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Editorial
There have been a number of
welcome developments in the
early years sector in Ireland in
recent months. The new Child
Care Regulations (the Child
Care Act 1991 (Early Years
Services) Regulations 2016),
prepared to underpin a number
of key reforms to the sector to
improve quality standards, came
into effect in Ireland on a phased
basis on 30th June 2016.  

The new regulations provide for pre-
school services, that is, those services
catering for children under the age of six
who are not attending primary school.
There are a number of changes from
the previous regulations, most notably in
the requirements around registration,
policies and procedures, management
and staff, records and qualifications
among others. These new demands will
make services safer for children and will
be reassuring for parents. One notable
omission from the new Regulations,
however, is that there is no mention of a
Child Protection policy among the list of
mandatory policies, which means Tusla

is not inspecting early years services for
child protection policies. This is a serious
issue, given that the age of the children
involved, some of whom are not yet
verbal, makes them particularly vulnerable.

Another development in the early years
sector in Ireland is the commencement
of the education-focused inspections in
pre-schools participating in the
government’s Early Childhood Care
and Education (ECCE) programme.
These inspections are the topic of the
first article in this issue of ChildLinks
from Mary Immaculate College, Limerick,
which highlights the acknowledgement
in the Early-Years Education-focused
Inspection Quality Framework that play
is central to children’s learning and
development. Placing play firmly on the
agenda will support the development of
sustainable pedagogies of play in the
early years.

In the second article in this issue, Jenna
Russell from Barnardos Brighter Futures
in Cork describes her experience working
with children who struggle with behaviour
challenges and the support these children
need to participate in the routine and
benefit from the curriculum. Parents of

children with behaviour issues will also
need support and advice to understand
the strategies used in the early years
setting and how best to ensure the
strategies used are consistent and
effective in the home environment. A
second article from Barnardos
highlights the impact on children living
with parental substance misuse and the
importance of being open and willing to
discuss the issue.

An article from the National Childhood
Network outlines the Healthy Ireland
Smart Start Programme. The programme
covers a range of topics such as health
promotion; emotional well-being/literacy;
physical activity; nutrition/healthy eating;
oral health; and health and safety. The
aim of the programme is to build the
capacity of pre-school practitioners
working with children aged 3–5 years
to promote healthy lifestyle practices in
children and families. Other articles in
this issue look at the effect of labour
market activation on child wellbeing and
the impact of children’s transition from
pre-school to formal schooling on
schools and early years practitioners.
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High quality early childhood care and education is associated
with a range of immediate and deferred benefits for the
social-emotional, cognitive and academic aspects of learning
and development (Schweinart et al., 2005; Heckman, 2013; Melhuish

et al., 2015). Quality is broadly conceived as involving
structural and process dimensions. Structural aspects of
quality involve more regulable features such as staff
qualifications, group size, adult-child ratios, the formal
curriculum and the physical environment. Process aspects
of quality relate to the curriculum as it is directly experienced
by children and interactions between adults and children
and between children themselves. While structural aspects
of quality can predict process aspects of quality, process

aspects of quality have a stronger association with child-
outcomes (NICHD, 2006). Area 2 in the Quality Framework
for Early-Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI) is
concerned with the quality of the processes, which support
children’s learning and development (Department of Education

and Skills [DES], 2016). Consistent with the ethos of Aistear;
The Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council

for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), 2009) and Síolta: The
National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education
(Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE),

2006), the Quality Framework for EYEI identifies play as a
key indicator of process quality (DES, 2016).

INTRODUCTION
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AREA 1.
Quality of Context to Support 

Children’s Learning and 
Development
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AREA 4.
Quality of Management

and Leadership for
Learning

Quality Framework
for Education-focused

Inspections in 
Early Years Settings

EARLY YEARS EDUCATION-FOCUSED
INSPECTIONS: RATIONALE AND PURPOSE
In accordance with a Memorandum of Understanding between
the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, the Minister for
Education and Skills and the Inspectorate of the Department
of Education and Skills (DES, 2016), the DES Inspectorate
has been allocated responsibility for evaluating the quality of
education provision in early-years settings participating in the
Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme.
This programme provides a scheme of payments to early-
years settings providing free early childhood care and
education for children from three years (DES, 2016). Early-
years education-focused inspection (EYEI) is carried out with
reference to section 13(3)(b) of the Education Act 1998
(Ireland, 1998) and the Code of The Code of Practice for the
Inspectorate (DES, 2015a). The rationale for EYEI is based on
an acknowledgement of the importance of high-quality early
education in building strong foundations for lifelong learning
and its central role in enabling all children to reach their full
potential (DES, 2015b). Early-years education-focused inspection
is designed to be a collaborative process involving the inspection
team, the early-years educator(s) in the setting inspected, and
the manager/lead educator of the setting. Through this

dialogic process, the EYEI will fulfil its purpose in contributing
to the ongoing development of quality and best practice in
early-years settings participating in the ECCE Programme.
Critically, existing positive practice will be identified and
affirmed and the publication of written inspection reports will
assist in the dissemination of good practice in early years
education nationally, provide information for parents on the
quality of early education in early years settings and enrich
our children’s earliest experiences. 

EARLY YEARS EDUCATION-FOCUSED 
INSPECTION FRAMEWORK
The areas of the Quality Framework for EYEI against which
inspections will be conducted is summarised in Figure 1. This
framework is informed by Aistear; The Early Childhood
Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009); Síolta: the National
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE),
2006); pilot inspections conducted by the DES and Health
Service Executive (HSE) Inspectorate in 2011; national and
international research and policy related to early years education;
a review of relevant agencies’ inspection processes and protocols
in early years settings. This framework has been further informed
by recent pilot EYEIs conducted by the DES Inspectorate. 
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Figure 1. Areas of the Quality Framework for Education-focused Inspections in Early Years Settings
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At the heart of the Quality Framework is the acknowledgement
that play is central to children’s learning and development.
The Framework identifies play as the central medium through
which children learn and develop, and advises that play
opportunities should be freely available, accessible, appropriate
and well-resourced. Reference is made to the importance of
providing children with a variety of types of play, including
creative, language, physical, imaginative, socio-dramatic and
construction play, and ensuring that play is used as a medium
for children to interact with, explore and make sense of the world.

BELIEFS REGARDING THE ROLE OF PLAY IN
EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND EDUCATION 
Recent research conducted in Ireland suggests that both
early years educators and primary school teachers consider
that play is important for children’s learning in the early years
(Ring et al., 2016). Conversely, however, the research identified
elements of ‘schoolification’ of pre-primary education, where
children engaged in a range of activities such as learning their
letters and numbers in preparation for primary school. Fast-
forwarding children’s education, introducing academic learning
too early and limiting the time allocated to play has been criticised
as having the potential to impact detrimentally on children’s
development (Palmer, 2009; House, 2012). Through centrally locating
play in children’s early learning experiences, the recognition of
play as one of the highest achievements of the human species and its
significant relationship with intellectual achievement and emotional
well-being is acknowledged and affirmed (Whitebread et al., 2012).

SIGNPOSTS FOR A PLAYFUL APPROACH TO
LEARNING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD CARE AND
EDUCATION
The location of play at the heart of early learning in the Quality
Framework for EYEI (DES, 2016) is compatible with a playful
approach to learning which Fisher and colleagues (2011, p. 341)

define as ‘an approach that uses free-play and guided play
activities to promote academic, socio-emotional and cognitive
development’. Playful approaches to learning, however, can
be difficult to implement in practice. Outcome 8 in Area 2 (quality
of processes to support children’s learning and development)
of the Quality Framework for EYEI focuses on the extent to
which play is the central medium through which children learn
and develop. The authors suggest that the eight sign-posts
under this outcome can be used to develop a pedagogical
approach that is responsive to young children’s needs and
interests as learners, while allowing early years educators to
guide learning towards important curriculum learning goals.

SIGNPOST 1: Play is the central medium through
which children learn and develop within the setting 
Play is generally defined by the presence of a number of
motivational and behavioural characteristics. When children
play, they demonstrate: voluntary engagement (choosing to play),
positive affect (feelings of satisfaction), intrinsic motivation (the
motivation to play comes from within the player), process
orientation (focus on process over product) and non-literality
(imagination), (Johnson, Christie and Wardle, 2005). Therefore, if
play is the central medium through which children learn and
develop in preschool, it is important that all learning experiences:

Afford children choice and control over their activities.
Promote feelings of satisfaction.
Are meaningful and encourage intrinsic motivation.
Support the process of learning.
Encourage imagination and creativity.

SIGNPOST 2 There are opportunities for children to plan
for, talk about and think about their play experiences
Early years educators have an important role in encouraging
children to think and talk about their play (Forman and Hall, 2005).
Using talk to make thinking visible is an important aspect of
pedagogy aimed at supporting self-regulation, which is now
considered a better predictor of academic achievement than
traditional measures of intelligence (McCelland, Acock, Piccinin,

Rhea and Stallings, 2013). HighScope and Tools of the Mind, two
approaches associated with a range of positive child outcomes,
encourage planning and reviewing of play while in the Reggio
Emilia approach to early childhood education, recognised for
its innovative methods, children use a range of different media
to record and represent their thinking (Schweinhart et al., 2005;

Edwards et al., 2011; Blair and Raver, 2014). Encouraging children to
talk about their play is also congruent with the principles of
child-led assessment (NCCA, 2009). This can be helpful in
informing planning as what we speculate children are learning
can often be distinct from what they are, in fact, learning (Early

Childhood Australia, 2013). Children can be supported in planning
for, talking and thinking about their play through:

Encouraging them to plan for play orally or through
drawing or emergent writing. 
Engaging children in conversations about their play.
Modelling self-commentary. 
Providing opportunities to reflect and review play. 
Encouraging self-assessment.
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SIGNPOST 3 Opportunities are provided for a variety
of types of play including creative play, language play,
physical play, imaginative play, socio-dramatic play
and construction play
As individual children are likely to have their own individual play
preferences, it is important that children have multiple means
available to them to express themselves through play. Moreover,
while all types of play can support development in a number of
ways, certain types of play are considered particularly beneficial
for certain aspects of learning. Physical play has obvious benefits
for health and fitness but also plays a role in supporting self-
regulation (Becker et al., 2014). Pretend play is associated with
social competence (Connolly and Doyle, 1984), language (Weisberg,

Zosh, Hirsh-Pasek and Michnick Golinkoff, 2013), emergent literacy
skills (Pellegrini, 2009) and self-regulation (Whitebread and O’Sullivan,

2012), while construction play is associated with mathematical
achievement (Wolfgang et al., 2003) and self-regulation (Pino-

Pasternak et al., 2014). Therefore it is important during play that
children have opportunities to:

Pursue individual play interests.
Choose from a range of diverse play opportunities.

