubbles and gave the viewers the opportunity
to see the boys’ language in use. The aim of the exhibit was to
encourage fathers and mothers to come into the school to view
what the children had to say about the involvement of fathers in
their lives and to inform teachers of what boys get out of that
involvement. The parents and teaching staff were asked to
complete questionnaires. 

Evaluation sheets were distributed and comments included: ‘It
was good to hear the children talking specifically about activities
with their fathers and ‘It gave me further access to the boy’s
lives. It was lovely to hear about their life outside of school.’ One
statement was that the ‘kids had a chance to draw and write’,
which demonstrated how valuable the art piece was in telling the
child’s story and links into Robert-Holmes statement that
drawing is ‘children’s first writing’ (2010). When asked if there
were any surprises, a comment made was: ‘Plenty! Hearing the
personal stories was enlightening’. Other comments were: ‘It
was lovely to picture the children having fun with their fathers’;
and ‘It was great to see my son so creative’, although one
mother stated: ‘Not really, he enjoys playing ball and watching
TV with his Daddy and family’.

When asked if there were any aspects of the study they were
concerned about, one person stated: ‘There was potential
exclusion of children without a father present’, however all
parents were asked to exclude their child if they so wished and
all children were reminded throughout the study that they could
leave the research room at any time if they were not
comfortable in being part of the work. It does raise the issue that
a balanced approach is required when working with a group of
children to ensure inclusion does not result in exclusion or vice
versa. Overall there were very positive observations made on
the documented data, both the pictorial and the verbal
accounts. The impact of the drawings and speech bubbles of
comments demonstrates that they were effective in presenting
the value of the involvement of fathers with their sons, e.g.
‘hearing the personal stories was enlightening’. The culminating
statement sums up the importance of the study and the
information gathered: ‘I was surprised by how significant the
role of the father is in a boy’s life’

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This research set out to examine how fathers are involved
with their sons and what that involvement looks like to a
young five year old. This final point is where this research is

The children showed some specifics in their pictures that
might have been missed in a conversation only, e.g. ‘They’re
special balls, one for me and one for Dad.’ This attention to
detail demonstrates that art used as a medium to
communicate can be more beneficial than words alone
(Thompson and Hall, 2008). 

Conor: ‘They’re special balls, one for me and one for Dad.’

Many pictures showed a sense of togetherness and family
groupings: ‘Me and Daddy’; ‘One for me and one for Daddy’;
‘My brother and sister and Daddy’; ‘My cousins and my
Daddy’. Overall the art activity added to the data collected
from the conversations. While some pictures were
fantastical, a mix of pretend and fact, the majority of drawings
clearly showed a mix of activities enjoyed or to be enjoyed
with their father. 

One drawing in particular showed the power of role
modelling depicting a son trying to look after his father; Adam
was particularly pensive when drawing his wish, he drew a
picture of ‘saving’ his Daddy. 

(Image 7)  Adam said: ‘Driving a police car. Daddy’s in the
back…..Mister Policeman bad guy. Happy me and Daddy……. I’m
the driver’
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unique. The target group of participants were the children
themselves. The data gathered was analysed not just for
common themes but it demonstrated the differences that
could be identified; those words and descriptions that did not
fit into the norm. Stories of how fathers may be present but
not involved and fathers who are apart from their children but
valued for their involvement suggest that children have views
of fathering which need to be listened to. 

The children in this study added to their conversations and
data gathered by producing an art piece which depicted their
views of involvement with their fathers that was real or
fantasy, or an activity that was wished for in the future.
Working with the children through the medium of art was a
discovery of how enabling art can be. It provided a method
for children who struggled with verbal communication in
supporting them in their meaning making. This has
implications for practitioners and teachers. Art has always
been a means of communicating a message, however, in
schools art can be confined to learning skills and producing a
finished product. It is worthwhile to allow children to use art in
a freer style so that they can represent their life stories. 

Children rarely are drivers of their educational experiences in
response to their needs. If children are allowed time to be
actively and physically engaged with fathers it may have very
positive effects on their academic progress in the future
(Lamb, 2010). Teachers of these young children can learn
from what they have expressed and perhaps take on board
what children enjoy doing, technologically and physically, and
incorporate activities into the curriculum that can be
supported by the involvement of fathers. Stimulating play
which builds on exploration and discovery in areas where
men feel they have something to contribute to their children’s
learning is valuable to the relationship building and results in
bolstering self-esteem (Hawkins, 2002) and, I suggest, will
help children to build confidence in themselves as learners. 

