
Welcome to this issue of
ChildLinks, which focuses on
recent developments in Early

Childhood Care and Education (ECCE).
Writing this editorial in the week after
the December Budget, it has to be
acknowledged that while funding for
childcare has been left relatively
unscathed, parents are having to cope
with a 10% cut in Child Benefit and
poorer parents are also having to cope
with a 4% cut in social welfare payments.

There has also been a cut of €2.5
million to the Community Childcare
Subvention Scheme.

However, even in the context of recession
and budget cuts, there are developments
happening in the Early Childhood Care
and Education sector that are to be
welcomed. In this edition of ChildLinks
we have the latest information on
Aistear and the Workforce Development
Plan. We have an analysis of key issues
facing the ECCE sector and an outline
of priorities from Start Strong, the new
advocacy agency for ECCE, which is
supported by Barnardos and many of
the key local and national organisations
involved in ECCE.

The implementation of Síolta and the
learning from the experience of working
with early years providers in Ballymun is
shared in an article by Barnardos’ Early
Years Quality Co-ordinator in Ballymun.

The impact of the recession in the UK
on the implementation of the
Governments’s 10 year strategy ‘Choice
for parents, the best start for children’ is
explored from the perspective of the
Daycare Trust.

In an Irish context, Síolta and Aistear
provide quality frameworks that everybody
concerned with the best interests of
children will support. The key challenge
remains the lack of sufficient investment
to enable service providers to make
these quality frameworks a reality. As
the report of the National Competitiveness
Council concluded earlier in 2009,
international evidence indicates that
Ireland is under-investing in services for
younger children and given the effects
of quality care and education on
educational attainment and productivity
in the economy, the case for targeting
expenditure where returns are greatest
remains strong.
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Start Strong was established in 2004 as the Irish Childcare
Policy Network (ICPN), which brought together people and
organisations concerned with childcare and early learning in
Ireland. The aim was to influence and advocate for policy
development and appropriate investment in children’s early
care and education. In 2008, ICPN was awarded a grant
from Atlantic Philanthropies to progress this work, which will
result later in 2009 in the formal launch of Start Strong. Start
Strong has a vision of Ireland where all children are valued
and supported through quality early care and education. 

We all want our children to thrive, to be happy, and to develop
to their full potential. Children’s early years are a wonderful
opportunity. High quality care and education in their early
years allows children to start strong, giving them solid foundations
upon which they can build their lives. If we do not give young
children the care, support and opportunities they need, we
are wasting the chance to lay those solid foundations. Children
do not have a second chance – there is only one childhood.

The reason why we need early care and education is very
simple: because it matters. There are three key reasons
why it matters:

1 For children. The early years are crucial for children’s
development, and there is now a large body of evidence

that demonstrates the beneficial effect of quality early care
and education.

2. For a more prosperous society. The care and education
of our young children is an investment in human capital
and generates substantial returns for society as a whole.
While public investment at all levels of education is valuable,
the returns from investing in our young children are highest.

3. For a more equitable society. Early care and education
can have a significant impact in helping to break the inter-
generational cycle of social exclusion, reduce child poverty,
and strengthen equality between men and women.

Care and Education – Hand-in-Hand
When Start Strong uses the term early care and education,
we mean just that: care and education in the early years,
for children aged 0 to 6. For young children, care and
education should be inseparable. From the very start,
children’s care should be attentive to their capacity for
learning and development, while their early education
should be based on play and should include a strong focus
on social skills and emotional development. Children’s
need for nurture, caring relationships and learning-through-
play extends well beyond their early years.
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Ciairín de Buis outlines the key priorities of Start
Strong (formerly the Irish Childcare Policy
Network) and highlights the upcoming launch of
the organisation and the anticipated ‘Children
2020’ campaign.
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‘Ireland’s early childhood 
care and development
infrastructure is still 
comparatively underdeveloped
and is one area of critical
importance for the future 
of our children, our 
society and our economy’

Young children develop, learn and are nurtured in many
places: in their own homes – with their parents and families – in
the homes of their grandparents, other relatives and childminders,
and in services such as crèches, playgroups and naíonraí. As
the proverb states, it takes a village to raise a child. 