SIGNPOST 4 Play opportunities are freely available,
accessible, appropriate and well-resourced
While children can benefit from having specific centres which
provide specific play opportunities, it is also important to
include spaces that children can make their own. Broadhead
(2010, p.46) suggests that creating what one child described
as ’the whatever you want it to be place’ can lead to high
levels of collaboration and more complex play as ‘an anything
you want it to be place’ does not suggest any one way of
playing. When selecting toys and play materials, it is important
to balance structured play materials with natural and open-
ended materials and to consider the potential of materials to
encourage thinking and learning behaviours, imagination and
creativity, and social interaction (Trawick-Smith, Russell & Swaminathan,

2011). Children also benefit from opportunities to engage in
all types of play outdoors as well as indoors. The outdoor
environment can be more conducive to physical play, allows
for construction on a larger scale and provides a range of
natural materials for children to transform, explore, experiment
with and to design and make with. Collaborating with children
around the design of their play environment and the selection
of play materials also ensures that materials reflect their
authentic play interests (Trawick-Smith et al., 2011). Therefore, the
quality of play experiences can be enhanced when:

There are centres which offer specific play experiences
and spaces for children to make their own.

There is a balance of structured, natural and open-ended
resources.
Resources encourage thinking, learning, imagination,
creativity and collaboration.
All types of play are accessible indoors and outdoors.
Children are consulted with regard to the design of their
play environment and selection of play materials. 

SIGNPOST 5 Play is used as a medium for children to
interact with, explore and make sense of the world
Play provides endless opportunities for children to develop
knowledge and understanding of their world and people in it.
When children have opportunities to explore, experiment,
construct and make, they use all their senses to gather
information about the physical world (Whitebread, 2015).
Pretend play helps children to develop an understanding of
various social roles and relationships, and to develop an
understanding of the perspectives of others. Children’s
capacity to use play to make sense of their world can also be
encouraged through introducing developmentally appropriate
information on the topics which interest them. The potential of
pretend play to support social understanding, for example,
can be enhanced through introducing information about real
roles and enterprises (Coltman, Whitebread and Greenwood, 2015).
Play can be used as a medium for children to make sense of
the world when there are:

Opportunities to actively engage with objects and materials.
Opportunities for child-initiated pretend play. 
Opportunities to enjoy visits from professionals, to see
real enterprises at work (such as ‘The Post Office’) and
to explore topics of interest through the literature and
project work.

SIGNPOST 6 Children have opportunities to engage in
play activities alone, with peers and/or with practitioners
When children engage in solitary play they often use private
or self-directed speech to represent their ideas to themselves
and to regulate their own behaviour (Berk, 2001). Children can
become deeply absorbed during solitary activities, practicing
the problem-solving, concentration and perseverance skills that
are crucial for their overall development as learners (Moylett,

2014). In many activities adults can take on the regulatory
role, often reducing children’s opportunities to regulate their own
behaviour (Pellegrini, 2009). Social play experiences are important,
therefore, in allowing children to regulate their own interactions
and to develop negotiation and perspective-taking skills. The
learning potential of  play can be enhanced through providing:
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Quiet spaces which support deep involvement in 
solitary play. 
Opportunities for children to engage in free-play with
less intensive adult involvement. 

SIGNPOST 7 The practitioner effectively facilitates
play, leads play and directs play in order to effectively
support children’s learning and development
As free-play affords children the opportunity to lead their own
learning, it is conducive to many of the goals of early childhood
education such as developing self-regulation, language, imagination
and creativity (Weisberg, Kittredge, Hirsh-Pasek, Michnick Golinkoff and Klahr,

2015). High quality free-play can be achieved through providing:

Adequate time to develop sustained and complex play.
A broad range of play opportunities.
Opportunities to plan and review play.

The recommendation that early years educators lead play is
congruent with the principles of guided play. While during guided
play children remain in control of the play, early years educators
become involved with the aim of extending learning (Weisberg et

al., 2015). Early years educators facilitate guided play through:

Becoming involved as a co-player.
Asking open-ended questions to promote thinking and
problem-solving.
Modelling and suggesting different ways to engage in
play or with specific materials.

Children enjoy participating in the adult-structured activities
which are usually offered in combination with play in preschool
programmes (Wood, 2013). While adults take more of a
directive role during structured activities, they should retain
elements of play as this will increase children’s motivation and
engagement. Playful structured activities are more likely to be
of a high quality when they:

Are meaningful and use children’s interests as a starting
point.
Are presented in a flexible manner.
Encourage active learning.
Afford children some degree of choice and control.
Allow children to express their own ideas.

SIGNPOST 8 Play enables purposeful learning and
development for all children in accordance with their
needs and interests
Careful assessment will allow early years educators to plan for play
which enables purposeful learning and development. Purposeful
learning clearly needs to build upon children’s prior learning and
current interests. This is particularly important during adult-directed
play activities as children will be more likely to engage in
active learning when the activities are meaningful and have a
clear purpose (Whitebread, 2015). When planning for play it is
important to remain cognisant of children’s openness to new
experiences and new learning, and to consider the potential of
activities to provide too much challenge (reducing feelings of
competence), too little challenge (resulting in boredom), or most
favourably, challenge which is well matched to the skills of the
learner and results in progression in learning (Whitebread, 2015).
Play will support purposeful learning and development when:

Planning for play is based on careful assessment of play
needs and interests.
Activities are meaningful and have a genuine purpose. 
Activities provide an appropriate level of challenge. 

CONCLUSION
As research continues to highlight the many benefits of play
for children in the early years, the EYEI is to be welcomed. It
places play firmly on the agenda and will support the
development of sustainable pedagogies of play in the early
years. Let’s all embrace this new licence to play!

For more information contact Lisha.Osullivan@mic.ul.ie or Emer.Ring@mic.ul.ie
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JENNA RUSSELL, Project Leader, Barnardos Brighter Futures, Knocknaheeny, Cork

Barnardos Brighter Futures has been operating an early years
service in Knocknaheeny, Cork since 2008. Since then we have
worked with many families where the child struggles with behaviour
challenges and has needed a great deal of staff support to
participate in the routine and benefit from the curriculum. We
have been supported in practice by the Barnardos Promoting
Positive Behaviour Policy and the Tús Maith curriculum, which
gives specific focus in the preschool to social and emotional
skills learning. The recent Barnardos publication for early years
professionals Supporting Young Children’s Behaviour Skills
(Barnardos, 2016) and the free booklet for parents Your Young Child’s
Behaviour, How You Can Help (Barnardos, 2014) are both
fantastic resources for the sector to guide and inform practice,
and to assist work with parents who need support to understand
and respond to a child with challenging behaviour. We have sat
with many parents to talk through what is happening for their
child, and to support their understanding of and response to their
child. Throughout the years we have learnt a lot and have come
to a point of knowing how to deal with the issue with confidence.

BEHAVIOUR HAS MEANING
In the past, children who struggled with behaviour were told that
they were naughty, bold and bad, and were often excluded from

activities or chastised. We now know, however, that young
children’s behaviour is their age appropriate way of communicating
what they need, and the attitude of the early years sector has shifted
to this understanding. A child who is struggling with behaviour
needs a sensitive and tuned-in response, and the overall focus has
shifted from ‘what is wrong with you’ to ‘what has happened to
you’. Regulating emotions can be challenging for young children
and the early years is a critical period for all learning, in particular
social and emotional learning. When we view the child through
this lens we have the empathy and perspective to respond with
what the child needs, which is support to manage the difficulty
and to learn new ways of regulating their feelings and behaviour.

Many factors shape behavioural development, including the
community and cultural norms and expectations, gender roles,
individual temperament and parenting. We work from the
perspective that every parent is the expert on their child, and
that the parent is the first, best, and most important teacher a
child will ever have. We often find that if things are tough going
at home, things will be tough going for the child in the early
years room. Our belief is that, to ensure a positive impact on
the child, we should support the parent to address parenting
issues and work in tandem with them. 

WORKING 
WITH 
CHILDREN 
WITH 
CHALLENGING
BEHAVIOUR



WHAT TO EXPECTAGE

Children:
Show a wide range of emotions and will try to
deal with their own emotions, showing an
awareness of their feelings and those of
others.
Are assertive and may say ‘No’ a lot and will
defend their own possessions.

Watch other children play and join in briefly
and can wait their turn in playing with other
children. 
Become more independent and want to do
more things for themselves.

2–3 Years

Children:
Begin to find solutions to problems and conflict. 
Seek information asking ‘why’ and ‘how’
questions a lot.

Can share their toys with other children and
can play with something for 5–15 minutes
without getting distracted.
Begin to show feelings for others.

4 Years

Table 1: Typical behaviours of young children by age.
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We advocate for parents to adopt an ‘authoritative’ or ‘giving
choices’ style of parenting. This is a warm and caring parent
who is able to set appropriate boundaries and encourage the
child to think for themselves. The Barnardos Partnership with
Parents Programme offers parents reflective support to engage
in a change process, looking at their own feelings and issues
relating to parenting their children and basing the work on their
area(s) of need. Partnership with Parents (Barnardos, 2013)

has been, in our experience, a fantastic way to impact on the
child’s behaviour overall. When we can work together with
parents as a team to agree on the language and response to
the child, we provide the consistency and wraparound
support needed for the child to learn new ways to behave.

Early social and emotional development milestones are subtle
and are not as well understood as the physical milestones. We
often need to remind parents that their and others’ expectations
of their child’s behaviour might not be appropriate for the
child’s age. Any new mother will tell you that when people
meet her they will ask her if the baby is good, where, by good,
they mean the baby sleeps through the night and rarely cries,
neither of which are realistic expectations for a young baby. It is
important that adults base their expectations on an understanding
of the child, their background, experience and stage of
development. I often come across parents and grandparents
who have a gap in understanding what is normal with regard
to social and emotional development and are unrealistic
about the child’s capacity as a result.

While we know that children do not all develop at the same
pace and in the same sequence, you can see from Table 1 that
children can only be expected to share from around the age of
four. A common complaint from parents when their two year
old starts in our early years service is that their child can’t share.
We work to support parents to understand what is normal and
to be expected and that children of this age are only beginning to
experience, regulate and express their emotions. Understanding
this reality can release a lot of frustration the parent may be
experiencing with the child’s behaviour. 

Many parents we engage with are under enormous stress. We
work with families who may be experiencing issues such as
homelessness, addiction, domestic violence, financial stress or
lack of support. We remain centred on the child’s experience and
how we can best assist the parent to engage with us so we can
advocate and support them however possible. This is not always
easy and, for some, dropping the child off to us and getting a
break is the best support we can give them. Getting to the point
where we have a shared plan with the parent around how best
to support their child’s developing behaviour skills can be a
long-term goal. We have found that having a review each term
with the parent(s) is a good way to track the child’s progress,
discuss challenges and agree a shared plan. The review is
prepared in advance by the child’s key worker and in it we look
at the child’s needs in relation to behaviour, as well as several
other domains of development. We discuss what we have
achieved in the latest term, and our goals for the next time
period and plan in order to get us to that goal.
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BARNARDOS APPROACH TO SUPPORTING
BEHAVIOUR IN THE EARLY YEARS
Barnardos have adopted three strategies, developed by
Bierman et. al. (2004), to inform our approach to supporting
behaviour skills development.

