
Welcome to the summer
edition of ChildLinks,
which is focused on
sharing insights about the
implementation of Síolta.
As readers will know, Síolta
is the government’s national
quality framework for the
early years sector. 
Of course it also belongs
to the early years sector
who were very much part
of its development. 

The Síolta QAP or Quality Assurance
Process is now being piloted in 137
services throughout Ireland. As part of
the pilot phase, an evaluation is underway
and a report is due by the end of 2011.
As Maresa Duignan explains in her
article, the evaluation will examine the
reliability and validity of the Síolta
framework across a range of early
years settings. The evaluation is also
tasked with identifying the most effective
and efficient model of engagement with
Síolta for the early years sector.

The outcomes of the evaluation will
inform the future roll-out of Síolta. It will
be challenging but not insurmountable
to devise a strategy to bring the Síolta
Quality Assurance Process to the
4,000 plus early years services over
the coming years. There is a need to
simplify some of the tools and processes
involved in Síolta in order to make it
more user friendly for early years services
and hopefully the evaluation will identify
some recommendations in this regard.
There is also a need to identify ways
whereby services that are providing
high quality early years care and
education can more easily self assess
and independently engage with Síolta.

Of course we need to highlight the
ongoing need for quality supports to
services who are struggling to meet the
minimum standards of the pre-school
regulations. There is a growing body of
research which has found that poor
quality early years provision can do damage
to young children. So the work which the
National Voluntary Childcare Organisations
do in supporting quality needs to
continue alongside the Síolta work.

One message is clear from the contributions
from childcare managers and practitioners
presented in this issue of ChildLinks.
The sector is enthusiastic about Síolta
as it is supporting reflective practice
and the enhancement of quality early
years care and education to children. 

As a childcare manager in Ballymun said:
The Síolta QAP so far has made such a
difference to our setting in terms of the
professional development of our staff,
the service we offer to the children and
families of our centre and the ethos of
our organisation as a whole… To
anyone reading this and considering
embarking on the Síolta journey,  it is a
journey worth doing. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Since December 2008, the Early Years Education Policy
Unit (EYEPU) in the Department of Education and Skills has
been responsible for the implementation of Síolta, the
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education.
Síolta was originally developed by the Centre for Early
Childhood Education at the behest of the Department of
Education and Skills. The main priority has been to develop a
model of implementation for the Síolta Quality Assurance
Programme (QAP) and its associated materials and processes
which would facilitate a programme of research to test their
reliability and validity across all Early Childhood Care and
Education (ECCE) settings. In addition, this research would
deliver insight into the most effective and efficient model of
engagement with Síolta for the diverse ECCE sector. Currently
the Síolta QAP is undergoing a field test with a wide variety
of ECCE settings. This field test is being evaluated and the
findings should be available by the end of 2011. 

THE SÍOLTA QUALITY ASSURANCE PROGRAMME
The Síolta QAP is a series of steps which an ECCE setting
works through with the assistance of a trained Síolta
Coordinator. In an earlier version of the Síolta QAP diagram,
twelve steps were detailed, however this has now been
rationalised to the following as illustrated in Figure 1. 

FIGURE 1 SÍOLTA QUALITY ASSURANCE PROGRAMME 

Detailed information on completing each of these steps is
provided to every ECCE setting once they embark on the

Síolta QAP. The following give a brief insight into each of the
main activities:

Self-assessment – A specially designed self assessment
tool asks staff in ECCE settings to critically reflect on
their practice against each of the 75 Components of
Quality; write a short description of what they do and
then rate themselves against a 4 point rating scale.
Exemplars drawn from practice are provided as a guide.
Action Planning – Planning is based on the outcome
of the self assessment. Staff in the ECCE setting will
develop a concrete plan of quality improvement work
around each component and standard. 
Portfolio Building – This activity involves documenting
the quality of practice in the ECCE setting. It includes
gathering together evidence of practice related to each
Síolta Component, reflecting on this evidence and
selecting materials that best describe the level of quality
practice in the setting.
Portfolio Submission – Once the ECCE setting is
happy that they have reached a point in their quality
improvement journey whereby they are ready to seek
external validation of their self assessed ratings, they will
submit their Quality Portfolio. This involves connecting
the evidence to the written description in the self assessment
tool, organising the evidence in a logical sequence and
putting it together into a portfolio/presentation.
Validation – The final stage in the Síolta QAP is validation,
where the internal self assessed ratings and accompanying
portfolio of evidence from an ECCE setting are
reviewed by an external, expert validator. This review,
combined with a validation visit to the ECCE setting,
forms part of the validation process which is completed
when an ECCE setting is issued with a validation
certificate detailing the ratings they have achieved for
each Síolta Standard. 

In keeping with the development of all other elements of
Síolta, the validation processes and tools were subjected to
extensive research and consultation. This process was completed
in May 2011 and will be part of the field test for evaluation
purposes (see below for details of the evaluation process).
The first ECCE setting to complete the Síolta QAP will
participate in the validation process in June 2011.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE SÍOLTA QUALITY
ASSURANCE PROGRAMME (QAP)
In early 2009, an implementation model for the Síolta QAP
was developed which involved working with a range of
organisations that had the expertise and capacity to allocate a
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staff member to take on the role of the Síolta Coordinator and
who were able to engage with and ‘recruit’ ECCE settings into
the field test for the Síolta QAP. The following organisations
are participating in the field test:

Barnardos
Border Counties Childcare Network
Childminding Ireland
CDI Tallaght
Daughters of Charity
Irish Preschool Play Association*1

Irish Steiner Kindergarten Association
National Children’s Nurseries Association*
Preparing for Life, Darndale
youngballymun

A total of 25 Síolta Coordinators have been trained across
all organisations. They, in turn, have recruited a diverse group
of ECCE settings in urban and rural areas nationally and the table
below summarises the location of these settings. A wide range
of settings are involved including crèches, pre-schools,
playgroups, infant classes in primary schools, Early Start, HSE
nurseries etc. These also represent a diverse range of curricular
and pedagogical approaches including Steiner, Montessori,
High/Scope and the infant curriculum in primary schools. All
ECCE settings volunteered to participate in the field test for
the Síolta QAP on the understanding that it would be part of
a developing process that would also be evaluated. 

County No. of services engaging
formally with Síolta QAP

Carlow 0
Cavan 0
Clare 6
Cork 13
Donegal 8
Dublin 54
Galway 2
Kerry 0
Kildare 7
Kilkenny 4
Laois 0
Leitrim 0
Limerick 4
Longford 0
Louth 1
Mayo 1
Meath 0
Monaghan 2
Offaly 1

Roscommon 9
Sligo 0
Tipperary 1
Waterford 15
Westmeath 6
Wexford 1
Wicklow 2
Total 137

TABLE 1 DISTRIBUTION OF ECCE SETTINGS 

IN SÍOLTA QAP FIELD TEST.

Subsequent to the initiation of the Síolta field test, a number
of other organisations and individual and groups of ECCE
settings expressed interest in the implementation of the Síolta
QAP. While this enthusiasm was very welcome, it was
beyond the capacity of the EYEPU to broaden the induction
and training supports for the Síolta Coordinators to additional
cohorts and it was agreed not to expand implementation until
the evaluation process was completed.

Progress through the QAP has been tracked by the EYEPU
since the beginning of 2010 when the final ECCE setting
was registered. This tracking involves:

Recording the range, nature and, where possible, time
commitment of activities carried out by the Síolta
Coordinators in support of their ECCE settings, e.g.,
information workshops, site visits, cluster group/network
meetings, telephone support etc.
Recording the progress of each ECCE setting, e.g.,
baseline assessment, action planning, portfolio building etc.
Recording documentation/resource development.
Recording baseline self assessment ratings of each
ECCE setting (where appropriate/possible).
Recording final validated ratings.