Early care and education is not limited to any one setting or
particular times of the day. Rather, it is an intricate web of people
and places. Very often children’s lives are as equally complex as
their parents, with a range of people involved across a number
of settings throughout any day. This complexity needs to be
recognised by those of us working in the area, whether we
are seeking to promote informed policy development, engaging
in research, providing services or are parents seeking to
weave our way through the web of our children’s early lives.

The importance of early care and education was recognised
in a recent National Economic and Social Council (NESC)
report where they stated ‘Ireland’s early childhood care and
development infrastructure is still comparatively underdeveloped
and is one area of critical importance for the future of our
children, our society and our economy’1. Recently there has
been political recognition of the importance and impact of
early care and education, most recently demonstrated with
the introduction of the free pre-school year. Nevertheless,
Ireland is starting from an overall low base in this regard. To
put Ireland in context, in 2008 UNICEF published a ‘league
table’ of 25 OECD countries, comparing their performance
in meeting 10 ‘minimum standards’ for early care and
education2. Ireland came bottom of the league. This is despite
international recognition of the importance and impact of
early care and education, and UNICEF itself declaring that
all countries should have a national strategy to ensure that the
‘benefits of early childhood education and care are fully
available, especially to disadvantaged children’ 3. 

In order to move towards ensuring that we are living in an
Ireland where every child is valued and supported through
quality early care and education, Start Strong has established
a number of strategic priorities, the key one being to
campaign for a national plan which will secure the policies,
supports and investment required to ensure a comprehensive
and sustainable system of early care and education in Ireland:
‘Children 2020’. Now, more than ever, the government
needs to prioritise early care and education. The financial
crisis means that the government must prioritise the most
crucial areas, and early care and education is crucial from
both a social and fiscal perspective. The National
Competitiveness Council earlier this year observed that
‘[i]nternational evidence suggests that Ireland is under-
investing in services for younger children’. Referring to the
effects of quality care and education on educational attainment
and productivity in the economy, the National Competitiveness
Council argued that: ‘While this is a time of considerable
difficulty in the public finances, the case for targeting
expenditure where returns are greatest remains strong’.4

NESC recently published a report mapping a route out of
Ireland’s current crisis5. According to NESC, finding a way
out of this crisis involves a certain amount of ‘retrenchment’
combined with major reform in a number of areas. Early care
and education must be one of those policy areas. In another
report, early childhood care and education is specified as a
policy priority by NESC ‘as it impacts on the well-being of
children and their families and communities in both the short-
term and the long-term. It is also a good long-term investment
for the state and a sound basis for the move towards a
knowledge-based economy’ 6. A sustainable national
recovery will not happen without comprehensive early care
and education policies and supports in place, and in order to
ensure that those policies and supports are cohesive and
effective we must implement them in a planned strategic way.

We believe that any national strategy or plan should have the
rights and needs of children at the centre. While there are
many grounds for strengthening early childhood care and
education (including social inclusion, gender equality and
economic growth), the starting point needs to be the interests
of the child. A national plan will then drive policy change and
should encompass the principles of affordability and
accessibility for all families with universal provision and
additional supports when needed. The plan should strive
towards generating a work/life balance which meets the
needs of children.
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A NATIONAL PLAN FOR EARLY CHILDHOOD
If by 2020 we are to have a comprehensive and sustainable
system of early care and education that meets the needs and
rights of all our children, we need a national plan that is grounded
in evidence of what is best for children and that reaches the
highest international standards. Start Strong believes the
following priorities should be central to Children 2020:

1. Children at the centre
Quality care and education in early childhood brings substantial
benefits for children’s well-being, development and life chances. 

The rights and needs of the child should be at the
centre of a national plan. The starting point for the plan
should be the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child, which states that: ‘In all actions concerning
children ... the best interests of the child shall be a
primary consideration’ (Article 3.1).

2. Supports for families
Families are at the centre of young children’s care and
education, and the home learning environment is one of the
most important factors in determining children’s development.
Services and supports for families can be particularly
effective where provision is joined up through integrated
centres in local communities.