FURTHER RESEARCH
It would be of value to do the same research study with a
cohort of girl participants to evaluate what girls have to
say about the involvement of fathers in their lives.
It would be of interest to replicate the research process
with boys of an older age, perhaps ten year olds, to see
the level of fathers’ involvement as boys get older.
It would be of interest for new fathers to reflect back on
their own experiences of childhood with their fathers to
evaluate their experiences and to consider how they as
new dads will involve themselves with their own children
as they grow. 

The final picture, showing children happily playing with their
father, encompasses the overall message about the role of
fathers in children’s lives: 
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Geoffrey: ‘Me and my cousins and my Daddy, playing with Lego.
We made a house, we have one piece left.’ 
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CHILD PROTECTION IN EARLY YEARS SETTINGS
One of the most important areas for anyone working with
children is the area of child protection and welfare. This is
doubly true for workers in early years services as the children
that we work with have particular vulnerabilities due to their
age, the need for supervision and care that go alongside that,
and their stage in development. The relationship that early
years workers have with the children in their care and their
families mean that they are uniquely placed to recognise child

protection and welfare concerns. Early years services also
have a responsibility to safeguard the children in their care
and ensure they meet all the legal and statutory requirements.

This is an area which has developed significantly in recent
years as society has become increasingly aware of the need
to ensure that all children are protected from abuse and harm
and the need for everyone working with children to ensure
that the concerns are acted on.

New 
Children 
First Act 2015
Early Years Child 
Protection Programme
Preparing the Sector 
for New Legislation

THERESA SWEENEY, National Early Years Children First Coordinator

New legislation, the Children First Act 2015, has been passed that will impact on all organisations
providing services to children. The legislation will be introduced in a phased way in stages and the Early
Years Child Protection programme is working to ensure that the sector is ready for changes in this area.
This article looks at the Early Years Child Protection Programme, the supports available to early years
services and what the Children First Act 2015 entails.
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THE EARLY YEARS CHILD PROTECTION
PROGRAMME
The Early Years Child Protection Programme is in its third
year and is resourced by the Department of Children and
Youth Affairs to specifically address the needs of the sector in
this area. Part of the work of the programme will help to
ensure that the sector is ready for new legislation and
requirements in this area as they come into force. The
programme, which has 58 trainers providing training and
child protection policy supports to services, is the first one of
its kind currently in operation in the country.

It is a cross sector interagency initiative and all the agencies
involved work in partnership to deliver a high quality
programme. Early Childhood Ireland and Barnardos have
been involved from the beginning and have provided key
support in the quality assurance and delivery of the training
for trainers programme. The delivery model – through the 30
childcare committees – has ensured that all services
throughout the country can access the training and it is
provided through a low cost model.

Child Protection Training 
for Early Years Services
The programme is rolling out the Tusla Always Children First
Training, a standard one-day child protection training course
and 3,500 training places are available each year. Since the
beginning of the programme, 9,118 practitioners have
attended training across over 3,000 services. The
programme will have offered two training places to every
service in the country by the end of 2016. Delivery is
coordinated to ensure that the management and those with
responsibility for child protection are targeted. It is
recommended that child protection training is refreshed every
three years.

Child Protection and Welfare 
Policy Implementation
An important part of keeping children safe is the
implementation of robust child protection and welfare policies
and procedures. To support early years services to review,
develop and implement best practice policies, a policy guide
and workshop are also available. 

Children First Guidance, 2011
Central to Ireland’s child protection system is the
implementation and adherence to Children First: National
Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children (2011).
This national guidance provides a framework to assist
individuals and agencies working with children to identify
incidences of child abuse and the procedures to follow to
report any concerns by the relevant authorities. Children First
both provides the framework and lays out the responsibilities
for anyone working with children, and it is a very useful
resource for services. (If your service does not have a copy it
can be downloaded from www.dcya.ie). Children First aims to
clarify and promote mutual understanding of roles and
responsibilities among statutory and voluntary organisations.
It sets out the guiding principles when responding to child
protection concerns and the responsibilities that we all have
to protect children, and in particular the responsibilities of
services and organisations. The training and policy work of
the programme is informed by and based on Children First.