This data will be fed into the national evaluation process and
will also contribute to review and revision of the implementation
tools, materials and processes that support the Síolta Quality
Assurance Programme.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE SÍOLTA 
COORDINATORS ROLE
The Síolta QAP has been designed to promote quality
improvement in ECCE settings by stimulating the development
of environments which are characterised by:

Democracy and respect 
Partnership (with children, staff, parents, families 
and community)
Reflection in and on practice

1 Irish Preschool Play Association and National Children’s Nurseries Association are merging to become Early Childhood Ireland in 2011.
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Creativity and research
Documentation and planning

The goal of the Síolta QAP is to foster the development of an
organisational culture which empowers both the setting and
the staff to take ownership of and drive quality improvement
as a continuous feature of everyday practice. Intrinsic motivation
is an essential ingredient for achieving meaningful and lasting
change, whether that is in an individual or organisation. The
role of the Síolta Coordinator therefore is to mentor, guide
and enable staff and other significant adults (e.g., members
of management boards, parents) who are actively involved in
the daily operation of the ECCE setting to achieve autonomy
in relation to quality improvement. In other words, a good
Síolta Coordinator will aim to become progressively redundant
as she/he succeeds in promoting the skills, knowledge and
therefore independence of the staff in the ECCE setting. In
many ways the challenge for the Coordinator is to mirror the
type of good pedagogical practice that we advocate for early
childhood education; a partnership approach that is respectful
of the contribution of all parties, which builds on the skills,
strengths and interests of the staff in the ECCE setting and
which is well planned and documented. All Síolta Coordinators
have had to meet strict qualification (a bachelor degree in
ECCE or higher) and experience (minimum of five years
direct experience of ECCE service delivery) criteria in order
to be selected for this role. As the role is central to the
success of the Síolta QAP, it will be evaluated as part of the
national evaluation process.

EVALUATION
The implementation and evaluation of Síolta in practice fulfils
two separate but equally important objectives:

To test the reliability and validity of the Síolta Standards and
Components across the diverse range of ECCE settings.
To evaluate the tools, materials and processes associated
with supporting the Síolta Quality Assurance Programme.

While Síolta has established a strong content validity through
the extensive research and consultation processes that led to
its development, the Standards and Components must be
robust and relevant enough to lead to the improvement of
quality in practice in all the diverse situations and settings that
characterise the ECCE sector in Ireland. We also need to
understand how best to support the translation of the national
vision for quality in ECCE settings that Síolta expresses, into
the everyday, lived reality of children and staff in those settings.
The national evaluation was put to tender at the end of 2010
and was awarded to Goodbody Consultants earlier this year.
The final evaluation report is due by the end of 2011.

SÍOLTA AND AISTEAR
Síolta is one of a number of distinct policy initiatives which
are being developed to support the improvement of quality in
practice in ECCE settings in Ireland. However, while distinct,
all these initiatives are interconnected and cooperation across
the range of organisations responsible for their implementation
in practice is a strong feature. Aistear, the Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework has been developed by the National
Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). While
Síolta addresses quality across all dimensions of practice in
an ECCE setting, Aistear specifically addresses issues related
to supporting children’s well-being, learning and development,
and provides a comprehensive set of information, guidance
and practical tools in this regard. Despite the different focus
and processes associated with each framework, they are very
complementary in nature and together constitute two of three
essential ‘pillars of quality’ in ECCE settings in Ireland. The NCCA
and EYEPU have worked closely to ensure that the content and
key ideas contained in Aistear are disseminated across the ECCE
sector. The NCCA have also developed a network of Aistear Tutors
who are supporting infant teachers in primary schools in their use
of Aistear.  An online Aistear Toolkit has also been developed and
provides easy access to a valuable range of resources to support
implementation. It is planned that these will be added to in the
coming months. For further information see www.ncca.ie/aistear 

SÍOLTA AND PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE
The third pillar of quality in ECCE settings is the qualified and
skilled ECCE practitioner. Síolta provides clear guidance in
relation to professional practice in Standard 11 and prompts a
series of reflective questions designed to challenge staff in ECCE
settings to think about how prepared they are for the demanding
professional role of ECCE practitioner. For example, Component
11.4 includes the following signposts for reflection:

How are adults encouraged to engage in 
professional development?

Think about (e.g.)
An achievable, realistic, professional development plan
Developing, implementing and reviewing this plan 
In-service training opportunities available to adults 
Sessions specific to early childhood or applying the
principles of adult learning 
Opportunity and structures to facilitate mentoring for adults
Induction of new staff 
Regular observation of staff and other adults in the
classroom and provision of feedback by someone familiar
with the setting’s goals, objectives and methods of
working with children 
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Allocating resources (time, funding, materials) to 
professional development 
Incentives to encourage adults to engage in 
professional development 
Support staff (e.g., cook, bus driver, secretary, etc.)
and volunteers are provided with appropriate 
induction and supervision which builds positively on
their existing levels of expertise 

SÍOLTA AND COMMON AWARD STANDARDS FOR
EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
The Síolta materials have also contributed to the development
of new common award standards at Level 4, 5 and 6 on
Ireland’s National Framework of Qualifications. These award
standards in Early Childhood Care and Education, developed
and published by the Further Education and Training Awards
Council (FETAC) on March 1st 2011, will replace the old
awards in Childcare which will be phased out over the next
year and a half. Programmes of learning developed to meet
these new award standards will incorporate national practice
frameworks (Síolta and Aistear) and will reflect national policy
objectives, thereby ensuring that graduates of these programmes
are fully prepared to enter the workforce. Training providers
have begun to develop new programmes to meet these
award standards and, subject to validation by FETAC, the first
of these should be available in the near future. For further
information on common award standards in Early Childhood
Care and Education see www.fetac.ie. 

SÍOLTA AND THE FREE PRE-SCHOOL 
YEAR IN EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE 
AND EDUCATION (ECCE) SCHEME
With the introduction of universal pre-school provision, there
is a requirement that services ‘…deliver on a programme of
activities that adheres to the Principles of Síolta…’ While this
is a very broad statement and only requires ECCE practitioners
to be able to discuss the Síolta Principles and how they are
incorporating them into practice in their setting, it is a very
positive first step in ensuring that Síolta is not just a dusty
manual on a shelf but has a practical influence on the quality
of early childhood education experiences for young children.
Delivering high quality ECCE provision in Ireland is not an
option, it is an imperative. We are all aware of the substantial
body of research evidence which tells us that poor quality ECCE

provision can be detrimental to children’s well-being, learning
and development. The establishment of the Free Pre-school
Year by the State recognises the value and importance of
high quality early childhood care and education for all children
and Síolta and Aistear are the national practice guidelines that
provide detail on how to deliver on that quality agenda. 

CONCLUSION
Since the publication of the Síolta Principles, Standards and
Components of Quality in June 2006, many developments
have impacted on the Early Childhood Care and Education
sector in Ireland. In general these have been positive and
have served to increase awareness and appreciation of the
importance of quality in all its dimensions in ECCE settings.
The increasing status of early childhood care and education
also brings with it increased demand for high quality and
accountability from parents, families, community and wider
society. Síolta provides a coherent framework within which all
the rich diversity of provision and practice can find a common
purpose in ‘the pursuit of excellence that has the capacity to
transform’. Achieving quality in practice in ECCE settings is
the every day quest of a professional ECCE sector. Síolta is
an important set of evidence-based and nationally agreed
guidelines that can ensure that we understand and recognise
the indicators of quality which confirm that we are ‘on track’
regardless of the path we have chosen to achieve our goals.

The next steps in the development of Síolta are to complete
the field test and evaluation, share the findings with the
ECCE sector and incorporate the learning from these
processes into plans for the future. Much has been achieved
in recent years in relation to the development of an agreed
vision for high quality practice in ECCE. Our new agenda
must now be to consolidate these achievements and continue
to build capacity across the entire ECCE sector so that we
are ready for the challenges to come.

Early Years Education Policy Unit
Room 1.09 Hawkins House
Hawkins Street, Dublin 2

Email: earlychildhood@education.gov.ie
Tel: 01 674 3227/3228
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INTRODUCTION
youngballymun is one of three PEIP (Prevention and Early
Intervention Programme) sites and is jointly funded by the
Department of Children and Youth Affairs and Atlantic Philanthropies.
The mission of youngballymun is to deliver measurably improved
well-being and learning outcomes for children and young people
in Ballymun and to inform national and international practice and
policy. youngballymun works from a life cycle approach, from pre-
birth to early adulthood, through a range of evidence-based

programmes, each of which has been designed in collaboration
with a range of partners including those representing the local
community. The youngballymun 3>4>5 Learning Years Service
has two strands:

Strand I is an area-based strategy aimed at supporting
quality practice through the implementation of Síolta – the
National Quality Framework for early childhood care and
education settings. 

The Integration of 
Síolta and High Scope
Implementation
– Our experience in Ballymun

My name is Joanne Waters 
and I am employed by
Barnardos as part of the 
work of youngballymun in the
role of Síolta Early Years Quality
Coordinator. I work with the
3>4>5 Learning Years
Programme where my role
involves supporting Early Years
Settings in the Ballymun area 
to engage with and implement
Síolta – The National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood
Care and Education.

JOANNE WATERS Early Years Quality Coordinator, Barnardos and youngballymun
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Strand II supports school readiness in pre-school
children through the delivery of the High Scope early
years curriculum.