Children 2020 should include the further development
of a range of integrated supports for families.

3. Paid parental leave
The full-time care of a loving adult during a child’s first year
can bring many positive outcomes for children, including better
health and stronger emotional and cognitive development.

Paid parental leave should be extended and paid, so
that a parent can afford to remain at home until a child
is at least one year old. A national plan should also aim
to support fathers to play a larger role in the parenting
of young children, e.g. through paid paternity leave or
the option of splitting paid leave between parents.

4. Work / life balance – to meet children’s needs
Every family faces different challenges in work / life balance:
long hours of work and commuting, working hours that do not
match the opening hours of care and education services, or
the need to move young children from place to place during
the course of the day. 

Children 2020 should include measures to enhance
family-friendly arrangements in the workplace and to
increase flexibility in care and education services for
young children, so that families are better able to meet
children’s needs.

5. Affordability and accessibility for all families
Sixty per cent of households in Ireland state that they do not
‘have access to high quality, affordable childcare’7 in their
community. Costs in Ireland are among the highest of all EU
and OECD countries. 

Services must be affordable and accessible if we are
to make sure that the benefits of high quality care and
education are available for all young children, and if we
are to reduce child poverty through lowering the barrier
to employment for parents who choose to seek work.

6. High quality 
Care and education in early childhood can have very
beneficial effects on children’s development, but only where
the care and education is of sufficient quality. There is no
second chance for young children if their care and education
is not of high quality.

Raising quality standards in early care and education
services and supports needs to be a central aim of 
the plan.

7. A graduate-led, professional workforce
Quality in early care and education services depends on
having highly skilled and trained staff, with low staff turnover,
and a high ratio of staff to children.

Children 2020 should aim to develop a graduate-led,
professional workforce. All those working in care and
education services for young children should have
professional qualifications, with salaries appropriate
to professional workers and career development
opportunities.

8. Childminding as part of the plan
Childminding offers stable, on-going care from one person,
which is important for younger children. Though childminding
is one of the most common forms of paid care for pre-school
children and the most common form for primary school children,
it is the least regulated and least supported type of service. 

A national plan for early childhood should support all paid
childminders to offer a quality, regulated service that
combines the care of young children with early learning.

9. Universal services, with additional support 
where needed

All young children benefit from quality care and education. Some
children need additional support in the form of extra services,
more intensive supports, or reduced fees for families with
lower incomes.

Children 2020 should aim to make quality care and
education services available for all young children, 
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with additional supports for children who experience
disadvantage.

10. Increased investment as part of a strategy for 
national recovery

Investment at all levels of education is essential for human
capital, but the returns to investment are highest in the early
years. Although the current state of the public finances is a
major constraint on public spending, investment in young
children is particularly important during a recession, as it lays 
the foundations for a strong economy in the future. 

Over the course of the 10-year plan, the Government
should substantially increase investment in young
children as part of a strategy for national recovery. In
the short term, existing expenditure should be protected.

A POLICY PRIORITY IN THE RECESSION
The provision of a more comprehensive system of early
childhood care and education should remain a priority as it
impacts on the well-being of children and their families and
communities in both the short-term and the long-term. It is
also a good long-term investment for the state and a sound
basis for the move towards a knowledge-based economy.8

As the first step in our campaign towards achieving such a
plan, Start Strong will be launched in late 2009. We hope
that the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs will officially
launch Start Strong, at which we will be launching our website
(www.startstrong.ie) as well as publishing a number of key
documents outlining the importance of early care and
education, the economic benefits of investing in our young
children and why Ireland needs a national plan. 

We hope that by 2020, children and Ireland as a whole will
be reaping the benefits of that national plan.
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SÍOLTA WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF CURRENT
NATIONAL INITIATIVES
At least 60,000 families in Ireland use paid early childhood
care and education services. Historically within Ireland there
has been a diversity of early year’s service provision which
families have accessed including crèches, nurseries, playgroups,
childminders and pre-schools with a variety of approaches
such as Steiner, High/Scope and Steiner schools in operation
in a range of community, voluntary and private settings.