CHILDREN FIRST LEGISLATION
New legislation, passed at the end of 2015, aims to
strengthen the child protection response of all agencies and,
when fully enacted, it will put elements of Children First on a
statutory footing. Although the Act has passed all stages in
both Houses of the Oireachtas (it was signed into law by the
President on 19 November 2015), the provisions of the
legislation will only come into force when brought into effect
by regulation of the Minister. 

The new act has been in the media recently as it also contains
a provision which removes the defence of reasonable
chastisement in relation to corporal punishment (this part of
the Act is in operation).

What will the new Children First Legislation mean for
early years services?
When the Act is fully commenced, it will place additional
responsibilities on early years services that will be a statutory
requirement, in effect there will be a legal obligation to carry
out these new requirements. The intention is that the

The relationship that early
years workers have with the
children in their care and their
families mean that they are
uniquely placed to recognise
child protection and welfare
concerns
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legislation will operate side-by-side with the existing non-
statutory obligations provided for in Children First: National
Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children (2011).

Obligations on organisations 
Organisations providing services to children and young
people (including early years services) will be required to
undertake an assessment of any risks to a child while the child
is availing of its services, and use this as the basis for
developing a Child Safeguarding Statement. The purpose of
the Statement is to identify how the organisation will manage
any risks identified in the risk assessment. The legislation
makes provision for a Register of non-compliance for those
providers who fail, on request, to provide a copy of the Child
Safeguarding Statement to Tusla.

Early years workers will be mandated reporters
Mandated reporters are persons who, by virtue of their
training, responsibilities and experience should have an
awareness of issues relating to child protection. These
professionals either work with children or young people or
they are in service sectors that encounter adults or families
and children where there is risk of abuse and neglect.
Mandated reporters will be required to report information
regarding child abuse above a defined threshold which
comes to their attention in the course of their professional or
employment duties. They will also be required to report any
direct disclosures of abuse from a child. As well as early
years workers, a range of other professional groups including
teachers, GPs, and nurses are names in the legislation and
will be mandated reporters.

Under the new legislation, mandated reporters may be
required to cooperate with the Child and Family Agency, if
requested, in relation to assessment of child welfare and
protection concerns by the Agency.

The new requirements will be introduced in a phased way in
conjunction with new guidance and supports. The Early Years
Child Protection Programme is working to ensure that the
sector is ready for these changes when they are introduced.

Note: The information on the Children First Act, 2015 has
been adapted from information provided by DCYA.

BARNARDOS CHILDLINKS ISSUE 2, 2016

CHILDCARE PROFESSIONALS 
AND CHILD PROTECTION
Early years professional are expected to:

Read and be familiar with the child protection and
welfare policy in the service.
Always follow the code of behaviour for working with
children.
Know who the Designated Liaison person for child
protection is and how to contact them.
Report any concerns about child protection to the
Designated Liaison Person for child protection in the
service without delay.

CHILD PROTECTION CHECKLIST 
Early years services should:

Develop and implement a child protection and welfare
policy in line with Children First and ensure it is shared
with all staff, volunteers and parents.
Develop a code of behaviour for working with children.
Review the child protection policy at least every two
years
Ensure all staff are Garda Vetted and have a Garda
vetting policy.
Appoint a Designated Liaison Person for dealing with
child protection concerns.
Ensure all relevant staff have up to date child protection
training.
Have numbers for local social work teams and Gardaí
on display for staff.

REFERENCES

Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2011) Children First: National
Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of Children. Dublin: Government
Publications.

Training and Support on Child Protection Policy
For more Information on Always Children First
Training or child protection policy workshops
contact your local childcare committee for details
of forthcoming events.
For information on Children First, 2011 and the
new legislation go to www.dcya.ie
For more information on the Early Years Child
Protection Programme contact Theresa Sweeney
at Theresa@dccc.ie
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AISTEAR
The Implementation of Aistear
Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service (2013). ChildLinks, (2), 2013.
http://www.barnardos.ie/assets/files/publications/free/childlinks_body13.pdf

Early Childhood Education & Play 
Flood, E. (2013) Dublin: Gill & Macmillan. 

Early Childhood Education in Ireland: Change and
Challenge
Murphy, R. (2015). International Electronic Journal of Elementary
Education, 8(2), 287-300. 