The 3>4>5 Learning Years programme was designed by
youngballymun in collaboration with local children’s services
providers. Early years settings from the local area worked
alongside representatives from the early years sector and
other relevant fields from pre-design stage to ensure that a
programme was developed that had at the core of it the
needs of the settings and of children and families. Settings
remain active in guiding the development of the programme
through participation in an implementation team and as a
result of the valuable learning taking place in Ballymun. As
settings in Ballymun are among the first in the pilot phase of
the implementation of Síolta, the learning is reflected on and
shared appropriately, for example with the Early Years
Education Policy Unit who are leading the national rollout of
Síolta. The experiences in Ballymun, therefore, will actively
influence the future roll out of the programme.

In the majority of cases the 3>4>5 Learning Years programme
has given settings an opportunity to progress Síolta from an
inactive and dusty manual sitting on a shelf to an active document,
being used as a developmental tool to make tangible and
varied differences for settings and ultimately for children and
families. The realisation of individual setting’s and team’s
potential and the embedding of high quality practice within
settings is something that we are confident of achieving
through the Síolta Quality Assurance Process (QAP). 

This Síolta QAP, which is being piloted for the first time, has
come to realisation based on a comprehensive consultative
process with the early years sector. 

To enter the formal Síolta QAP settings must be assigned a
Síolta Coordinator and youngballymun's decision to employ
a coordinator has meant that settings could move forward
with formal implementation of the Síolta practice standards.
Previously, settings had difficulty in integrating Síolta in to
their settings and taking this to ‘the next level’, and the role of
the coordinator has enabled them to engage in a process of
quality improvement. So the settings I work with are honoured
to have an opportunity to be among the first in the country to
realise the vision that our sector has for children in relation to
high quality early years provision. 

Since I started in post in March 2009, a range of settings
have engaged with Síolta at different levels including informal
awareness raising through attendance at Síolta information
workshops to more formal participation in the QAP. At present,

seven early years settings are implementing the QAP and five
of these settings have undertaken to engage with both
strands of the 3>4>5 Learning Years Programme – the
Síolta QAP and the High Scope curriculum.

ROLE OF THE COORDINATORS
One of the unique characteristics of the 3>4>5 Learning
Years programme is the package of support provided to
settings through the process of implementation. An integral
element of the programme is the role of coordinators who
provide tailored support through coaching and mentoring.
The role of the coordinators includes:

Increasing understanding of and confidence with Síolta
and High Scope.
Provision of tailored mentoring advice and support to
settings.
Supporting services to engage with Síolta and High
Scope at a range of levels which is appropriate to their
needs and/or resources.
Supporting settings through the formal Síolta QAP and
process of High Scope Implementation in an
individualised way.
Sourcing of and delivery of training/information/resources
to support services to implement their action plans
identified through a supported Síolta self-assessment
process and the High Scope Programme Quality
Assessment. 
Establishing support networks for services.
Supporting and encouraging reflective practice and
other identified skills.
Working from a whole team perspective with settings.

The coordinator role is crucial as settings are undertaking a
highly challenging and demanding change process which
explores all aspects of practice, within all levels of a setting.
Both coordinators (Antoinette Gibbs, High Scope Coordinator,
and myself, Síolta Early Years Quality Coordinator) are
trained in Early Years and have a broad practice experience.
This supports an ability to provide guidance, coaching and
mentoring which is based on real practice experience as well
as an ability to understand team dynamics and identify with
the real challenges facing settings on a day to day basis. The
role of coordinators is not to fulfil an inspection role or to approach
the work in a directive way. ‘A coach doesn’t tell someone what
to do, but helps them to challenge assumptions and explore
different perspectives and alternatives’ (Rodd, 2006:174). It
is important to remain objective and to act as what can be
described as a ‘critical friend in a supportive and non-
threatening professional environment’ (Rodd, 2006: 175)
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The role of the coordinators has had an extremely positive
response from practitioners, with services feeding back that
they feel that the implementation of High Scope and Síolta
would not have progressed without coordinator support. Each
of the coordinator’s roles is clearly defined, with our own set
of accountabilities and responsibilities but there is strong
focus on integration of the work. 

It is extremely important for settings that Síolta and High
Scope is approached in an integrated way in order to have
the best possible opportunity for successful implementation
and lead to lasting quality. It is crucial that this happens in a
way that settings can see and experience connections between
High Scope and Síolta at both a theoretical and practical
level. An individualised and whole-centre approach is taken with
each setting which reduces pressure and allows settings to
progress at their own pace and with supports that are flexible in
meeting individual needs. We work from a strengths-based
approach, with a focus on enhancing practice rather than focusing
on deficits and this is reflected in our approach with settings.

In Ballymun, we work closely with whole staff teams through
a combination of group and individual supports and this has
supported engagement and implementation at all levels
within services from part time students and staff in training to
board and management committee members.

The development, ongoing reflection and reviewing of relationships
is of fundamental importance in ensuring that these are
effective for all involved. Relationships are at the core of our
work and, without these in place, the work will be hampered.
Building relationships is not something that happens overnight
and it has taken time to build up trust, not only with the services
but also with the process, which has been challenging at
times. Effective relationships are a two way process and this
needs to be respected. It is important that we work in a way
which is respectful and inclusive and the focus is on real
partnership which encourages a sense of ownership of the
process and ability for settings to build their capacity in a way
which will be valuable and sustainable in the long term.

THE INTEGRATION OF HIGH SCOPE WITH SÍOLTA
QUALITY ASSURANCE PROGRAMME
Síolta sets standards of quality across 16 areas of practice
including Rights of the Child, Interactions, Play, Curriculum,
Legislation and Regulation, and Identity and Belonging.
Through the Síolta QAP, settings aim to achieve their
maximum potential across each area of practice. Síolta is
relevant to different types of curricula and all 16 standards
contain elements which can be linked to curricular provision.
In Ballymun we have been conscious throughout the process

of the need to support settings to identify the links between
Síolta and their curricular practice from the initial stages of
engagement. 

It is important to remember that Síolta is a unifying framework
and is applicable to all types of early years settings, regardless
of setting type or curricular approach. The challenge settings
face is in ensuring that the whole process, particularly any
developmental work identified and carried out, is reflective of
their own setting and the curriculum in place, which is central
to service provision. It is important, therefore, that settings
are aware of the importance of ‘placing’ their curricular approach
within the Síolta framework in a way that is linked to practice
by self assessment and supported by evidence that links it to the
Síolta standards and components. The self assessment element
of Síolta and the focus on developing and implementing
action plans provides an opportunity to reflect on and explore
the effectiveness of the curriculum in a comprehensive way.

A mapping exercise was carried out to identify the links
between High Scope and Síolta at a theoretical level, which
was useful and offered guidance, but the real learning came
as we began to translate this theory into practice.

The QAP comprises of 12 steps, including the completion of
a self assessment tool to get a sense of the baseline or
starting point for each of the 75 components of quality. The
Baseline Assessment supports development of reflective
skills. This ‘snapshot’ of the setting offers a comprehensive
account of each of the practice areas. Each component is
then assigned a level of quality. The Baseline Assessment is
used to inform an action planning process which identifies
areas requiring developmental work. Action plans may be short
term, long term or a combination of both and are a crucial
tool in guiding the next phase of the work –developmental
work. Developmental work focuses on implementing actions
identified in order to progress to maximum achievement of
the standards of quality. A process of portfolio building and
evidence collection is ongoing, with settings submitting a final
self assessment and portfolio of evidence as part of the
validation process. Each setting’s portfolio of evidence will be
unique and should clearly reflect the practice in relation to
curriculum and other areas within the setting.

As coordinators working in an integrated way, it is important for
both of us to have a comprehensive knowledge and understanding
of both Síolta and High Scope. Familiarity at both a theoretical
and practice level enables us to support settings to integrate
the learning and practice in a concrete and tangible way which
they can make sense of. As a coordinator trained in High
Scope, I can identify with participants in terms of both their 
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training and implementation experiences and support them to
transfer their new learning and skills into practice.

On a practical level, links were made from Baseline Assessment
stage and have continued through to developmental work,
portfolio building and final self assessment stage. Settings
found that many links were made naturally as High Scope
implementation progressed and this was supported by the
self reflective nature of the Síolta QAP. 