PROMOTION STRATEGIES 
Promotion strategies, which work to build children’s confidence,
are used liberally, every day. These can help prevent the
escalation of challenging behaviour and reduce the social and
emotional challenges between children and their peers.
Promotion strategies include factors such as the environment
and routines, which require dedication from staff to ensure
these are carefully planned and in place before children walk
into the room. In Brighter Futures we have a weekly planning
meeting to discuss the upcoming week’s plan, and a quick
daily planning meeting to allow us to be fully focused before
the children come in. These planning meetings allow us to be
fully organised and prepared for each session.

Promotion strategies focus on 
1. Routines, boundaries and expectations, developed in

partnership with children. 
2. Providing clear information to guide children in their

behaviour. 
3. Organising activities and transitions to increase children’s

enjoyment and engagement.

The environment is a main factor here. This requires the
staff to take the time to prepare the room, prepare materials
for the children to maximise learning opportunities, and make
sure that everything is labelled and easily accessible. Staff
need to have a periodic clear-out, and reorganise the space,
always incorporating the needs and wishes of the group they
are working with. The space needs to have devoted areas for

both quiet time and active play, and good quality materials in
abundant supply. Standard 2 of Síolta, The National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education (CECDE, 2006),
focuses on Environments and gives guidance on what should
be considered to ensure that the environment is both
comfortable and engaging for children.

Another promotion strategy involves considering the boundaries,
routines, and expectations for the group. When children
are clear about what is expected of them and know there will
be consistency with responding to them, they are better able
to regulate their behaviour. Routines must be predictable and
easy for children to understand. Transition times can be a real
flash point for children who can display challenging behaviour
and children will require support from staff to cope with these
transitions. Being forewarned and having time to prepare for
change helps children to accept and cope with the changes,
which results in less resistant behaviours. Issues often arise when
children do not have consistent routines at home, particularly
with bedtime. This is most prevalent in the summer months
when parents report that getting children to sleep becomes
more challenging. Children need the routine to be strong at home
as well, and we work closely with parents about how to get a
good routine going at home so the child can manage the day.

When bringing a group of children together, early years
educators should consider the mix of children in the group
in order to create the optimum learning environment. When
new children are beginning at the services each year, we take
time as a team to meet parents and look at their child’s needs
so we can ensure the group composition is balanced. We aim
for a mix in a group, with a good gender balance and a mix of
competencies. The non-verbal two year olds might be paired
with chatterboxes, and the introverted children with the
extroverted. Staff constantly look at how to mix the group,
given each child’s own individual needs strengths.

PREVENTION STRATEGIES 
Prevention strategies, which should be needed less often
than promotion strategies, are how we respond when we start
to see challenges emerge. These are used when children are
struggling and need support to self-regulate. Prevention
strategies help improve behaviour by supporting children to
access their feelings, therefore encouraging self-awareness
and self-regulation. There are ten prevention strategies as
listed below and I think of these as the tricks we have up our
sleeve to pull out as and when we need them. Some work
well for one child but wouldn’t for another, or will work in one
context but not another. Staff have become so familiar these
become second nature. 

External Control

Prevention Strategies:
Responding to Social-Emotional

Challenges

Promotion Strategies: 
Building Competence



1. Active listening is how we ensure the child is
understood and aware that we know what they mean. 

2. Remaining emotionally neutral when we are with an
upset child can be calming and allow the staff to ‘absorb
the affect’. 

3. We use I statements in our dialogue, such as ‘I am
worried if you stand on the table you might get hurt.’ 

4. We acknowledge the positive behaviour of others,
such as telling a child that we see that they are sitting
nicely in their chair, which might encourage the child next
to them who is leaning back to stop. 

5. We talk about consequences that matter to the child,
such as stating that refusing to clean up will mean that
we have less time to do baking in the kitchen. 

6. We elicit peer feedback, so we might ask one child to 
tell another how he felt when they took the toy he was
playing with. 

7. We state our hopes and positive expectations,
such as saying ‘I know we are going to really enjoy this
book when we sit together to hear it being read.’ 

8. We use physical proximity and supportive contact
as appropriate when a child needs this support. This
might be a gentle hand on the back, or ensuring staff are
next to a child during circle time. 

9. We make sure that we give realistic choices to
children, offering options that work for them and us. This
could be saying something like ‘You can join the group
going outside or you can stay back with me to help me
set the table for lunch.’ 

10. Finally, we use positive redirection, such as giving a
child a job to do or engaging them in a different activity
when they are beginning to struggle. The child might be
invited to help staff turn the page of the book we are
reading when we notice they are not paying attention, for
instance.

Another topic we find common in our discussion with parents
is ignoring negative behaviour. We are aware of people being
advised to ignore behaviour that they do not want to encourage
and we always use the phrase ‘ignore the behaviour, not the
child’. It is also important to ‘catch’ the child being good, or
remembering to give a warm comment when we see the
behaviour we like. Once the effort is made to double up on
attention we want to encourage, then ignoring can work as an
effective strategy with some behaviour issues.

Emotional Needs and Triggers
We know that children tend to fall into two main camps when
they are challenged, those who need security and those who
want autonomy.

Security/Relatedness issues arise for children who need
to feel connected and secure in order to thrive. These children
typically struggle if they feel left out or ignored. This can lead
to the child becoming either withdrawn or demanding. Staff
use techniques like compliments, affection, special roles,
encouraging small pairs to play, and encouraging links and
cooperation between peers to encourage these children to
know they are accepted and secure. 

The need for autonomy is strong for some children. While it is
important to remember that a child wanting to be independent
is natural and shouldn’t be seen as a problem, some children can
have real issues with turn taking and sharing, they may test limits
and can be domineering. Children with autonomy issues need
for things to be fair, and like to have choice and control. Staff
make sure that these children have very clear limits and choices
and know what the rules are. We may engage them in
discussion about the rules and why they are fair during a
teachable moment. We use peer feedback, physical proximity
and a lot of encouragement with children with autonomy issues. 

EXTERNAL CONTROL
Finally, we may have to use external control strategies at times.
These are short-term responses which allow us to handle periodic
disruptive behaviour. External control strategies are not ideal as
there is no learning for the child when an adult assumes control
over a situation. However, if the situation is not safe or the child
has become too upset or emotional to manage, then external
control strategies may be necessary as the child will need external
help to regulate again. For example, a child may need to be removed
from a situation temporarily, to allow them to cool down, with staff
support. Other strategies include applying logical or natural
consequences, such as removing equipment if the child can’t
agree to use it appropriately or safely, or making direct statements. 

Many adults go straight to external control strategies when dealing
with any challenge a small child is showing, and this can do
more harm than good. When staff are using external control
often with a child, we need to review what has happened in
each situation in order to try to unpick what might have been
done differently to support the child who was struggling. 
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Marcia came to the centre after hearing we might be of help.
She described her youngest daughter Michelle as ‘wild and
out of control’. Marcia had stopped bringing Michelle out with
her, as her tantrums and challenging behaviour made even
walking around the park too difficult.

Marcia’s older child had been quiet and easy to parent, however,
Michelle was totally different and Marcia found herself unsure how to
manage her demands. She would allow Michelle to get her own
way to prevent having to deal with a tantrum. Marcia had little
support, her mother was advocating for her to spank Michelle,
but she did not want to do this. Marcia stated she did not think the
problem was her parenting, as the older child had no issues, and
suggested that perhaps Michelle had something wrong with her.

Michelle was given a place in the Barnardos Tús Maith Preschool
and staff observed that Michelle did not know how to play
cooperatively or manage her strong feelings and emotions, she
would interrupt others play to try to direct it, and run around the
room without engaging in play for any length of time.

When we took time to reflect on what Michelle was trying to
tell us through her behaviour, we realised she felt scared. It
was scary for her to be in control, she was insecure as she did
not know how to manage her feelings. Her behaviour was
essentially asking us to step in and help her manage until she
could learn how to do this herself. Staff agreed a behaviour
management plan for Michelle. This included: 

One-to-one key worker assignment to offer supportive contact
during the parts of the routine that proved most challenging.
A focus on electing peer feedback and noticing the positive
behaviour of peers, to encourage Michelle to begin to
reflect on what was expected of her.
Clear and consistent messages to be agreed among staff
regarding giving Michelle choices and the use of
consequences that would matter to her.
In teachable moments to engage Michelle in discussion
about the rules, routines and expectations in the service, to
help her understand these and what was expected of her.

Specific curriculum focus on emotional literacy and managing
feelings appropriately was covered weekly. Staff spent time
daily reviewing progress and deciding on what they would
focus on the next day with Michelle.

Staff asked to meet Marcia on a regular basis. In this time it
was established that she had lost all confidence as a parent
and had given up trying to establish effective ways to manage
Michelle. Marcia agreed in discussion that Michelle needed
clearer limits and a better understanding of what was expected
from her in order to learn how to behave and manage her
feelings. Staff formed a supportive partnership with Marcia to:

Discuss and agree what we were focusing on in the
room, with a specific focus on Michelle’s strengths and
noting skill development and positive outcomes.
Discussing strategies that Marcia could implement at
home, starting with small changes and agreeing what
strategies and messages worked best for Michelle so we
were in unison.

We were available and ready to discuss the ups and downs of
Marcia’s attempts, and continue to encourage her in her
parenting strategies.

With time, and a lot of patience, Michelle has begun to thrive.
She still needs some support to problem solve and negotiate
conflict, but she has begun to take a lead in supporting peers
when she sees they are struggling, reminding them to take
deep breaths and say what the problem is. It was agreed with
Marcia that Michelle would be kept in the service for a second
year of preschool, and she is establishing herself as a natural
leader and loves the clarity of the rules, routines and expectations.

Marcia is now confident and able to manage Michelle and they
are able to go out without any issue. She is able to remind
Michelle when she needs to calm down and talk about her
feelings and agree solutions to any issues that arise. Marcia
now feels that Michelle is a very bright and able child who is
able to behave well.

CASE STUDY: Michelle, Age Three
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INTRODUCTION
Those parenting alone and their children are the biggest group
at risk of living in poverty in Ireland and have been for some
time. Recent research on inequality in child wellbeing highlights
a strong association between family background and children’s
outcomes, and social gradient is linked to societal inequality.

In relation to income inequality, a third of all Irish children live
in materially deprived households. While Ireland is placed
seventh out of 41 EU/OECD countries across all dimensions
of inequality, UNICEF’s Report Card 13 reveals that 30 per
cent of Irish children suffer material deprivation and lack essential
items (Kühner, 2016). The most recent EU-Survey on Income
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and Living Conditions (SILC) data highlights that lone parent
families continue to experience a disproportionate level of
poverty. They have an at risk of poverty rate of 28.4% compared
to 16% for the population in general, deprivation levels of 56%
compared to 24.5% for the general population and 16.4% of
lone parent families live in consistent poverty compared to 69%
of the general population (CSO, 2015). The OECD (2011)
reported that Ireland has the second highest rate of lone
parent families in the OECD at 24.3% compared to the
average of 14.9%. 