Aistear - The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework:
Principles and Themes
National Council for Curriculum Assessment (2009). Dublin: National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment.
http://www.ncca.biz/Aistear/pdfs/PrinciplesThemes_ENG/
PrinciplesThemes_ENG.pdf

An Analysis of Irish Pre-School Practice and Pedagogy
Using the Early Childhood Environmental Four Curricular
Subscales
Neylon, G. (2014). Irish Educational Studies, 33(1), 99-116.

Supporting Parental Involvement in Children’s Early
Learning: Lessons from Community Childcare Centres in
Dublin’s Docklands 
Share, M. & Kerrins, L. (2013). Child Care in Practice, 19(4), 355-374. 

BACK TO SCHOOL COSTS
Irish League of Credit Unions Media Release: 13 July 2016
http://www.creditunion.ie/communications/pressreleases/2016/
title,10212,en.php

CHILD PROTECTION IN THE EARLY YEARS
Protecting Children: a Child Protection Guide for Early
Years and School Age Childcare Services. (2nd ed.) 
Barnardos (2015). Dublin: Barnardos. 

Developing a Child Protection & Welfare Policy. A Resource
for Early Years Services
National Early Years Children First Committee. (2015). Dublin: Department
of Children and Youth Affairs. 
https://www.pobal.ie/BetterStart/Documents/Developing%20a%20Child
%20Protection%20and%20Welfare%20Policy%20-
%20A%20Resource%20for%20Early%20Years%20Services.pdf

Safeguarding Babies and Young Children: a Guide for Early
Years Professionals 
Powell, J. (2012). Berkshire: Open University Press 

Safeguarding and Child Protection in the Early Years:
Protecting Children and Their Families in Early Years
Settings 
Rushforth, C. (2012). London: Practical Pre-School Books.

FATHERS
Father Involvement and Coparenting Behavior: Parents’
Nontraditional Beliefs and Family Earner Status as
Moderators
Buckley, C. & Schoppe-Sullivan, S. (2010). Personal Relationships, 17(3),
413-431. 

The Irish Dad’s Survival Guide 
Caren, D. (2012). Dublin: O’Brien Press 

The Changing Role of the Father in the Family
Dette-Hagenmeyer, D, Erzinger, A, & Reichle, B (2014). European Journal
of Developmental Psychology. 11(2), 129 - 135

Caring Dads: Safer Children. Evaluation Report
McConnell, N. (2016). London: NSPCC. 
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/globalassets/documents/evaluation-of-
services/caring-dads-safer-children-evaluation-report.pdf

A Systemic Approach to Improving the Engagement of
Fathers in Child Safeguarding 
Scourfield, J., Smail, P. & Butler, D. (2015). Child Abuse Review, 24(2),
129-139.

INFANT HEALTH & WELL-BEING
The Wellbeing of Children Under Three 
Bradford, H. (2011). Oxon: Routledge 

Working with Babies & Children From Birth to Three 
Clare, A., Nutbrown, C., Page, J. (2012). London: Sage Publications 

Growing Up in Ireland: National Longitudinal Study 
of Children; Development from Birth to Three Years. 
Infant Cohort 
McCrory, C. & McNally, S., Murray, A. and Williams, J. (2013). 
Dublin: The Stationery Office.
http://www.growingup.ie/fileadmin/user_upload/documents/Second_Infant_
Cohort_Reports/Development_from_Birth_to_Three_Years.pdf

Understanding Early Childhood Mental Health: a Practical
Guide for Professionals
Summers, S., J. & Chazan-Cohen, R. (2012). Maryland: Paul H. Brookes
Publishing.

TRANSITIONS FROM PRESCHOOL TO PRIMARY
Stepping Stones Transaction Programme
Dublin South West Inner City NEYAI Consortium (2014).
Dublin: Dublin South West Inner City NEYAI Consortium.

Social Understanding and Social Lives: from Toddlerhood
through to the Transition to School. 
Hughes, C. (2011). East Sussex: Psychology Press

Changing Schools: Moving Between Special and
Mainstream Settings
National Council for Special Education (2016). Trim: National Council for
Special Education. 
http://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/02157-NCSE-2016-
Changing-Schools-SpecialtoMainstream-final-08.02.16.pdf

Additional Reading
The following resources are available to borrow from Barnardos Library. 
You can search the library catalogue on www.barnardos.ie/library
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