Baseline Assessment
The Baseline Assessment stage (Step 6 of the QAP)
involves settings describing their practice and, as High Scope
implementation was underway, settings used examples from
their curricular approach to describe how they met elements
of the practice standards. An example of this is a setting who,
in Standard 1: Rights of the Child, identified planning time,
which is part of the High Scope daily routine, as an example
of how children are given control over their day and an
opportunity to make choices and decisions. Another example
would be where settings used a description of how their
learning environment was organised into defined areas as
guided by High Scope to demonstrate how they met part of
Síolta Component 2.6 (Standard 2: Environments), which
indicates that ‘The indoor environment provides a range of
developmentally appropriate, challenging, diverse, creative,
and enriching experiences for all children.’

The Baseline Assessment stage was very useful as it
indicated where settings saw their strengths and areas for
improvement and would be a crucial tool in identifying areas
for developmental work, related to high scope implementation
and other relevant areas of work. It also gave settings a chance
to reflect on their practice in a supported way and alerted
settings of areas and issues to work on that they may not have
been previously conscious of.

As the High Scope training is an implementation course,
accompanied by coaching and mentoring, the focus is very
much on transferability of learning into practice and the
Action Planning stage (Step 7) offered settings an opportunity
to include their goals in relation to High Scope implementation.
Action Planning can take a lot of time and should involve as
many of the staff team as possible, but this process is incredibly
important and should bear fruit at developmental work stage
as actions are clearly documented and planned. This will
support clear focus in implementation. Again, links were
made throughout this step between Síolta and High Scope,
and the plans for each standard incorporated general goals
as well as goals related specifically to High Scope. High
Scope goals have included anything from enhancing the
learning environment to meet both High Scope guidelines

and Síolta Standard 2: Environments or developing a system
of observation and assessment (Síolta Standard 1: Rights of
the Child and Standard 7: Curriculum) by using the High
Scope Child Observation record system. 

SÍOLTA QAP STEP 8 – DEVELOPMENTAL WORK
AND PORTFOLIO BUILDING
This step of the Síolta QAP is likely to be the longest stage of
the process for settings but the quality of work carried out in
the previous steps of Baseline Assessment and Action
Planning will act as a strong foundation for this stage. This
stage focuses on carrying out developmental work, identified
during the Action Planning process, and the building of a
portfolio of evidence to be submitted in order to undergo a
validation process. This stage is one of the most rewarding
for settings as, after a long lead in time, the real changes they
have identified for their settings are brought to fruition. 

It is important at this stage that any links identified with High
Scope or plans relating to it are carried out in a way that
integrates High Scope practice into the Síolta framework in a
real and practical way. There is a focus on sustainability at all
times so that quality practice is very much embedded within
settings in a way that is realistic to maintain long term.
Settings who are at developmental work and portfolio
building stage have used examples of High Scope practice
such as ‘review’ time, ‘planning’ time and their approach to
behaviour management using the High Scope conflict
resolution steps as evidence of how they meet elements of
Standard 1: Rights of the Child.

Below are some photographs from settings in Ballymun,
demonstrating different examples of practice areas where the
integration of Síolta and High Scope can be clearly seen.

Reflecting Children’s Environments

The above photographs illustrate part of the physical community
in Ballymun and how, through Síolta and High Scope implementation,

Reflecting children’s environments
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this has been incorporated into settings in a positive and
meaningful way for children. Photographs of ‘The Towers’ are
displayed in the construction area of the learning environment. 

Both High Scope and Síolta support best practice, which
indicates that curriculum development and learning happens
in a social and cultural context. Work has taken place to
reflect children’s home and community environments within
their early years setting. Other photos which reflect places
and objects of significance to the children, including ‘Family
Walls’, are also displayed within the environment to provide a
meaningful context for children’s learning. 

As the Ballymun community is experiencing a physical
regeneration, settings have increased materials which reflect
this, for example construction toys such as blocks, diggers
and builder’s bibs and hats in the role play area. Curricular
provision is planned, based on children’s interests and play
experiences, materials and equipment to give them an
opportunity to make sense of their changing surroundings, all
of which are supported by adults. 

This practice meets elements of Síolta Standard 2:
Environments, which asks ‘Could you give an example of how
the environment is appropriate to the needs of children of
different abilities and cultural backgrounds.’ (Component 2.2)
and also Standard 14: Identity and Belonging, which indicates
that ‘the setting promotes a confident self and group identity
through the provision of an appropriate environment, experiences
and interactions within the setting’. (Component 14.2)

Children as Partners in Their Own Learning
Practice that ensures that children are viewed and actively
treated as partners in their own learning is an integral element
of both Síolta and High Scope. Active participatory learning,
whether planned by adults or initiated by children, is the
central element of the High Scope Pre-school Curriculum. It

is based on the belief that children learn through direct,
hands-on experiences with people, objects, events and ideas.
In the High Scope approach, teachers and children are active
partners in the learning process.

Síolta Standard 1: Rights of the Child emphasises the
importance of children participating actively ‘... in the daily
routine, in activities, in conversations and in all other
appropriate situations, and is considered as a partner by the
adult’. (Component 1.3)

The above photographs demonstrate situations where children
were treated as partners and initiated activities, and were
supported by adults within this process. These examples also
demonstrate the value of children learning from their peers.
In terms of submitting the above examples as portfolio
evidence, settings would detail the example by describing
how these particular examples meet the Síolta standards and
components, referencing High Scope as appropriate.

Other ways which High Scope meets this practice standard
by supporting children as partners is through provision of a
consistent daily routine which gives children a sense of
control, enables them to anticipate what happens next with
the ‘plan-do-review’ process and supports them to solve
problems themselves with appropriate adult support.

The Learning Environment
Síolta Standard 2: Environments aims that ‘enriching
environments, both indoor and outdoor (including materials
and equipment) are well maintained, safe, available, accessible,
adaptable, developmentally appropriate and offer a variety of
challenging and stimulating experiences’. 

The arrangement and presentation of the learning environment
is also an important part of the High Scope curriculum. This
includes provision and use of open-ended, real and natural
materials and a labelling system that supports the find-use-

Children as partners in their own learning

ChildLinks
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return cycle. A High Scope environment is divided into
interest areas, which are organised around specific kinds of
play, for example book area, sand and water area, science
area, home corner area and art area. This concept of interest
areas within the learning space is also supported by Síolta. 

The above photographs demonstrate the use of real materials
that are meaningful to children and the provision of materials
which are attractive and appealing and based on children’s
interests. The children within these photographs are very
engaged in the activities as they have been planned based on
the children’s interests.

Síolta Standard 2 also emphasises the importance of promoting
safety within the environment, and structures and systems
which support provision and maintenance of a clean, comfortable
and pleasant space for children and families. The above
examples also link to other Síolta standards such as Play,
Interactions and Health and Welfare.

Adult-Child Interactions
The Síolta Research Digest on Standard 5: Interactions
states that ‘Quality early childhood practice is built upon the

unique role of the adult. The competencies, qualifications,
dispositions and experience of adults, in addition to their
capacity to reflect upon their role, are essential in supporting
and ensuring quality experiences for each child.’

The pre-school component of the High Scope curriculum
includes a set of teaching practices for adult-child interactions
which encourages children to become competent and
capable learners through techniques that encourage learning
in specific content areas as well as strategies for helping
children to resolve conflict. Through a balanced approach to
adult child interaction, adults engage in what High Scope
describes as ‘intentional teaching’.

The role of the adult is significant in meeting High Scope
teacher expectations and Síolta Standard 5, which states
‘Fostering constructive interactions (child/child, child/adult
and adult/adult) requires explicit policies, procedures and
practice that emphasise the value of process and are based
on mutual respect, equal partnership and sensitivity.’

The photographs below demonstrate practice examples of
effective adult child interactions where children initiated

The learning environment

Adult-child interactions
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activities, took the lead and where the activity was focused on
the process rather than on outcomes, with the adult supporting
the play in a responsive and sensitive way. In the above
examples, the teacher and children are active partners in the
learning process. 

One of the Síolta principles states ‘The role of the adult in
providing quality early childhood experiences is fundamental.’
The role of the adult is crucial in effective implementation of
the High Scope curriculum and in the journey towards achieving
best practice and meeting the Síolta standards of practice.

Evaluation and Reflection

The decision of settings to enter the Síolta QAP and to
undertake the High Scope implementation training programme
indicate the value that settings in Ballymun have placed on
continuing professional development as a tool to support high
quality provision for children and families. 

Síolta Standard 11 Professional Practice identifies the importance
of continuing professional development as part of being a
professional practitioner ‘... In addition, it requires regular
reflection upon practice and engagement in supported,
ongoing professional development.’

In much of the literature regarding professional practice in
early years care and education, reference is made to the
importance of reflective practice and ongoing professional
development as the essential processes to ensure that high
standards of quality provision are maintained (Dahlberg et al.,
1999; UNESCO, 2004). 