Policy makers have sought to increase the number of lone
parents in employment as a means of reducing child poverty
levels (Gloster et al., 2010). Policy change for Irish lone parents
in relation to labour market activation was put forward in 2006
(DSFA, 2006) grounded in the belief that a labour market
activation programme for this group will decrease levels of
child poverty and provide greater returns to the exchequer
(see Millar et al., 2007). Eventually, the decision to introduce labour
market activation for lone parents in receipt of social protection
was a condition of the Troika bailout of Ireland. These policy
changes meant that, in order for lone parents to receive the
One Parent Family (OPF) Payment, the age threshold of the
youngest child be reduced from eighteen to seven over a
phased period of years. Those recipients who no longer qualified
for the OPF payment would instead claim Jobseeker’s
Allowance (JA) and must be genuinely seeking work. Since
July 2013, more than 30,000 OPF recipients were moved to
the JA. However, in acknowledgment of the difficulties such a
radical change in social welfare arrangements has for recipients,
the Department of Social Protection (DSP) introduced a JA
Transitional Arrangement for those in receipt of benefits
whose youngest child is aged over seven but under 14. 

Although there is no common definition of activation and
there is no ‘one best way’ to achieve a successful move from
welfare to work (OECD, 2013), activation policies are based on
the premise that being in paid employment is the responsibility
of all citizens and that paid employment is the most effective
way to deal with poverty. Activation policy for lone parents in
all jurisdictions is diverse but contains three main elements:
changes in welfare payments to lone parents; conditionality to

engage in paid employment or programmes; and financial
supports to incentivise work, which often includes support in
the payment of childcare. Within this policy discourse there is
an underlying assumption that paid work will ultimately lead to
social inclusion for lone parents and their child(ren) as paid
work will facilitate in removing them from poverty. Furthermore,
policy is shaped by the notion of ‘helping individuals to help
themselves’ through their (re-) integration into the labour
force (Millar et al., 2012). Millar and Evans’ (2003) review of
lone parent activation policies suggested that what was not
known about welfare to work policies for lone parents was the
impact on children living in these families. It is only in recent
years that researchers have begun to question and consider
the impact of welfare reforms on children with particular
concern that the impact of labour market activation on
children is rarely considered prior to the implementation of
policy (Dale et al., 2010).

There is now a growing body of research that focuses on the
subjective and non-subjective wellbeing of the children living
in lone parent families whose parents have undergone activation.
Wellbeing is made up of various dimensions including economic,
such as income, and non-economic elements including
subjective wellbeing, which refers to how people experience
the quality of their lives. The Learning for Well Being Consortium
of Foundations in Europe defines child wellbeing as ‘realising
one’s unique potential through physical, emotional, mental
and spiritual development...in relation to self, others and the
environment’ (EPAN, 2013). In this article we present the
evidence from a scoping literature review in relation to the
wellbeing of children living in lone parent families who have
undergone activation. The evidence suggests there is little to
support a view that activation leads to improved child
wellbeing. The age and gender of the child appear to be
important determinants in how the employment of a lone
parent impacts on children’s wellbeing. Research pertaining
to adolescents suggests that activation is associated with
poorer school performance and behavioural difficulties.

MATERIAL WELLBEING
Moving from welfare to work does not guarantee improvements
in the material circumstances or wellbeing of children. The
evidence in relation to activation improving the economic
wellbeing of lone parent families is mixed and much of the
research questions the effectiveness of activation to reduce
poverty in lone parent families (Grant et al., 2011). In some
countries, welfare reforms have positively impacted on the
material wellbeing of children in low income families (Gregg et

al., 2005; Waldfogel, 2007). Poverty rates in much of the OECD
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have stagnated and in some cases increased in lone parent
families despite both a rise in employment rates (Cantillion,

2011; Jaehrling et al., 2014) and the inception of policies to reduce
poverty levels (Ugreninov et al., 2013). Indeed, the structure of
poverty has changed, with higher poverty risks for the young
and very high poverty levels in lone parent families (Förster, 2004). 

While activation may increase lone parents’ participation in
the labour market and reduce the numbers in receipt of welfare
assistance, a substantial number of lone parent households
remain in poverty; this is attributed to low levels of earnings.
In the US, welfare reform did not enable poor lone mother
families to catch up with other families (Kaushal et al., 2007).
While more single mothers are working, their earnings are
low and they remain concentrated in low paid employment and
many families have seen little improvement in their overall
economic wellbeing (Meyer & Sullivan, 2008; Jones-DeWeever et al.,

2003). Similar findings are reported in Canada where, whilst
there has been a significant reduction in the number of lone
parent welfare recipients and employment rates have
increased, the relative economic disadvantage of lone
mothers remains unchanged (Evans, 2009). In Germany, labour
market activation of parents is not alleviating child poverty
levels (Hübenthal, 2010) as it is argued the government
underestimates the importance of material redistribution and
focuses predominately on social services and education (Olk &

Hübenthal, 2009). In New Zealand, for most lone mothers, work
alone did not pay, rather in-work benefits, tax credits and Child
Support combined with wages provided income adequacy
(Patterson, 2008).

However, some policies have managed to improve the economic
wellbeing of lone parents. Lone and two-parent households
are both less likely to be poor in those countries that have
longer parental leave, a smaller proportion of unpaid leave
and higher amounts of family allowance, with such policies
reducing poverty to a greater extent among lone parent
households (Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2014). Millar and Evans
(2003) note that tax credits ensure that, in the majority of
cases, lone parents are financially better off in work than out
of work. A meta-analysis of 29 welfare reform initiatives in
the US report two primary findings; programmes that utilised
mixed initial activities with a strong emphasis on employment
had the best results and only those programmes that included
financial supports to those who entered employment led to
increases in the income of participants (Bloom & Michalopoulos,

2001, cited in Carnochan et al., 2005). Adequate childcare and
income are the most significant factors that improve the
circumstances of children (O’Brien, 2005; Caragata, 2008).

SUBJECTIVE WELLBEING
Graham and McQuaid’s (2014) report on child wellbeing
data from the US suggests that maternal employment can be
advantageous for children in lone parent families, but this is
dependent on job type. Employment gains rarely affect child
outcomes unless the mother’s income and broader economic
security also improve (Fullera et al. 2002). Hamiliton et al.’s
(2001) Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation’s
(MDRC)1 national evaluation of welfare to work programmes
in the US looked at the five-year impact for children and
adults. They report few impacts of programmes when children
were of primary school age and where impacts were found they
varied over time. They conclude that impacts on outcomes for
children including stable maternal employment, adequate
family income and supportive environments were too few,
occurred for far too short a time or were of an inadequate
scale to lead to widespread impacts on primary school
children. Moreover, even though there were positive outcomes,
the children remained at risk of poor academic achievement
and school progress. Other US reviews also report few effects
on children, either positive or negative (Morris et al., 2001). 

Research has also explored the impact of non-standard work
schedules and hours of parental employment on child wellbeing.
Non-standard schedules did not have a negative impact on
children’s wellbeing as long as work schedules were stable
(Hsueh & Yoshikawa, 2007). However, more behavioural problems
were associated with full time work hours in cases where
employment was low paid, possibly as a consequence of both
time and financial strains. Indeed, full time paid employment
may not be advantageous due to the strain of balancing work
and family demands, and there is therefore a need to encourage
more flexible work arrangements (Hadzic et al., 2013). 
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Adequate childcare 
and income are the 
most significant factors 
that improve the
circumstances 
of children.

1 MDRC is a non-profit, non-partisan education and social policy research organisation in the US and is best known for mounting large-scale
demonstrations and evaluations of real-world policies and programmes targeted to low-income people.
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Activation reforms have more negative effects on adolescents
than on any other child age group. Some reviews point to the
fact that while school-age children benefit, the evidence in relation
to infants and toddlers is inconclusive and adolescents had
negative academic outcomes when their parents participated in
mandatory employment, had earnings supplements or time-
limited social protection (Schaefer, 2002). It is argued that older
children and female children might have to shoulder more
household responsibilities and experience more unsupervised
time when their mothers transition from welfare to work
(Gennetian et al., 2002; Neblett, 2007). The research suggests that
maternal employment may have a number of deleterious
effects on adolescents. It may lead to both increases in school
problems (Gennetian et al., 2001; Tout et al., 2002) and risk-taking
behaviour (Duncan & Chase-Lansdale, 2001) and may have
possible indirect effects on delinquency, adverse effects on
school outcomes, with hours worked related to delinquency
(Vander Ven et al., 2001) and non-standard working hours having
a minor effect on the mental health of adolescents (Dockery et

al., 2009). One such study reported that adolescents whose
families had recently exited welfare were more likely to have
been suspended or expelled from school than those of
welfare recipients (Tout et al., 2002). Indeed, lone parents’
perceptions of the impact of their employment on children are
mixed – positive effects spoken about mostly pertain to
having extra family income with negative effects pertaining to
risk and safety concerns around reduced supervision of
adolescents (Sarre, 2010; Casebourne et al., 2010).

Cycling between work and benefits has negative effects on
children, with high levels of child insecurity, uncertainty and
stress in such cases, and supports are needed to address the
issue of insecure unstable employment. In the US, cycling
between work and benefits has shown to have a negative
effect on older children finishing high school, attending and
completing college, and depressive symptoms as young
adults, suggesting that older children are more sensitive to
incidents of social stigma and relative deprivation (Brand &

Thomas, 2014). Ridge (2009) draws on three waves of a
qualitative longitudinal study with children and their mothers
in the UK to explore the impact of movement between
employment and unemployment on children’s lives. This research
is known as the ‘Family Work Project’ and it shows that
employment was an important issue in the children’s lives in
terms of income and security; however, other issues arose,
particularly a fear of a return to poverty and disadvantage. For
the children of mothers who don’t remain in employment, the
transition to unemployment led to experiences of extreme

economic and social consequences. This type of cycling results
in insecurity for children and their families. The children’s
insecurities stemming from the low skilled, low paid, unstable
employment their mothers had entered (Millar and Ridge, 2013). 

CONCLUSION
It is important to note the uncertainty in the research surrounding
child wellbeing in lone parent families in comparison to other
family forms. The impact of labour market activation on child
wellbeing has only recently gained attention from researchers
and the evidence is mixed with improvements being dependent
on the type of job the lone parent enters. While reports on
child wellbeing for younger children is mixed, there is a growing
body of evidence that point to the negative impact of activation
on school outcomes for adolescent children particularly those
with younger siblings, due to older children being given the
responsibility of supervising younger children. Research
suggests that those societies with more equal income
distributions tend to be those that do better at minimising poor
child wellbeing outcomes and while there are many complex
and varied policy frameworks in different countries aimed at
reducing bottom-end inequality2, the UNICEF (Kühner, 2016)

analysis maintains that child wellbeing could be strengthened
by protecting the incomes of the households with the poorest
children. While the report recommends that boosting
employment opportunities for parents may be a solution to
the problem of child poverty in particular and child wellbeing
in general, it also maintains that implementing progressive
taxation and effective service provision both have a role to
play, as does the system of social welfare in operation. Moving
from welfare to work does not guarantee improvements in the
circumstances or wellbeing of children. Work poor families
need continuous and focused support and it is a package of
supports that have the most positive effects.

It is argued that older children
and female children might have
to shoulder more household
responsibilities and experience
more unsupervised time when
their mothers transition from
welfare to work. 