The Early Years Education Policy Unit (EYEPU), which is co-located
between the Department of Education and Science and the
Office for the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, identifies
three pillars of support in developing quality early years services:

The need for qualified adults to be working with children
Aistear – the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework
Síolta – The National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education

Each of these has an individual and significant role to play
and the combination of these three pillars will support settings
to deliver high quality Early Years Services. 

A requirement of the new universal pre-school year scheme
(ECCE Scheme) is that participating services adhere to the
principles of Síolta. Síolta is also named as a tool to support
services in meeting section 5 of the 2006 Pre-School
Regulations which states:

‘a person carrying on a pre-school service shall ensure
that each child’s learning, development and well-being is
facilitated within the daily life of the service through the
provision of the appropriate opportunities, experiences,
activities, interaction, materials and equipment, having
regard to the age and stage of development of the child
and the child’s cultural context.1’

SÍOLTA

JOANNE WATERS Síolta Early Years Quality
Coordinator, Barnardos and youngballymun
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Joanne Waters, a Síolta Early Years
Quality Coordinator, is employed by
Barnardos as part of the work of
youngballymun. 

The mission of youngballymun is to
deliver measurably improved well-
being and learning outcomes for
children and young people in
Ballymun, and to inform national
and international practice and policy.
Strand 1 of the 3, 4, 5 learning years
programme works with early childhood
development and education services
in the Ballymun area to enhance
quality service provision through
supported engagement with and
implementation of Síolta – the
National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education.
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DEVELOPMENT BACKGROUND OF SÍOLTA
Síolta represents the edited work of a wide range of stakeholders
in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) sector in
Ireland and extensive consultation with the sector played a
key role in its development.

The publication of Síolta contributes significantly to the
realisation of the central objective of the White Paper on
Early Childhood Education, Ready to Learn, published by the
Department of Education and Science (DES):

“The objective of this White Paper is to facilitate the
development of a high quality system of early childhood
education. Achieving this objective requires progress
across a wide spectrum of areas, including curriculum,
training and qualifications and the quality and quantity of
inputs (staff, equipment and materials).2

Síolta was developed by the CECDE (Centre for Early
Childhood Development and Education), which was established
by the Department of Education and Science in 2002. The
CECDE was closed in November 2008 and its duties were
transferred to the Early Years Education Policy Unit (EYEPU)
who has responsibility for the national roll out of Síolta.

An Irish Quality framework was needed for a number of
reasons:

To reflect the unique cultural, social and environmental
context in Ireland.
To recognise and reinforce quality practice.
To provide a coordinating framework for all aspects of
early childhood provision in Ireland.
To support the development of professionalism in all
aspects of practice.
To ensure the experience of Early Childhood Care and
Education provision will be of high quality for parents,
practitioners and children.

WHAT IS SÍOLTA?
Síolta is the Irish word for ‘seeds’.  The symbol of seeds is
used to capture the concept of this framework as a
developmental tool to support services on a journey towards
achieving their potential in terms of quality provision. The
framework defines a number of quality standards for
services, supports services to identify their strengths and
areas for improvement in relation to these standards, and
supports them to achieve standards of quality.

Síolta is a set of national standards for Early Childhood
Education involving a quality assurance programme (QAP)
that is intended to provide support and guidance for all those
working with, and on behalf, of children. The framework is
applicable to different types of childcare services working
with children from 0-6 years. It is a unifying Framework for
the diverse range of Early Year’s provision in Ireland and
different manuals are available for different types of settings:

Full and Part-time Daycare 
Sessional Services 
Infant Classes 
Childminding 

It is intended that Síolta can add value at many levels in
practice situations. For example as:

A support for individual professional practice and
development 
A focus for team work and team development 
A tool for management, strategic planning and policy
development 

HOW SÍOLTA IS STRUCTURED?
The 12 Principles of Quality are the foundation upon which
the framework is built and are a benchmark for all quality
practice and service provision in Early Education. An example
of one of the principles of quality would be that “Play is 

Principles

StandardStandard

Component

Signposts for Reflection Signposts for Reflection Signposts for Reflection Signposts for Reflection

Component Component Component Component

Standard

The diagram below illustrates how the framework is structured.
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central to the well-being, development and learning of the
young child”.