Research on Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
courses for professionals highlights the fact that there are
important characteristics that should be present if the course
is to be effective. These include that the course ‘…..be

embedded in the context of practice; engage and challenge
the personal belief systems of the participant; stimulate and
promote reflection in participants; integrate new knowledge
with practice and recognise discourse as central to learning;
recognise the need for continuity between old and new
through practice; acknowledge the significance of the
meaning making process and understand the need for time
for its achievement.’ (Duignan, 2003:51)

The 3>4>5 Learning Years Service, through provision of
High Scope and other relevant training and development
opportunities, coupled with ongoing coaching and mentoring
supports from coordinators meets the above characteristics
in an individualised way.

CONCLUSION
The Síolta framework is intended to provide guidance and
support for all those concerned with the well-being, learning
and development of children and is concerned with improving
the quality of early childhood experiences for all children aged
birth to six years. 

As a unifying framework, Síolta has relevance for and is
applicable to a wide range of settings regardless of setting
type or curricular approach being used. Although the majority
of settings engaged in the Síolta QAP in Ballymun are
implementing High Scope, not all settings operate within this
curricular approach and they have successfully engaged with
the Síolta QAP. The 3>4>5 programme is unique, not in
terms of the combination of Síolta and High Scope, but
because of the additional coaching and mentoring supports
which are provided by coordinators to support integration of
learning and practical application.

Regardless of the curricular approach in place, the QAP
requires settings and individuals to demonstrate and provide
evidence of practice and this is challenging regardless of
whether there is a long established curriculum in place or, like
some of the settings in Ballymun, you have recently started
the journey of implementation of a new curriculum.

Although the focus within this article has been on the
implementation of Síolta and High Scope, it is important to
note that there are many other relevant early years developments,
practice guidelines, legislation and frameworks such as
Aistear – The Early Years Curriculum Framework and the
Pre-School Regulations (2006), which we integrate into the
work on Síolta and High Scope at different times in the process.

Although there have been challenges along our journey to
date and we expect there to be many more, we will continue

Group evaluation and reflection activity on High Scope
implementation training in Ballymun

ChildLinks
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to respond to these as creatively and effectively as we can
and hope that this learning will positively influence the
experience for other settings who may engage in the process
in the future. It is the belief of settings engaged with 3>4>5
Learning Years that the combination of Síolta and High Scope,
alongside coaching and mentoring, will make a real and meaningful
difference to children, families, settings and individual staff
members and that is our motivation for this journey.

Joanne Waters, 
Early Years Quality Coordinator
youngballymun, Axis Arts Centre,
Main St, Ballymun, Dublin 9, Ireland.
Tel: 01 883 2154
Email: joanne@youngballymun.org

My name is Jenny Roe, I work in Poppintree Early
Education Centre in Ballymun. I am the Toddler Room
leader (Discovery Room) and work with children aged two to
three years. There are 30 children in the Discovery Room
altogether. The Discovery Room’s day is broken into two
sessions. The morning session, 9.00am to 1.00pm, and
the afternoon sessions, 1.00pm to 5.00pm. There are 17
children in the morning session and 13 children in the
afternoon session.

I started working in the Discovery Room in November
2010. At this time there was no set curriculum in place, no
routine for the children and the room had very little
structure. Because of this, many difficulties were
encountered. Through Síolta we identified the need for a
curriculum to be put in place and for staff to be trained in
this curriculum. We choose to implement the HighScope
curriculum into the Discovery Room as the Pre-School
Room (Active Learners Room) had implemented this
curriculum last year and it was working very well. 

Many of the staff in the Discovery Room including myself
began training in the HighScope method. The training was

spaced over eight months, we had approximately one class
every month and what we learnt in each class, we brought
back to the service and implemented into our room. Over
time the room began to develop a better structure, a
HighScope inspired daily routine was introduced which
provided consistency and structure for the children. Also
the learning environment was rearranged and set up to
follow the HighScope way. This improved the overall
organisation of the room. There are now specific areas in
the Discovery Room, including the home area, block area,
book area, sand and water area, art area and music area.
Each area is clearly labelled with poster-size pictures of the
area and all materials in each area are labelled with
photographs and real objects. This way the children and
staff can clearly see where every piece of equipment
belongs, making tidy up time a lot easier!

Since implementing the HighScope curriculum there has
been a massive improvement in the Discovery Room. The
children are happier, the staff are happier and there are far
less difficulties arising. The introduction of the HighScope
method is just one of the many areas identified through
Síolta to improve the overall quality of our service. 

CASE STUDY
JENNY ROE, POPPINTREE EARLY EDUCATION CENTRE, BALLYMUN
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Síolta is the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
education in Ireland. It is important to understand that there
are two kinds of Síolta programmes. The Formal Síolta
Quality Assurance Programme (QAP) prepares participating
services for Síolta Accreditation, and the Informal Síolta
programme aims to raise awareness of the Síolta Standards

and the Síolta approach to quality improvement. The IPPA
Online Síolta programme is an informal programme.

The aim of the IPPA Informal Síolta Online is to inform early
childhood practitioners about the Principles, Standards and
Components of Síolta and to demonstrate how reflective

IPPA has developed an Informal Síolta Online Programme, which will be delivered on its e-learning site:
www.elearning.ippa.ie. This Informal Síolta Programme works towards raising the awareness of
participating services of the Síolta standards and quality improvement process. The programme will be
rolled out next September.

IPPA Informal
Síolta Online

CARMEL BRENNAN Assistant Director, Quality, IPPA, The Early Childhood Organisation
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practice works to improve the quality of early childhood
services. The Informal programme can prepare services for
participating in the Formal programme in the future.

HOW THE IPPA SÍOLTA ONLINE 
PROGRAMME WORKS
The Síolta framework focuses on the process of recognising
areas for improvement and the journey of working towards quality
improvement rather than the end product. Reflection on
practice is a fundamental element of this process. The Síolta
framework was designed to be supportive of the strengths
and abilities of all adults working in services. Our IPPA informal
online programme further supports this by providing a
mechanism whereby practitioners can work to their own level
and at their own pace in their own familiar and comfortable
environment. Using exercises, games and photographs we
work towards helping practitioners identify their present level
of knowledge and practice in a particular area, and see what
quality might look like on a day to day basis in a setting.

TECHNIQUES AND TOOLS USED
In practice it is important to aim to facilitate the various learning
styles of the children and, in the same way, it is also important
for adults. To support this, we use many different kinds of
quizzes and exercises that participants will find both
informative and fun. They can both test their knowledge and
find the answers for themselves.

STARTING WITH THE PRINCIPLES OF SÍOLTA
As you can see in the following example (Figure 1), some of
the Síolta Principles have been broken up and, with the
support of the manual, participants are asked to ‘drag and
drop’ the right hand side jigsaw puzzle to correctly match with
the left hand side. This kind of exercise is used throughout
the programme. By regularly referring to the manual, participants
will become more familiar with the Síolta principles, raising
their awareness and increasing their knowledge about quality
provision and practice.

Figure 1

ADDRESSING THE SÍOLTA STANDARDS 
AND COMPONENTS 
Another quiz type that is used in the programme is one where
you are asked to drag and drop in place items in order of
priority, as can be seen in the ‘Frameworks’ quiz (Figure 2).
Participants are again encouraged to use their manual to
support them in completing the quiz.

Figure 2

The programme uses lots of images and photos to demonstrate
the Síolta Standards in action in early childhood services.
Seeing practice as it occurs in other people’s services is
useful, especially when the elements of quality are highlighted
for you. Figure 3 is an example of how we use this technique
to highlight elements of provision or practice in order to help
practitioners think about what they might need to do or put in
place to improve quality provision in their service. The photos
and examples from practice also offer creative ideas that
practitioners will enjoy. We intend to add to this gallery of
photos and video over the coming year.
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Figure 3

Figure 4

Another method we use to highlight elements of practice in a
photo is to ‘pinpoint’ different practices and provide both a
written and verbal explanation for the participants (Figure 4).
Participants can first view the photo, discuss it and see what
they think it is telling them. Then they can click on the
different information points to find out if they are on the right
track. Using a variety of ways to highlight practices helps to
keep the participants engaged.

Figure 5

Another interesting way of supporting learning for the participants
is provided in the example, Figure 5, where, yet again, the
participants use the manual to help them complete the
exercises. This is a ‘fill in the blanks to find the missing word’
type of quiz and, working against the clock, those participants
who like to do quizzes will enjoy it! 