2 The gap between children at the bottom and those in the middle.
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INTRODUCTION 
This quote on the left from a 12-year-old boy says a lot about a child’s experience
of parental substance misuse. Not all children who live with a parent who misuses
drugs or alcohol are harmed because of it but for those children who are, the
harm can be both significant and enduring. 

What is parental substance misuse? Parental substance misuse includes
the use of illegal substances, such as heroin and cocaine. It also includes the problem
use of legal substances such as prescribed drugs, for example benzodiazepines,
and alcohol. These are not illegal but when a parent misuses them it can have a
similar impact on children as the use of illegal substances. 

IT MUST 
BE ME’
‘

The Impact on Children
Living with Parental
Substance Misuse

ROBERT DUNNE, Project Leader, Barnardos Lorien Child and Family Service

I worry when
my mam goes
out that she
won’t come
home.’

‘
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Parental substance misuse is a complex and emotive issue.
Many people in Ireland have struggled or are struggling with
substance misuse. Others among us have family members or
friends who struggle with substance misuse and yet this is a
very difficult issue to speak about. Substance misuse and
addiction, despite being so prevalent in Ireland, is an aspect
of Irish life that is often shrouded in secrecy – not discussed
and buried under what can be a crushing amount of guilt and
shame. The related harm to children is even more difficult to talk
about but it is crucial that we do talk about it and that we take
action to ensure that this harm does not remain hidden nor
continue unaddressed. To do otherwise is to communicate to
children that their experience, their burden, is of no importance. 

When discussing parental substance misuse it is not useful to
blame or to stigmatise, rather we need to make an effort to better
understand it. By outlining some of the research available and
describing what we have experienced in our work in Barnardos
with families struggling with substance misuse (and the related
harms), we can strive to better understand the possible impact
on children of problem parental substance misuse. The aim of
this article is to contribute to a greater understanding of the issue
so that we can work together more effectively as professionals,
policy makers, students, parents, family and friends towards
better outcomes for children. 

This article looks at parental substance misuse under three
general headings: 

The prevalence of parental substance misuse in Ireland. 
The possible developmental impacts this has on children, in

particular the burden of silence that some children have
to endure. 
The responses to the issue, including some of the services
we provide in Barnardos Lorien Child and Family Service.

THE PREVALENCE OF PARENTAL 
SUBSTANCE MISUSE IN IRELAND
International literature has highlighted the difficulties with
estimating the number of children living with parents who misuse
substances (Comiskey et al., 2009; Advisory Council on the Misuse of

Drugs, 2003), yet statistics are essential for the planning and
provision of services. 

Local research does give us some information and it highlights
that a significant number of children are likely to be exposed
to parental substance misuse and its related harms. A survey
on drug use in Ireland and Northern Ireland (National Advisory

Committee on Drugs, 2011) found that 7% of 15-64 year olds
used illegal drugs while a report entitled Hidden Realities
(Hope, 2011) that looked into children’s exposure to risks from
parental drinking in Ireland found: 

Over half of Irish adults with children report they drink
hazardously on a regular basis.1

This means 587,000 children live with adults who
engage in regular hazardous drinking. 
271,000 of these children are under 15 years of age. 
One in 12 (8.3%) Irish young people say that their
parents’ alcohol use affected them negatively.

The figures above are more disturbing when you consider the
kind of harm that children are exposed to when parents drink
in a dangerous way. A HSE report published in 2014 reported
parents as saying that children experienced at least one or more
of the following types of harm due to others’ drinking (Hope, 2014):

9% report children experiencing verbal abuse.
5.4% describe children being left in unsafe situations.
4.8% of the general population and 9.8% from lower social
classes report children witnessing serious violence at home.
2.8% spoke of children being physically abused.

This is not a small cohort of children in our society, the numbers
stated are considerable. This indicates that parental substance
misuse is a substantial issue, one that can create lifelong
difficulties for the next generation, and it is important that we
seek to understand this issue and, where possible, prevent it
from occurring. Our cultural acceptance of alcohol misuse in
particular, however, can shield the risk it poses to children. 
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... parental substance
misuse ... can create 
lifelong difficulties for the 
next generation, and it is
important that we seek to
understand this issue and,
where possible, prevent 
it from occurring.

1 The measure to estimate risky or hazardous drinking, also known as ‘binge drinking’, is that of drinking 75+ grams of pure alcohol on one drinking
occasion (Hemstrom et al, 2002). This translates roughly to a bottle of wine, four pints of beer or seven single measures of spirits. The response was based
on the frequency of risky drinking. The possible responses were every day, 4-5 times a week, 2-3 times a week, once a week, 2-3 times a month,
about once a month, one or a few times a year, never or don’t know. Regular risky drinking was defined as drinking 75+ grams of pure alcohol per
occasion at least once a month in the past 12 months.
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THE IMPACT PARENTAL SUBSTANCE 
MISUSE HAS ON CHILDREN
The top three problems most commonly associated with child
abuse/neglect and identified in families involved with Child
Protection Social Work are (Gillen, 2014): 

Problem parental alcohol and other drug use.
Domestic violence, which is commonly linked with
alcohol and other substance use.
Parental mental health problems, which again are
commonly linked with substance misuse.

Like so much else about the issue of parental substance misuse,
the impact it has on children is a complex one to define and is
different from one family to another. The impact depends on
factors such as the drug used and the circumstances of the
use, the situation in the family, the support network and the
individual makeup of the child. For example, the impact of
parental substance misuse on children appears to be most
influenced by (Barnardos, 2013):

The severity of alcohol misuse.
The length of time that the parent has been misusing
alcohol – the longer the children have been exposed to
parental alcohol misuse, the greater the impact.
The patterns of drinking – parents who are constant or
binge drinkers may take least account of their child’s routines.
The number of family members misusing alcohol –
children from families containing three or more
immediate or extended family members who misuse
alcohol are more likely to have adverse outcomes.

To better understand how children are affected, we need to
understand how parenting can be influenced by substance
misuse. Research by Trinity College Dublin has indicated that
parents who are using methadone behave in more ‘power-
assertive ways towards their children and displayed more
commanding, disapproving, provoking behaviours’ (Hogan,

2007, p.2). Studies by both Cleaver (1999) and Barnard &
McKeganey (2004) have highlighted the following parental

traits as a result of parental drug misuse: 
Being emotionally unavailable to their child. 
High levels of parental criticism towards their child. 
Reliance on harsh verbal responses when
communicating with their child. 
Unresponsive to their child’s cues. 

These traits can result in insecure/disorganised attachments,
which have consequences for later relationships, as well as
impacting on the child’s sense of connectedness and intellectual,
emotional, social and psychological functioning.

Research by Hogan (2007) highlights other possible impacts
parental substance misuse may have on children: 

Emotional distance between parent and child and the
burden of silence on the child. 
An increased risk of abuse including neglect, for example
medical needs not being met.
Living with other family member such as grandparents or
in foster care because their parents do not have the
capacity to appropriately care for them.
Children being exposed to things that create emotional
difficulties for them that can continue into later life.
A parentified child who takes on inappropriate caring
responsibilities in the family.
A lack of good friends, difficulties in forming relationships
with their peers and poor social skills.
Lack of routine at home.
A poor sense of identity and self-esteem.
Malnutrition, lower than average height and weight.
Emotional difficulties that can differ across gender. Girls
can tend toward ‘acting in’ – withdrawing or experiencing
depression – while boys can tend to ‘act out’ and behave
in anti-social ways.
Children can experience difficulties in regulating and
expressing emotions. 
General behavioural difficulties. 
Poor school attendance, delayed learning and/or poor
literacy skills.
A generational cycle of substance misuse that is repeated
through the children.
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Like so much else about the
issue of parental substance
misuse, the impact it has on
children is a complex one to
define and is different from
one family to another.

These experiences, if
ongoing, become established
problems and impact on a
child’s ability to relate to
others later in life. 
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KYLE IS SEVEN YEARS OLD. He is the eldest of two
boys and has lived in a home where there has been drug
misuse, domestic abuse and open drug dealing. Kyle’s father
is no longer in the home as a result of a court order and Kyle
has no contact with his Dad at the moment.

A member of the Barnardos team worked individually with
Kyle to give him an opportunity to talk about what was going
on for him and his wishes for the future. Children benefit from
feeling heard and understood, and a lot of our work is about
hearing the child and supporting an adult to hear them so they
can be the ‘secure base’ for the child. 

Kyle talked to his keyworker about two houses – ‘the house of
worry’ (the house he had) and ‘the happy house’ (the house
he dreamed of having). Over time he spoke about what he
had witnessed at home and the role he played in trying to stop
the domestic abuse because he wanted to protect his mother.
He had become ‘the man of the house’ and worried about
bills being paid and the house being broken into. During the
happy house chats, Kyle wished for a ‘clean house’, ‘to be
able to play’ and ‘no needles on the ground’. 

The keyworker worked with Kyle so that he understood that
his Dad’s behaviour wasn’t his fault and he couldn’t stop it,
and it was ok to feel really angry with his Dad and to miss him
at the same time.

These experiences, if ongoing, become established problems
and impact on a child’s ability to relate to others later in life. It
is not hard to see why, for example, children who are rejected
by their peers might feel lonely and isolated and be
more likely to leave school early, get into difficulties with the
law or suffer with mental health difficulties later in life. 

In our experience children themselves report:
Feeling socially excluded.
Having a sense of not being loved.
Feelings of low self-worth.
Taking on responsibility for caring for an adult.

THE BURDEN OF SILENCE
One of the big things that comes up constantly for parents in
our project is what to say or not to say to the children about
their substance misuse. Research shows that children as
young as four can be aware about what is going on, but it is
often not spoken about either by the child or the parent
(Barnard & Barlow, 2003). It is our experience that children often
know more than their parent thinks they do and not being able to
talk about it with them is a ‘block’ in the parent-child relationship.
Bryanna Kroll, in her article ‘Living with an elephant: Growing
up with parental substance misuse’, says that children are
‘effectively muzzled and isolated from potential sources of
support that might foster resilience’ (2004, p.132). 

A conspiracy of silence evolves, where shame and fear of
consequences effectively cut families off from their wider
family and community (Laybourn, Brown & Hill, 1996). Sometimes
children will hear from their peers on the street or through
overhearing discussions in their house that addiction is what
is happening in their home, but they can’t talk to the most
important people in their lives about it. Children often learn,

either because they are explicitly told or they just sense it, that
there is a mask they must put on. They may understand that
there are things they are not allowed to say to others, particularly
to professionals. Children want to be with their parents and if
they think that sharing certain information may put that at risk,
they don’t say anything to anyone and end up carrying a
burden of silence which leads to an ever present anxiety. 

When addiction, particularly chaotic addiction, is a feature in a
family, the substance and getting that substance becomes the
‘central organising feature’ of the home. Children know that
things are organised around something and they know that it
is not them. They know, for example, that Mum and Dad go into
the bathroom or the kitchen and come back out in a different
mood. Their needs can get lost because the needs of their
parents are so dominant.