Finally, supporting the participants ‘step by step’ through
various elements of the Síolta programme is made easier
through using the next type of exercise. Participants can click
on each step for an explanation of what that step requires,
leading to a greater understanding. In this example, we have
used the Síolta Quality Spiral. Clicking on the marker at each
step will give a more detailed explanation of what practitioners
will need to do to work their way through the spiral. 

Engaging with the IPPA Online Síolta programme involves
plenty of activity and feedback so that the participants are
constantly involved and interested.

HOW THE IPPA ON-LINE INFORMAL SÍOLTA
PROGRAMME WILL BE ROLLED OUT
The IPPA Síolta Online programme has nine sessions so that
it can be completed within the academic year. These
sessions will be released to a group of participants once a
month and then left online for a year. This will enable services
to revisit and revise particular standards as they engage with
them in their services. Each session takes between 30 and
45 minutes to complete. The first session addresses the
Principles of Síolta and looks at the quality spiral. Each
subsequent session addresses one or two Standards and
explores in detail one or two Components from those
standards. As previously described, interactive exercises,
photos and video are used throughout to ensure that
participants are engaging with and understanding the content
before moving on. Participants are encouraged to relate the
learning to their own practice and to evaluate what they do in
light of Síolta Standards. Using the Síolta quality spiral they
are encouraged to work on quality improvement.

ChildLinks
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Each session is accompanied by an Online Discussion
Forum where issues relevant to that session will be discussed
and participants can post their comments and concerns. This
will enable participants to seek clarity on any issues that are
uppermost in their minds and engage in a group discussion.
In other words, participants can use the Forum at any time to
share their knowledge and experience and to post comments
and concerns as they arise, and other members can respond
at any time. There will be parallel ongoing discussion threads
for each session as they’re released. As members of the
Forum, IPPA staff will engage in the ongoing discussions
and respond to comments and queries raised by participants
on a regular basis. 

Individuals can work through the programme on their own
and receive a certificate of completion at the end. However,
we would encourage services to take part in the programme
as a staff team. We feel that working through the programme
together will be particularly effective as it will provide
opportunities for staff to share and discuss how they will put
the learning into practice. Also, in this way the learning is
shared and people motivate one another to get working. To
be eligible for the individual certification, individuals must
register and complete the programme.

Who should participate?
This Informal Síolta Online programme has been developed
to meet the varied needs of the sector. It will prove particularly
useful for:

Early childhood practitioners who want to familiarise
themselves with the Síolta framework in a non-threatening
environment and at a time, rate and place that suits
themselves.
Service providers/managers who wish to discuss
elements of provision and practice with their staff
groups.
Childcare trainers/educators and network leaders who
may want to share elements of the programme with the
various groups they work with.
Participants on the Formal Síolta QAP as a tool for
sharing information with their staff teams.
Students on placement and new staff as part of their
induction into a childcare service.

Participants can…
Work through the complete programme online towards
a certificate /record of completion.
Select individual sessions as required – without
completing towards certification
Work through the sessions with a team or group and
then complete it individually online afterwards towards
certification.

Knowledge and skills
Participants who follow this online programme should, on
completion of the course, be enabled to:

Name, discuss and adhere to the principles of Síolta.
Identify the Síolta standards and components and
relate them to their practice.
Be familiar with and use the Síolta manual for their service.
Review their practice using the Síolta reflective quality
cycle.
Engage with a web-based learning programme. The
IPPA Informal Síolta Online is a simple, non-threatening
programme that can take the fear out of web learning and
pave the way for more adventurous engagement in the
future.

IPPA is now merging with the National Children’s
Nurseries Association and will be known as Early
Childhood Ireland. The online Siolta programme will be
delivered by Early Childhood Ireland in the Autumn term.
We are very excited about this development because we
think it will help our members, who are very busy and
hardworking people, to engage with Síolta in their own
time and at their own pace in the comfort of the home or
workplace or indeed local networks. The end product
will be better services for children and families and that
is the objective we all share.

For further information contact

Carmel Brennan, IPPA
cbrennan@ippa.ie 

Annette Kearns, IPPA 
akearns@ippa.ie 
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We were prompted to take part in Síolta as we felt this was a great opportunity to do a
self assessment within our service. We had just moved to our new, purpose-built facility
and while we felt we had planned our building well and had received lots of positive
feedback, we wanted to take a more objective view on how we ran the service. The Síolta
Quality Assurance Process gave us a framework to 'measure' our different areas of
provision under headings that are relevant to all areas of our practice. We know that we
have a great ethos and wonderful atmosphere here in our service; however as childcare
professionals we all strive to continue to work on and improve what we offer to all the
children who attend our facility. Childcare Manager, Community Service, rural Westmeath

Síolta:
Challenges and
Opportunities

IMELDA GRAHAM Training Coordinator (involved in Síolta coordination), Barnardos
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The Síolta Quality Assurance Process (QAP) is being piloted
across the country. In the Midlands it is being undertaken by
seven community childcare services, both urban and rural.
Six of these meet on a regular basis and are working through
the process with the Síolta coordinator. The remaining service
is working on a one to one basis with the same coordinator. 

I have found the process interesting
from the point of meeting other
services to talk and exchange ideas
and information. I always find that the
people working with children have a
great amount of knowledge to tap into.
Childcare Manager, Community Service, rural Westmeath.

Síolta has presented both challenges and opportunities to
these services, and dealing with these is ultimately proving
beneficial for children through developing quality practices in
the services participating in this pilot phase.

Síolta’s Quality Assurance Process consists of 12 steps. The
bulk of the work begins after registering, when the service
begins to work through completion of their self assessment
tool. This tool is a template that is provided to the service,
covering all standards and components. The initial completion
is called the ‘baseline’ and sets out a picture of the practice
within the service as it begins the QAP. Initial ratings are
applied to the assessment for each standard. The coordinator
then works with the service identifying and developing
practice throughout all standards; evidence of practice, such
as photos, storyboards, learning stories, newsletters, policy
documents and many others are gathered, supporting the self
assessment and creating a portfolio for the service. A final
self assessment is conducted by the service and final ratings
are determined. Following this the portfolio will be submitted
for validation by an independent validator and certification is
then provided upon successful validation. 

When services entered the process in 2010, they faced both
the challenges and the opportunities. Challenges first arose
with finding out all about the whole Síolta Quality Assurance
Process: learning the language of it, understanding what it
was about, why it was so important and how to go about it.
These challenges existed for both the services and also for
the coordinator, who needed to establish a way of working
that married the needs of the QAP with the culture, styles
constraints of each service and the demands upon them.

Doing a self assessment has proven
difficult in the sense that there are a
lot of Standards and Components. Our
days are really busy with the children.
We felt that while the components
enabled us to get a detailed analysis
of our service, quite a lot of them
overlapped, creating repetition. 
A baseline assessment should be
designed to be just that and give
exactly where you are, at a particular
moment in time. I would advise a time
frame be put on this, as we found
ourselves caught up in the baseline. 
Community Service, Westmeath.

As familiarity grew so too did confidence in completing the
first part, the baseline stage of the self assessment tool.
Working through the various components gives practitioners
the chance to begin to reflect on their practice, to avail of the
opportunies presented through Síolta, and to understand in a
subtle and deeper manner the elements of quality; how they
are interdependent and how one part impacts upon another,
for example.

One of the changes we are implementing
and working on is observations. Observation
is an area where we felt we noticed the
greatest gap in our provision. While we
do have a wonderfully diverse curriculum,
we have very little written evidence on how
we plan it. We have a wonderful relationship
with parents/guardians and families, and
make a lot of time to speak with them
informally but we have very little in
written format. We are working on this
aspect of our practice now. 
Community Service, Westmeath
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The newness of the Síolta QAP meant that there were no
precedents to learn from and some staff at first found it
difficult to get used to: 

I do think some staff felt like it was
like an inspection in some aspects
and were wary as to how to approach
filling out the sheets. This may be an
area that may need to be clarified to
services.
Childcare Manager, Community Service, 
rural Westmeath.

As participating services work through these first stages with
other services and with their coordinator, they began to be
aware of the many elements of quality, of how their practice
in areas such as the environments and the resources that they
provided could have a knock-on effect on other aspects of
the service. For example, in relation to linking Standard 2:
Environments to Standard 1: the Rights of the Child. 

We love the idea of child led activities
and while we do take the lead from
the child, there are so many more
opportunities to do so in very simple
ways such as giving out more blank
pages instead of pictures. 
Community Service, Westmeath.

A core skill in undertaking this work is developing the habit
and practice of self-reflection. It can be challenging for services
to find the time to do this, and yet it is essential to develop the
skill, and turn it into a habit that is continually practiced. The Síolta
manuals provide much support for this, as each component is
given what are called signposts for reflection, with ‘think abouts’
which support the practitioner in self reflection as shown in
the example below. 

Component 2.2 – The environment (including equipment
and materials) is adaptable for, and accessible to, all
children and adults within the setting.

2.2.5 How do you ensure that children can use the
equipment and materials independently?

Think about (e.g.)

Storage on low shelves 
Open Shelving 
Labelling (e.g. pictures, symbols etc.) 

The main benefit has been that we have
critically analysed our own practice and
beliefs, particularly around the Rights
of the Child and child led Curriculum...
Our curriculum is flexible but now we
think even more about what really
interests the children.
Community Service, Westmeath

Síolta has changed how we work – we
were stale, bored and thought we had to
do everything for the children. Now we
have loads of new ideas, we are really
happy and enjoying each day with the
children, we do new activities and we
encourage the children to do things for
themselves, like putting on their own coats. 
Childcare Manager, Community Service, 
Urban Westmeath

Services are currently completing development work, where
the coordinator is mentoring changes and providing information
and support for these. The QAP is proving to be a long
process, but the key message is that it is a process, and that
this will become an integral part of practice within the service. 

Finally, practitioners demonstrate the best insight into quality
practice: 

Most of all I think the services that
really listen to the children who
attend them are the ones with the
most valuable information of all and
that’s where our best knowledge of
how to care for the children comes
from: the children themselves.
Childcare Manager, Community Service, 
rural Westmeath

Imelda Graham, Training Coordinator,
Barnardos, Christchurch Square, 
Dublin 8

Tel: 01 4530355 
E-mail: imelda.graham@barnardos.ie

ChildLinks
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Going back a few years now, I first heard about Síolta through my involvement with Dublin
City Childcare Committee. I remember there was a bit of a fanfare at the time with the
launch of Síolta and the books that went with it. I was working in a different setting then
and I received copies of the Síolta books (even the ones that didn’t apply to us). I had a
quick flick at the time but it looked a bit complicated so I put the books on the shelf and I
reckoned I would wait until the promised Síolta implementation process started. The next
couple of years passed with the occasional reference to Síolta but the recession kicked
in and there were funding restrictions across the childcare sector so the books remained
on the shelf...

SÍOLTA: 
A Manager’s
Experience

SHARON BYRNE Manager, Poppintree Early Education Centre, Ballymun
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I took up the position as manager of a new childcare centre in
Ballymun in February 2010 and from the beginning I heard
from other providers in the area about youngballymun, an
organisation working locally to improve learning and well-
being outcomes for children and young people. I was very
interested in the possible support that youngballymun could
offer our centre and with this in mind I met up with Joanne
Waters, the Síolta Coordinator in youngballymun, in April
2010 to discuss the Quality Assurance Programme (QAP).
Joanne talked me through the whole process and I slowly
began to get my head around what Síolta is. I saw the QAP
as an excellent opportunity for our Centre to examine all
areas of our practice and to put in place a plan for developing
our service. As a new service the decision had to be made by
our Board whether the QAP would add to the stresses and
workload of establishing ourselves as a quality service or if
the opposite would be the case and the QAP would give us
the framework to deliver a quality service. Joanne met with
the Board to explain the process and answer any questions.
In what has since proved to be a defining factor in our
success to date, we registered for Síolta.

With the approval of the Board to proceed, the first important
step on the journey to accreditation was to involve the whole
team. Joanne delivered a presentation to all staff about Síolta
and in small groups we carried out some activities to give us
an insight into the process. I was delighted at the feedback
from staff and the enthusiasm for getting started. It also
helped that some staff had learned a bit about Síolta on their
training courses. 

THE BASELINE ASSESSMENT
The first stage to get our teeth into was the baseline assessment.
This is the step where you assess how you are doing in relation
to each Síolta Component. This was much more revealing to
me than I expected. I understood that there were 16 Standards
and from them there were 75 Components but I hadn’t really
taken on board the fact that each component in itself covered
a multitude in relation to our practice. For example Component
1.1 (the very first one) states ‘Each child has opportunities to
make choices, is enabled to make decisions and has his/her
choices and decisions respected’. When completing our
baseline for this component we had to reflect on how we
provide for children’s individual care routines, preferences
and their sense of control, what opportunities we give for
children to plan and review, and how we enable the child with
special needs, to name but a few. It didn’t take me long to
realise that Síolta would leave no stone unturned.

At first the baseline assessment was a bit scary, not least
because it made you look at your shortcomings. However it
was definitely a positive experience overall for our setting and
resulted in the staff starting to reflect on their own practice and
also looking at the practice in the other care rooms. This dialogue
set the scene for the Síolta stages that were to follow.

The last step of the baseline assessment was to assign levels
for each Component. These levels ranged from one to four,
level one being no evidence of quality and four showing extensive
evidence. Joanne and I together went through each Component
and agreed a level. It was comforting to know that scoring a
low level at this stage was not the end of the world as the QAP
stage that was to follow would see our setting drawing up an
action plan to become the service we wanted to be.

ACTION PLANNING
The action planning stage was next and we were really
looking forward to getting started. For practical reasons we
agreed that this stage would be led by the room leaders.
Once a week the room leaders sat down together with
Joanne and I to work on the plan. We started with Standard
1: Rights of the Child and over the course of six months we
documented plans in relation to each of the 75 Components
covering every aspect of our service. The brainstorming that
took place each week was very productive, with the room
leaders going back to their teams and sharing ideas. 

Sometimes our plans were off the wall (especially on our
giddy days) and sometimes they needed to be teased out or
researched further. The support of Joanne, the Síolta coordinator,
in keeping us focused and maintaining our momentum throughout
this stage was key and I can’t see how we could have
progressed without her. We had to ensure that our plans were
achievable, realistic and detailed if we were to be successful
in our developmental work. At the end of this stage we went
back to the full team to share the action plan. The action plan
took the form of a large lever arch folder with dividers
sectioning off each Standard. This folder became our holy
book and over the next few months it was paraded to anyone
who had the misfortune of finding themselves in its path.

While all this was going on we had recruited some new staff.
These workers had not been on board during the registration
process and so did not have the understanding of the Síolta
QAP that the rest of us had. Joanne took the time to meet
these staff and bring them up to speed. 
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DEVELOPMENTAL WORK
With our huge folder containing all our action plans we sat
down to start on the developmental work. Joanne attended
one of our team meetings to talk to all the staff about this
stage of the QAP, look at portfolio building and plan our
approach. I knew that this was where the real work was about
to begin but I was excited as it meant getting my hands dirty
(literally in some cases – stupid pva glue!). 

We started with Standard 1, Component 1. It felt like a
lifetime away since we had written our action plans for this
Component. It was interesting to see how, over the previous
six months, we had already made progress on some of our
plans without consciously connecting it to Síolta. The whole
QAP process had everyone thinking reflectively about their
practice and with this thinking came positive change. For
example, we had identified training in High Scope Conflict
Resolution as one of our actions under Standard 1 and, even
though we hadn’t organised this training yet, it must have
been in our subconscious. By the time we came to revisiting
it for the developmental stage, all the staff had been following
the conflict resolution steps with the children, there were
posters of the steps in each room and the steps had been
incorporated into our behaviour management procedures.
This was a phenomenon that was to happen again and I’m sure
will continue to happen as we progress in our developmental
work. It’s as if the fact of just identifying an action sets that
action in motion in many cases.

At this point I’m a bit worried that I am making the QAP sound
easy, so I’d like to put it out here that it’s not easy, it’s bloody hard
work. You keep going because you believe in the process, and
after the action planning you own the process. Besides Joanne,
our Síolta co-ordinator, kept showing up so what could we do?

It was important to our setting that all staff were involved in
the developmental stage. This brought with it opportunities
and challenges. In every team there are a variety of skills and
talents to draw from, so each person met with Joanne
individually and together they agreed on tasks that would suit
the room they worked in, the time they had available and the
confidence they felt in carrying out the task. 

Standard 1, Component 1 covered tasks such as compiling
a ‘getting to know you’ form to record children’s preferences
and care routines, researching Lámh training to improve
communication with non-verbal children, documenting our

daily planning and recall sessions with children and many
more. So you can see there were many jobs to choose from
and that was just one component.

Joanne was available to meet staff individually on a weekly
basis and the purpose of these meetings included agreeing
on new tasks, feedback on work done, clarifications on tasks
if needed and discussions on evidence collection. In between
these meetings I was available to staff for support if needed.
During this time we also had a number of staff training for
their FETAC level 6 and High Scope qualifications so we
were mindful of work overload. At the end of the day some
staff were able to complete more tasks than others, which is
fine as long as everyone made a contribution.