Children know that the
household revolves around
something other than themselves
but they are not allowed to
know what it is and they are
not allowed to ask what it
is…this persists even once
children have worked out that
drug dependency is at the
heart of their family dynamic.
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Living in an environment of secrecy creates confusion, where
the child can begin to doubt their own judgement and believe
there is something wrong with the way they see things. The world
becomes an uncertain place (Kroll, 2004) and the child’s capacity
to problem-solve, a life skill that everyone needs to develop,
is compromised. If this is not developed during childhood,
difficulties can arise in later life and the probability of the child
getting into substance misuse themselves is increased. 

Children have ‘magical thinking’, which is a normal part of
child development. They imagine they have more control over
their environment than they really do and, in the context of
parental substance misuse, this can become really problematic.
Children will blame themselves for what goes on at home
even if that is clearly not the case. If Mum or Dad is not able
to be emotionally present because they are misusing substances,
children will think this is because they are not lovable enough or
not of enough worth to connect with. This has long-term
implications for a child’s mental health, their view of themselves
and their own capacity to build quality relationships. 

Children affected by parental substance misuse can live with
a lot of anxiety, some of which is centred on their parent’s safety
and physical wellbeing. This may stem from the fact that a lot
of the language used around drugs is medical, for example,
parents using methadone often speak about their ‘medicine’.
Children know that sick people take medicine and sick people
sometimes die, and in an environment where the reason for
taking the medicine is unclear, a child’s imagination may
cause them to wonder if their parent is going to die. 

All of these thoughts and worries are a very heavy burden for a
person of any age, never mind a child who does not feel free to
ask questions or talk about the things they are worried about. 

RESPONSES TO CHILDREN
Brisby, Baker and Hedderwick (1997) found that what children
affected by parental substance misuse wanted in way of
support was:

To feel less guilty about parent’s substance misuse.
To be helped to regain some sense of control over their
environment. 
To be given space to be children.
To be reassured that people can ‘get better’. 

The Barnardos Lorien Child and Family Service aims to
create positive and sustainable change in the lives of children
affected by drug or alcohol misuse. We do this by assessing
the needs of children and basing our interventions on what
these needs are. We work very closely with local community
services and our interventions include practical supports,
interagency work, individual work, social skills groups, parent
and child work, and evidence-based parenting programmes
including our home-based one-to-one parenting programme
‘Partnership with Parents’. 

The following quotes are from parents explaining what kind of
supports they wanted from our service: 

‘I decided to engage with Barnardos to learn parenting
skills. I felt I lacked the skills to build healthy relationships
with my daughters.’
‘I wanted to engage with Barnardos to help and support
my child with his confidence and to learn how to express
himself.’
‘I decided to engage with Barnardos to help get control
back with my daughter.’
‘I wanted to get help in being consistent with boundaries
and to get support with managing temper tantrums.’
‘I wanted support for myself and the children to help with
situations in the family home and also to look at the impact
of my own addiction and their behaviour as a result.’
‘To communicate better as a family.’

In our work we come from a strengths-based perspective and
we try to support children’s capacity to deal with the adversity
in their lives. All families have strengths to build from and
services can play a key role in supporting them. The UK study
Hidden Harm (Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs, 2003) outlined
the role resilience plays in helping children overcome adversity,
in particular cases involving parental drug misuse, and advocated
for services that promote resilience in children. 
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which is centred on their
parent’s safety and physical
wellbeing. 
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The study also identified the key protective factors as: 
The presence of a strong social support network for the child.
The presence of at least one unconditionally supportive
parent or parent substitute. 
A committed mentor or person from outside the family. 
Positive school experiences. 
One or more parents receiving effective treatment. 
Other responsible adults helpfully involved in the child’s care.

CONCLUSION 
For a parent struggling with substance misuse, it takes a lot of
courage to look at how their children have been impacted but
this is an incredibly worthwhile thing to do as even small
practical changes can make a huge difference for the children.
The situation does not have to be hopeless and the more we
speak about and understand the issues involved, the better it
is for children living in these circumstances. Those parents
who have walked that painful journey with huge courage
spoke with us about how their lives have changed: 

‘Before I was just living in denial I knew I had to change
but didn’t know how. I kept saying will I? Won’t I? Now I
am just happy I did it.’
‘I don’t want to look back at why I was using drugs. I want
to look forward, focus on my children and get better for
them.’
‘The kids are happy to see me so happy and I talk to them
constantly, about everything, they know each of them will
be listened to.’ 
‘Now I understand the effect that me being passive has
had on my children. I am only realising now that I had no
boundaries for them as I needed them to forgive me for
the fact that I was using drugs.’
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In 2014, the National Childhood Network (NCN), formerly
the Border Counties Childhood Network, was commissioned
by the HSE to begin the nationwide delivery of the Healthy
Ireland Smart Start programme to pre-school services. The
aim of the programme is to build the capacity of pre-school
practitioners working with children aged 3–5 years to
promote healthy lifestyle practices in children and families.
The initiative is heavily subsidised by the HSE in recognition
of the valuable role pre-school services can play in promoting

children’s health and well-being. The programme provides:
Information resources for practitioners.
21 hours of training. 
Information resources for children and parents/carers.
On-going email and telephone support from NCN. 
External assessment and validation of health promoting
practices within participating services. 
Healthy Ireland Award for services meeting 80% of the
performance indicators. 

DENISE McCORMILLA, CEO, National Childhood Network

HEALTHY IRELAND 
Smart Start Programme
for Pre-School Services
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The programme is currently accessible to practitioners working
in both sessional and full day care services. Childminders are
also welcome to participate. To date, 170 services from the
2014 cohort have been assessed, validated and received the
Healthy Ireland Award. A further 281 services whose staff
participated in training in 2015 are currently going through
the assessment process. Evidence of these services’ health
promoting practices will be presented to the validation panel
in July this year. Services participating in the 2016 training
will be assessed and validated in 2017. 

HISTORY
The development of the Smart Start programme was initiated
in 2004 by a Cavan/Monaghan Community Dietitian in
response to the need for pre-school providers in her area to
be aware of the Pre-school Nutrition Guidelines developed by
the Department of Health. Conscious of the benefit to young
children and families of having a holistic health promotion
programme within pre-school settings, the dietician engaged
other health promotion professionals within the HSE Dublin
North East region with an expertise in physical development,
oral health, health and safety, and overall health promotion to
work with her in developing a health promotion programme
for the pre-school sector that could be delivered by trainers
working for the NCN. The need to build the capacity of pre-
school staff to meet the pre-school regulations was another
factor in the development of the programme and led to the
inclusion of the Cavan/Monaghan Pre-school Inspection team
in its development. The development of the National Health
Promotion Strategy 2000–2005, the National Children’s
Strategy – Our Children – Their Lives (2000) and the
Cardio-Vascular Health Strategy ‘Building Healthier Hearts’
(1999) all played their part in influencing the initiative and in
securing funding for its implementation.

Following the successful piloting of the programme in 2005
and HSE evaluation of its impact, the programme was
successfully submitted by the NCN on behalf of the HSE to
FETAC for national certification. HSE staff developed
extensive information resources to support the standardised
delivery of the programme, including comprehensive trainer
and participant manuals. Additional information resources
were also developed for practitioners, parents and children to
accompany each element of the programme. A Train the
Trainers programme was delivered by the HSE to NCN
trainers to also help ensure standardised delivery of training.

Between 2006 and 2012, the programme was delivered in
Louth, Meath, Cavan and Monaghan, Donegal and Fingal to

466 practitioners from 185 pre-school services. At this time,
few pre-school staff had accessed nationally certified training
and the Smart Start programme provided a good introduction
for staff to formal training, which led many practitioners to
participate in further modules of training and acquire a full
national childcare training award through the FETAC system.

In 2012, with the national review of training programmes by
QQI/FETAC, the programme was deactivated as it had not
been rolled out on a national basis and was, therefore,
considered to be a Locally Devised Module. 

Interest in accessing the programme still remained within the
sector, however, with many Pre-school Officers also contacting
NCN during this period requesting that delivery of the
programme resume.

In 2013, a NCN survey established the interest of pre-school
staff operating services across the country in accessing the
programme. The survey also highlighted the sector’s preference
for the HSE to provide recognition of participating services
meeting the required standards as a health promoting service.
The publication and direction offered by the Healthy Ireland
Framework provided the ideal recognition for the programme
as an exemplar of good practice in partnership working between
a range of agencies to improve the nation’s health. In response
to the need for the programme to include a focus on emotional
well-being, NCN’s Síolta/Aistear Manager developed an
emotional well-being component for inclusion in the programme.
To secure delivery of the programme across the country,
NCN recruited and trained a team of experienced trainers. 

PROGRAMME CONTENT 
The Healthy Ireland Smart Start programme consists of six
units as outlined below and follows with an assessment/
validation process:

1. Health Promotion – an Introduction to Practice and
Principles

2. Emotional Well-being/Literacy
3. Physical Activity
4. Nutrition/Healthy Eating
5. Oral Health
6. Health and Safety

The programme duration is 21 hours delivered over seven
weeks and includes in-depth discussion about the assessment
process and what providers will need to do to be recommended
for the Healthy Ireland Award.
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PROGRAMME EVALUATION
Feedback from trainers and practitioners, which has been very
positive to date, is continuously documented by NCN. In addition,
three separate external evaluations have been undertaken:
1. In 2005, the HSE Department of Public Health

undertook an initial pilot of ten services.
2. In 2009, an external evaluator (a freelance consultant)

evaluated the North East Implementation Phase 1.
3. In 2011 there was a follow-up survey carried out on 40

participating services, again by an external evaluator.

FEEDBACK FROM PARENTS/CARERS
In 2014 NCN carried out a survey of parents whose children
were attending a participating service. Questionnaires were
distributed to 213 sessional and full day-care services
operating across the country and a total of 535 parents from
40 services responded. The feedback received is outlined
below and the full report is available on the NCN website
www.ncn.ie.

QUESTION 1 Do you think your child is more aware
of eating & drinking healthily from what he/she has
learned at pre-school?

Yes 515 No 17

Of those parents/carers who responded to the survey, 74.66%
provided further written information in response to this question.
Ninety four of these parents/carers reported that their child has
become more aware that healthy eating is good for you from
what they had learned at preschool. Some examples are:

‘He mentions frequently that fruits and vegetables are
good for him and are not rubbish foods.’
‘He talks about calcium, portion sizes and healthy lunches.’

Seventy three parents/carers reported that their child is
happy to eat healthily and to try new foods. A further 63
parents/carers saw a change in their child’s attitude towards
drinking water. 

‘A*** will drink water now where she wouldn’t before.’
‘He insists that I don’t pack anything with sugar and likes
to check his own lunchbox.’

QUESTION 2  Do you think your child is more physically
active from what he/she has learned at pre-school?

Yes 487 No 37

Sixty four per cent of parents/carers who completed the
questionnaire provided written information. Out of these,
112 parents/carers reported that their child is enjoying

being active and that their child’s and/or family activities are
being influenced by those being conducted in pre-school.
Some examples are:

‘Yes, she likes to do her exercises she learned in school
at home.’
‘She sees exercise as fun from all the exercise they do at
play school.’
‘Yes he loves doing his exercises and showing me the
things he can do. I think he also loves the excitement of
running/jumping/playing games with friends.’
‘She enjoys walking and running now and even asked
me to walk to (play) school.’
‘My child seems to have much more energy. New routine
for television introduced (thanks).’