PORTFOLIO BUILDING
The collection of evidence during the developmental stage is
a key factor in the QAP and is known as portfolio building. At
the beginning I wanted to throw in evidence of everything we did
in relation to each component but Joanne was more strategic in
her approach. She guided us through the rationale for choosing
one piece of evidence over another. For example, under
Component 1.3 we had a selection of evidence we had gathered.
It would have been over the top to include all of this evidence
so we went through each piece and agreed to select the two that
would best reflect this component. We settled on a storyboard
which depicted an adult ‘assessing at what stage you should
intervene in a child’s play to offer assistance’ and one of our
children’s daily routine in photos showing how they ‘are
enabled to participate actively in the daily routine’.

The completion of this first Standard took longer than I
expected. The process was so thorough and we wanted to
ensure that the improvements we made to the quality of our
setting under this standard were truly embedded into our
centre and not just a paper exercise. Many of the actions we
carried out under this Standard were never going to end up
in our portfolio, but that wasn’t the point of them. We wanted
to be better and, like every other early years setting out there,
improvements can always be made. One of the actions we
carried out was to invite an infant mental health professional
to meet with our team from the baby room. Even though this
meeting did not result in a certificate on the wall or a new
piece of equipment in the infant room, the little changes in
our approach and a renewed sensitivity to babies’ actions will
have a long-term impact on the quality of care for our children.
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THE NEXT STEP
I think I have brought you up to speed on where I am at in this
Síolta business. Joanne and I met last week to assign our
levels for Standard 1. After reflecting on all our progress
during the developmental stage I am delighted to say that the
levels agreed on for our final self assessment are a marked
improvement on the baseline. We are delighted. I’m hoping
that this delight will carry everyone through the next 15
Standards but I’m sure after a week or two we’ll be feeling
the strain again. I don’t like to think about the other 15
Standards so I’m focusing just on the next one – Standard 2:
Environments (did you know it has eight components? I mean
come on!!). 

We are estimating that it will take another 18 months to
complete the QAP but I am hopeful that if we keep our
momentum we will complete it within a year. As Joanne says
‘it’ll take as long as it takes’. The Síolta QAP process so far
has made such a difference to our setting in terms of the
professional development of our staff, the service we offer to
the children and families of our centre and the ethos of our
organisation as a whole. I would like to take this opportunity
to thank Joanne Waters, our Síolta coordinator,
youngballymun for sending her to us and a big thanks to the
staff, Board, children and families of our setting for getting
behind the QAP and making it happen. To anyone reading
this and considering embarking on the Síolta journey it is a
journey worth doing but worth doing right. Good luck.
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Practitioner

experiences 

of Síolta
ANNE DEVEREUX Thurles Springboard Project, Barnardos

We started our Siolta process in September 2010. At first
we felt Siolta would be an extra piece of work to carry out
on top of the work load we currently have in the day to day
running of our early years service. However, when we sat
down as a team and looked at the process we had to
acknowledge that we do strive to provide the highest
possible quality experiences for all children. We here in
Thurles are proud of our achievements and feel that by
participating in the Siolta process we can receive formal
feedback and recognition for our efforts.

We have now begun to see the Siolta process as a reflective
tool for us to use rather than a ‘must do’ piece of work. It has
given us the opportunity as a team to sit down and observe and
acknowledge what works well and also observe what improvements
we can make to enhance and improve our service.

We have found that the assistance of our Siolta co-ordinator,
Jean Currid, has been invaluable. Jean explained the Siolta
process step by step and is available for any advice and
support needed. (Jean is currently on maternity leave; Marie
Willoughby is our support link person during Jean’s maternity
leave). We have also availed of the assistance of our local
childcare committee by attending various training courses
organised by their committee and also information and
guidance they can provide for us.

Currently we have four Siolta baselines completed, working
on a further three standards. We feel that the gathering of
evidence for the standards can be done throughout the
process and, as the documentation can be used in more than
one standard, our next task is to work out a reference system
to co-incide with this.

The fact that there is no time line for the process gives us the
flexibility to work at our own pace depending on any other
elements/aspects going on in the service.
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SÍOLTA PUBLICATIONS
Siolta: the National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education 
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2006

Siolta Reseach Digests
Early Childhood Development and Education, 2007

Siolta Implementation Toolkit
Early Childhood Development and Education, 2008

SÍOLTA IMPLEMENTATION RESOURCES
Effective Leadership and Management in the Early Years
Open University Press, 2006

Talking about Quality: Report of a Consultation
Process on Quality in Early Childhood Care and
Education
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2004

Health and Safety in Childcare: 
A Guide for Centre-Based Services 
Barnardos National Children’s Resource Centre, 2006

Primary Voices: Equality, Diversity and 
Childhood in Irish Primary Schools
Institute of Public Administration IPA, 2004

Diversity and Equality Guidelines for Childcare Providers
Office of the Minister for Children, 2006

Supporting Quality: Guidelines for Professional 
Practice in Early Childhood Services. 
Book 1 Policy and Governance
Barnardos Training and Resource Service, 2008

School’s Out: a Practice Manual for Providers
Limerick City Childcare Committee, 2005

Parent Partnership in the Early Years
Continuum 2004

Leadership in Early Childhood (3rd ed.)
Open University Press, 2006

Nurture Through Nature: Promoting Outdoor Play 
for Young Children
Irish Pre-school Playgroups Association, 2006

The Excellence of Play
Open University Press, 2005

Playing Outdoors: Spaces and Places. 
Risk and Challenge
Open University Press, 2007

Professionalism in the Early Years
Hodder Arnold, 2008

Children’s Rights – Whose Right?: A Review of Child
Policy Development in Ireland
The Policy Institute. 2002

Outcomes of Good Practice in Transition Process for
Children Entering Primary School
Bernard van Leer Foundation, 2007

Ready for School
Veritas Publications, 2006

OTHER REFERENCES
Waters, Joanne Siolta, ChildLinks, Issue 2, 2009, pp 6-10
Barnardos Training and Resource Service, 2009

Duignan, M., Fallon, J., O’Dwyer, J., Schonfeld, H. & Walsh,
T, Siolta: the National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education An Leanbh Óg, Vol. 1, Issue 1, April
2007, pp 40-56

Fallon, J. Engaging With Practitioners Through Síolta, The
National Quality Framework For Early Childhood Education:
A Workshop Model in O’Brien, S., Cassidy, P. and
Schonfeld, H, (eds) in Vision into Practice Making Quality
a Reality in the Lives of Young Children CECDE
International Conference 2007, CECDE, 2008

Síolta – Useful Resources
You can search Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service library catalogue on
www.barnardos.ie

For a comprehensive list of Síolta Resources in the Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service library please log onto 
www.barnardos.ie/information-centre/library/siolta-resources.html

The following resources are available to borrow from Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service
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All photos in this issue have been posed by models

New Titles
Full details of these new library resources and all other resources in our library collection are
available on our online library catalogue. 

To search the catalogue, go to www.barnardos.ie/library and click online catalogue

(Please note the listed titles are not sold by Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service)

BEHAVIOUR

The anger workbook for teens: activities to help you
deal with anger and frustration
Instant Help Books/New Harbinger Publications, 2009.

BULLYING

Addressing Homophobia. 
Guidelines for the Youth Work Sector in Ireland
BeLong Youth Services. 2011.

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
A Children’s Rights Analysis of Investigations
Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2011.

CHILDREN’S SERVICES
An Introductory Guide to the Key Terms and
Interagency Initiatives in Use in the Children’s
Services Committees in Ireland
Centre for Effective Services, 2010.

DIVERSITY

Changing Faces of Ireland: Exploring the Lives of
Immigrant and Ethnic Minority Children
Sense Publishers, 2011 

EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION

Your Learning and Development: Continuing
Professional Development in Early Childhood 
Care and Education
Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service, 2010.

Doing Early Childhood Research: International
Perspectives on Theory & Practice 2nd Ed.
Open University Press, 2010.

Early Childhoods in a Changing World
Trentham Books, 2010.

Parents and Professionals in Early Childhood
Settings
Open University Press, 2010.

FAMILY BREAKDOWN

What’s My Job? Helping Children Navigate the Rough
Waters of Separation and Divorce
AuthorHouse, 2010.

JUVENILE JUSTICE

Views from the Inside
Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2011

POVERTY

Minimum Essential Budgets for Households 
in Rural Areas
Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice, 2010.
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