QUESTION 3 Do you think your child is more aware
of looking after their teeth from what he/she has
learned at pre-school?

Yes 510 No 22

Additional information in answer to this question was provided
by 77.7% of the parents/carers who completed the
questionnaire. From these respondents, 225 parents/carers
responded that their child was eager to brush their teeth as a result
of what they had learned at pre-school. Some examples are:

‘He asks if his teeth are dirty and need to be brushed.’
‘R**** is starting to enjoy brushing her teeth and looking
after them.’
‘She learnt how to brush her teeth the correct way at
playschool and is now very good at sticking to that routine.’

QUESTION 4 Do you think the activities at pre-
school have helped your child to talk more about
his/her emotions?

Yes 514 No 12

Out of the 514 parents/carers who responded ‘yes’ to this
question, 322 provided additional information. These parents/
carers reported that their child had benefitted from the activities
held in their pre-school. The benefits identified ranged from the
child beginning to recognise and name emotions, and being
competent for their age in explaining how they feel, to recognising
emotions in others. The following are some examples:

‘He brought home pictures of faces with different
expressions and he’d tell me how they were feeling.’
‘She can express better now how she is feeling because
of what she was taught.’
‘Especially if he is bold, will now tell you what happened
and why it happened.’
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Thirty eight parents/carers who answered ‘yes’ to this question
reported on the benefits of the different activities held in their
child pre-school that they found to be beneficial.

‘They did a feelings wheel and my child can tell me about
their emotions after using the emotions boxes.’
‘I feel that being with other children and when they
disagree, it has helped my child to cope with frustrations.’
‘Information and literature provided to parents [was] helpful.’
‘Parents night helped me understand more.’

QUESTION 5  Do you think your child is more aware
of hygiene routines, e.g. hand washing, and safety
matters as a result of his/her pre-school activities?

Yes 524 No 9

Of those who completed the questionnaire, 65.7% provided
additional information in response to this question. Two hundred
and sixty two parents/carers reported that their children are
now more competent in relation to hand washing. The
improvement in children washing their own hands ranged
from only needing to be reminded sometimes, to not needing
to be reminded, to being able to wash own hands correctly
and knowing why it is important. Eleven parents/carers stated
that their child is now aware of germs and that washing gets
rid of them.

‘Always remembers to wash hands after using the toilet,
very seldom needs prompting to do so.’
‘Would talk about germs and how washing gets rid of
germs and keep him healthy.’

Thirty nine parents/carers reported that they saw their
children become more safety conscious. Thirty two of these
parents/carers saw an improvement in road safety while the
remaining seven noticed improvement in danger awareness
and hazards at home.

‘C****** refers to situations as safe or unsafe now and 
is a lot more aware of the importance of his safety.’
‘I*** is great at learning new things, and she loved
learning about safety around fire and her wee song,
Fire, fire do not touch, it can burn you very much.

NATIONAL AWARD DAY
A national award day to give recognition to the first pre-school
services in the country to achieve the Healthy Ireland award
took place in April 2016. Services received a certificate from
the HSE and a specially designed plaque to give public recognition
to their achievement. Staff who attended the training also received
individual Continuing Professional Development certificates.
The event provided an important opportunity to give recognition
to the services involved and to showcase the wonderful work of
many providers who implemented the programme into their settings.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE 
The Healthy Ireland award is for a three-year period subject to
the service showing evidence on an annual basis of maintaining
their health promoting practices. Services must also show how
they have built on current practice. A target of delivering the
programme annually to 5% of the 4,500 pre-school services
operating nationally has been set by the HSE for NCN to achieve.
This will result in the programme being delivered to 225 services
year on year, subject to funding availability. A small amount of
funding is paid by each service to access the programme.

From our experience of delivery and assessment, it has been
very clear to us that pre-school providers are already doing
fantastic work in promoting children’s health. This programme
offers services the opportunity to showcase their good practice
as well as highlighting any improvements the learning may invoke
in the pre-school. All units are easily adaptable into the curriculum
and the resources associated with this programme have been
given great praise from children, staff and parents.

In working to further support services enhance children’s
health and well-being, NCN is planning a national conference
on the 22nd October this year. This will be a cross border
event organised in collaboration with Early Years, the
organisation for young children. 

If you would like further information on the programme
and the list of services who have achieved the Healthy
Ireland award to date visit www.ncn.ie or contact the NCN
office 047 72469 or the HSE Health Promotion and
Improvement 046 9076401
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Research shows evidence of the significant
effect that transitions between settings can 
have on children’s social world, their learning and
development (Peters, 2003). Research also shows 
that transition to primary school is improved when a
strong network of stakeholders collaborates to share
information, resources and opportunities with families
and children. Starting formal school is a very important
time for children and their families. It involves a big
adjustment in their lives and while for some children
this change brings excitement and happiness about

making new friends and learning new things, for
other children it can instead bring anxiety and
overwhelming feelings about moving to an unfamiliar
environment and coping with the reconstruction of
their identity at the start of formal schooling.

What follows this introduction is an analysis of children’s
transitions to formal schooling and the implications for
schools and early years practitioners. The final section takes a
brief look at this issue in the Irish context through the
reflection of my own practices.

Transition 
to Formal 
Schooling;
Continuity or 
Discontinuity?

MAYRA LOAYZA, M. Ed. in Early Childhood Education & Care, Curriculum Coordinator, Safari Childcare

An exceptional sudden interest from Government
bodies and policy makers in early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) has been registered by 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD, 2006). Such is the case that more
than twenty countries around the world have joined the
OECD policy review project, which was first launched in
1998 (Bennett, 2006). The growing awareness of the
importance of early childhood education is currently on
the upswing. However, despite the increasing interest in
the area, the early childhood education sector has
encountered different challenges along the way. One of
the issues reviewed in the first Starting Strong report
was the transition from preschool to formal schooling
(OECD, 2001). 
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A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE ON 
CHILDREN’S TRANSITIONS 
Early childhood education has gained international attention,
with an increased awareness of the importance of providing
high quality and easy access to early childhood education and
care (Bennett, 2006). Over the years, several OECD member
countries have invested in early childhood education and care
(OECD, 2006), such as the Nordic countries, which have
accessible early care services and a supportive system for
parents for the first eighteen months of the child’s life (OECD,

2006). Children’s first transitions to a care setting often depend
on the length of maternity leave mothers are entitled to. In
Nordic countries such as Sweden and Norway, legislation
gives the mother a period of extended and paid maternity
leave and, therefore, the transition occurs when the child is
between one or two years old (OECD, 2006). In countries
where maternity leave is shorter and the mother must return
to the workplace, the transition will take place before. 

The Starting Strong II report in 2006 highlighted that early
care was not seen as a Government responsibility in many
other countries (OECD, 2006). Such was the case in The
Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the United States, Australia,
Canada, Ireland and Korea. In effect, these countries predominantly
conceded Governmental support to families from the third
year of the child’s life, i.e., starting from preschool education,
and ‘this policy option led to far greater fragmentation of an
ECCE system than, for example, is experienced in the
publicly guided systems of the Nordic countries’ (OECD, 2006,

p. 46). However, the most recent Starting Strong IV report
shows that across countries ‘enrolment rates in early
childhood education and care, especially for children under 3,
are rising, and more attention is being paid to the quality and
educational content of care’ (OECD, 2015, p. 17). While public
funding for ECCE is still limited, efforts have been made to
foster the participation of children under three. As a
consequence, an increasing number of countries have started
to formulate curricula for children under three years of age,
and many countries have developed joint actions among
various levels of Government in the attempt to gradually
reduce the sole focus on care (OECD, 2015). 

However, fragmentation in the early childhood education
system can be seen in the transition of children from ECCE
into formal schooling. The Starting Strong I report identified a
number of strategies to promote an equal and powerful
relation between the early childhood education sector and
schools, through the encouragement of smooth transitions
between contexts. Among the suggestions provided, a
common approach to learning in both systems and the
promotion of a universal and compulsory ECCE service was
recommended. In this way, a broad selection of strategies
have been created to link both settings (OECD, 2001). To this

end, two different approaches across countries were clearly
identified. English-speaking countries and France see the
partnership between early childhood education and school as
a tool to provide children with ‘readiness for school skills’
(OECD, 2006, p. 59). On the other hand, the Nordic and
Central European countries see early childhood education as
a supportive service for families and children (OECD, 2006).
Therefore, the lenses used to view children’s transitions and
the links between early years settings and schools can
determine continuity or discontinuity in the transition process. 

The 2001 Starting Strong I project aspired to develop a plan
of action to train, engage and retain a qualified workforce in
the early childhood education sector (OECD, 2001). In different
countries such as France, Ireland, Australia, Canada, and The
Netherlands, teachers are trained to either work in preschool
or primary school classes (OECD, 2001). In the Irish context,
perhaps the most serious challenge when facilitating
continuity in the transition process is the diverse level of
training of the ECCE workforce (Moloney, 2010). This is
illustrated in Moloney’s (2010) study of the perceptions of
preschool and infant teachers in Ireland regarding professionalism.
The study showed that teachers in the primary school sector
possessed a sense of professional identity while practitioners
working in preschool care settings had a marked absence of
professional identity. As Moloney (2010) noted ‘…ECCE
provision, is marked by the absence of a mandatory training
requirement’ (p. 169). It is worth noting, however, that
Moloney’s study was carried out six years ago – and, since
then, the Irish Minister for Children & Youth Affairs has been
working to increase the minimum staff qualifications
requirements. Such is the case that, from 31st December
2016, all practitioners working with children in early years
services are required to have a minimum of QQI Level 5
Major Award in Early Childhood Care and Education (or an
equivalent qualification). Additionally, Preschool Leaders
delivering the free PreSchool Year programme will have to hold a
minimum QQI Level 6 Major Award in Early Childhood Care
and Education (or equivalent). However, despite such efforts,
there could be limitations when facilitating smooth transitions
between settings, especially if the expectations of the preschool
teacher differ from the primary school teacher. Therefore,
pedagogical continuity must be reinforced through the
unification of aims and methodologies of the two districts.

Within the early childhood education sector, Governments,
local administrators and teachers should take the responsibility
of planning and designing appropriate pedagogical practices
to serve the children in their care (Bennett, 2006). Among the
OECD countries reviewed, framework plans for children from
birth to six years of age have been developed. Such curricula
aim to support early years’ teachers in their practice, providing
quality through age groups, in order to guarantee continuity
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between preschool to school (Bennett, 2006). Furthermore, the
communication between parents and school strongly enhances
the continuity of children’s experiences. The Starting Strong II
report suggests the strengthening of partnership and dialogue
between the early years services staff and primary school
staff in order to support a smooth and positive transition into
primary school (OECD, 2006). In this way, the promotion of
open dialogues and the participation of stakeholders involved
in the educational sector encourage a fair transition process
for all children. 

SUPPORTING CHILDREN’S 
EDUCATIONAL TRANSITIONS 
Supporting children with the changes they experience when
moving from one educational experience to another involves
a collaborative partnership between the school and parents.
Multiple studies have shown that the transition to formal
schooling (primary school) is one of the most remarkable
moments for children and their parents (Perry & Weinstein, 1998;

Cassidy, 2005; Margetts, 2002; Huf, 2013; Dockett & Perry, 2004). As
children move through the different levels of school, they
encounter different challenges. While children are constantly
in the process of adapting to new challenges, educators and
researchers agree that there are certain decisive transition points
that can be predominantly stressful and require special support
(Dockett & Perry, 2004; Perry & Weinstein, 1998; Ramey, S. L., & Ramey, C.

T., 1994). Besides the academic and social demands, children
also have to cope with emotional changes (Perry & Weinstein,

1998). Therefore, parents and educators must help children
adjust to their different school experiences in various ways. 

Transition to primary school involves children moving to a
new setting and experiencing a change in their daily routine.
They must also learn how to be a student, which means
adapting to the routine and structure of the school day, and
developing a sense of responsibility to complete tasks and
duties (Margetts, 2002; Fabian & Dunlop, 2007). In the first year of
formal schooling, children are still adjusting to a new context
outside their home. Making new friends, learning to work in
teams and developing special interests and skills are some of
the challenges children have to experience (Margetts, 2002).
They must master the basic principles necessary for the rest
of school life. In this way, ‘the range of discontinuities and the
challenges they pose often require children to behave in new
and different ways and contribute to the complexity of the
transition to school’ (Margetts, 2002, p. 105). 

Teachers and other school staff know the typical challenges at
different points of the academic life of a child. Anticipating
stressors for parents and children can be a first step to reduce
any negative impact (Margetts, 2002; Ramey, S. L., & Ramey, C. T., 1994).
While the new school year represents a shift to a new setting
for some children, schools can provide smooth transitions by
scheduling visits and meetings with these children and new

teachers (Cassidy, 2005). By way of illustration, some countries
prepare children for the transition to their first year of primary
school with more specific ‘social and cognitive development
programmes, including exposure to literacy and numeracy
environments’ (OECD, 2006, p. 153). Such is the case in Finland,
Denmark and Sweden, where they have a special preparatory
year before children enter formal schooling (OECD, 2006).

In various countries, one way to facilitate transitions from one
level to another is articulating the curriculum to ensure continuity
(OECD, 2015). However, joint actions are not enough to ease
transitions. How children experience the different transitions
will depend on a number of individual and family factors, as
well as external factors that are related to the structure of the
service (Fabian & Dunlop, 2007). In this way, strategies should be
developed at all levels to support the child and family in the
transition to a new educational setting. 

When services for preschool and primary school are integrated
and coordinated, the chances of success in secondary school
is increased (Cassidy, 2005). Teaching practices should be
individualised and engage not only the child, but also the
family, preschools and primary schools before the first day of
school. It is therefore important to focus on the period of
transition to school, to better prepare children and schools. As
Peters (2003) discusses, transition practices are needed to
help families and schools to achieve a common understanding
of the right age to enter school and develop rational
expectations during the preschool year. 

TEACHER’S ROLES, RESPONSIBILITIES 
AND OPPORTUNITIES: A LOOK INTO THE 
IRISH CONTEXT
By joining school life, children experience various changes in
their lifestyle. New environments, new relationships and different
daily routines become part of their world. Cassidy (2005)

argues that one of the challenges for schools is to provide
children with the tools and knowledge necessary to
understand the complexities of the new school setting.
Moreover, Perry and Weinstein (1998) discuss the importance
of teacher and child interactions within the classroom and the
positive effects they can have on children’s motivation and
emotional acclimatisation in the new school environment.
Additionally, Dockett and Perry (2004) agree that successful
transitions to school depend on the collaboration and cooperation
among all stakeholders. In this way, preparing for school is a
long-term process that involves families, school administrators
and teachers. Furthermore, research shows that the transition
to primary school improves when a strong network of
stakeholders collaborates to share information, resources
and experiences with families and children (Cassidy, 2005). 

In Ireland, pedagogical orientations for transition to formal
schooling must be flexible and adjustable between the
different educational settings (NCCA, 2015). It is essential that
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preschool and primary school teachers consider aspects such
as the sociocultural characteristics of the children and their
family background. The role of the early years teacher, according
to Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
Education, is to facilitate a favourable atmosphere to support
children in their social world, their learning and development
(CECDE, 2006). However, although Síolta shows a strong
commitment to providing satisfactory transition experiences
for children between preschool and primary school little is
known about the transition process across school settings. 

As described above, children’s transitions to formal schooling
represent a significant stage in their young lives, marked with
different challenges and socio emotional changes (Perry &

Weinstein, 1998). Therefore, the role of both preschool and primary
school teachers is fundamental in order to assure a successful
transition. Although compulsory education in Ireland starts at
the age of six, and Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework, (NCCA, 2009) incorporates early childhood
education from birth to six years of age, children of four and
five years old are enrolled in junior and senior infant classes
in primary schools (Griffin et al., 2005).

In this way, although Aistear supports children’s development
through a play-based learning curriculum (NCCA, 2009), in practice,
many junior and senior infant classes are still far away from
achieving this goal, as there is a fragmentation between the
Aistear Framework and the Primary School Curriculum. This
is the consequence of a widespread misconception that the
sooner children begin to focus on reading, writing and math
content, the better. In this arena, the educational process is
reduced to a context in which learning to read and solve

elementary algebraic operations are the first priority. However,
although some children are exposed to early reading and
writing situations in preschool, their daily routines, class activities
and the length of the day differ greatly from the primary schools.

As a preschool teacher working in the sector, I have witnessed
the pressure that is put on primary school teachers as, when
children reach the first year of formal schooling, a long list of
requirements have to be met. Therefore, children’s adaptation
process is fragmented and cannot be appropriately executed.
It is, therefore, important to develop a sense of awareness in
parents and school principals, as they are the ones who often
place a high value on children’s academic achievements, and
there is some way to go yet to change this old educational paradigm.
However, as early childhood teachers we can develop awareness
of the issues surrounding transition from preschool to primary
school, and both preschool and primary school teachers can
create original responses and assume different responsibilities
within their roles. 

CONCLUSION
Despite the international awareness of the importance of early
childhood education and the global advocacy for providing
successful transitions for children from preschool to primary
school, continuity in the transition process is still unfulfilled in
many countries. However, acknowledgement of the issue is
the starting point for a change. While progress has been made
in some aspects in several countries, policy makers and stakeholders
involved in the process still have a long way to go in promoting
smooth transitions for children across school settings. 
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Managing the Behaviour of their Preschool Child 
Cuskelly, M., Morris, M., Gilmore, L., & Besley, T. (2015). Australasian
Journal of Early Childhood, 40(2), 99-106.

Getting the Balance Right: the Challenge of Balancing
Praise and Correction for Early School Years Children who
Exhibit Oppositional and Defiant Behaviour 
Fields, B. (2012). Australasian Journal of Early Childhood, 37(4), 4-28.

Cop On: What it is and Why Your Child Needs it to Survive
and Thrive in Today’s World
Noctor, C. (2015). Dublin: Gill and Macmillan. 

Helping with Behaviour: Establishing the Positive and
Addressing the Difficult in the Early Years 
Roffey, S. (2006). Oxford: Routledge.

Mary Sheridan’s from Birth to Five Years 
Sharma, A. (2014). London: Routledge.

EARLY YEARS INSPECTIONS
Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care:
Languages of Evaluation
Dahlberg, G. Moss, P. and Pence, A.R. (2013). London: Routledge, 2013.

Early Years Practice: Getting it Right from the Start
Hayes, N. (2013). Dublin: Gill & Macmillan.

Managing Early Years Settings: Supporting and Leading Teams
Robins, A. and Callan, S. London: SAGE.

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.

PARENTAL SUBSTANCE MISUSE
Parents who Misuse Drugs and Alcohol: Effective
Interventions in Social Work and Child Protection
Forrester, D. and Harwin, J. (2011) Chester: Wiley-Blackwell.

Hidden Realities. Children’s Exposure to Risks from
Parental Drinking in Ireland
Hope, Anne. (2011). Letterkenny: North West Alcohol Forum Ltd.
http://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/16250/1/NWAF_Realities_Report.pdf

Children of Substance-Abusing or Substance-Dependent Parents
Taylor, Ozietta D. (2011). Journal of Human Behavior in the Social
Environment, 21(7), 727-743.

LONE PARENTS & EMPLOYMENT
Indecon Report on Support for Childcare for Working Families
and Implications for Employment “Supporting Working
Families – Releasing a Brake on Economic Growth” 
Indecon International Economic Consultants (2013). Donegal County
Childcare Committee
http://www.donegalchildcare.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/
Supporting-Working-Families.pdf

Minimum Income; Childcare; and One Parent Families in
Ireland an Analysis and a Way Forward
One Family (2015).Dublin: One Family
https://onefamily.ie/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/One-Family-Working-
Paper_Minimum-Income-Childcare-and-One-Parent-Families-in-
Ireland_March-2015.pdf

CHILDCARE ARRANGEMENTS & WELL-BEING
Growing up in Recessionary Ireland
Byrne, Delma (2015). Washington: American Sociological Association.

Child Development: Theory and Practice 0-11
Doherty, J. and Hughes, M. (2009). Harlow: Pearson Longman

Child Health & Well-Being
Gaine, N. (2013). Dublin: Gill & Macmillan.

Child Well-Being and Type of Care: Potential Implications
Johnson, Tallese and Laughlin, L. (2009). Washington: American Sociological
Association. 

HEALTHY EATING
Child-care Nutrition Environments: Results from a Survey
of Policy and Practice in New Zealand Early Childhood
Education Services
Gerritsen, S., Wall, C. and Morton, S. (2015).
Public Health Nutrition: 19(9), 1531–1542
http://journals.cambridge.org/download.php?file=%2FPHN%2FPHN19_
09%2FS1368980015002955a.pdf&code=6f8c7c50fae778340efbe
7a12d05dd39

Food and Nutrition Guidelines for Pre-School Services
Health Promotion Unit. (2004).Dublin: Health Promotion Unit
http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Food-and-Nutrition-
Guidelines-for-Pre-School-Services.pdf

Feeding your Baby: Introducing Family Meals.
Health Service Executive. (2015).Health Service Executive.
https://www.healthpromotion.ie/hp-files/docs/HPM00971.pdf

Nutrition Matters for the Early Years: Guidance for Feeding
Under-Fives in the Childcare Setting
Public Health Agency. (2014).Belfast: Public Health Agency
http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/Nutrition_Matters_for_the_ear
ly_years_11_2014.pdf

Developing a Nutrition Assessment Tool for Irish Pre-Schools.
Johnston Molloy, C., Corish, C., Kearney, J., Hayes, N. & Glennon Slattery, C. (2011). 
Nutrition & Food Science 41, 44-53.
http://arrow.dit.ie/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1068&context=scschbioart

National Pre-School Nutrition Survey. Summary Report on:
Food and Nutrient Intakes, Physical Measurements and
Barriers to Healthy Eating
Walton, J. (2012). Irish Universities Nutrition Alliance.
http://www.iuna.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Summary_Report_National_
PreSchool_Nutrition_Survey_June_2012.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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