Síolta comprises of 16 standards, which cover the areas of
practice services will address and aim to translate into
practice. The 16 standards are as follows:

Standard Standard 
Number Title

1. Rights of the Child

2. Environments

3. Parents & families

4. Consultation

5. Interactions

6. Play

7. Curriculum

8. Planning & Evaluation

9. Health & Welfare

10. Organisation

11. Professional Practice

12. Communication

13. Transitions

14. Identity & Belonging

15. Legislation & Regulation

16. Community Involvement

Each standard is broken down into a number of components
which provide quality indicators for practitioners in implementing
Síolta. These Components relate directly to the Standards and
aim to break them down into more focused and specific parts.
There are 75 components spread across 16 standards.

Each component is supported by a number of ‘Signposts for
Reflection’ which act as self-reflection guidelines for practitioners.
They are accompanied by ‘Think About’ lists which offer
examples or prompts for practitioners. 

SÍOLTA IMPLEMENTATION IN BALLYMUN
Early Years Services in Ballymun are among the first nationally
to implement Síolta. youngballymun is one of three projects
established through the Prevention and Early Intervention
Programme (PEIP), jointly supported and resourced by the
Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs and the
Atlantic Philanthropies. 

Both of the other PEIP sites have also employed a Síolta
coordinator and the implementation of the Síolta Quality Assurance
Process is currently being piloted across these three sites.

Currently 11 services in Ballymun are engaging with Síolta
at different levels and these levels are as follows:

Four groups, including a full day care service, a group of
childminders, a group of three community playgroups and the
board of management of a new full day care community
service, are engaged at Level One – awareness raising. The
coordinator has engaged with these groups on an individual
basis and work so far has included general awareness raising
workshops, meetings and presentations on Síolta and
different levels of engagement including the Quality
Assurance process (QAP). 

Level Two – implementing one or more Síolta standards –
enables services who are not ready to or able to enter the full
QAP an opportunity to explore and/or implement one or
more standards at a time and pace which suits them. There is
one setting in Ballymun engaged at this level. They are
currently assessing their practice in relation to standard 1
‘Rights of the child’ and will be supported by the coordinator
to develop an action plan and work towards implementation
of this standard, repeating the process with other standards.
In this instance, engagement is taking place on an individual
basis with one service but services who are implementing
one or more standard may also work on a clustered basis,
with services coming together for elements of the process.

Engagement at Level One or Two does not mean a service
will not decide to enter the full QAP at a later date but
validation is only possible for services that enter the full QAP.
Our decision to support settings to engage with Síolta at
different levels is to promote accessibility for all services to
engage with Síolta.

Level Three is the Síolta Quality Assurance process (QAP)
where settings must have been assigned a coordinator to
support their participation in this. Six services in Ballymun are
engaged in the Síolta QAP including full day care services, a
naoinra, part time/sessional services and a HSE setting.



9

ChildLinks

It is envisaged that the Quality Assurance Process will take
from 18–24 months and potentially longer for some settings 
and as a pilot process new learning is continually being
gained and feedback to the EYEPU.

SIOLTA QUALITY ASSURANCE PROCESS
The Síolta QAP comprises of 12 steps over three stages.

Stage A, the Introductory stage, comprises of five steps.
Actions during this stage may include introduction of the
coordinator to the setting, meetings/presentations and
workshops with the manager, team and other relevant personnel
such as the Board of Management. These meetings focus on
raising awareness of Síolta and exactly what the QAP involves
before the setting decides whether to proceed or not. In my
experience, time spent on this part of the process is extremely
important so the service is fully aware of what is involved and
can make an informed decision on whether or not to proceed.
It is important to include the whole team in the process from
the very earliest phase as the process will be more effective if
the whole staff team are aware and supportive of the process
from the beginning. Stage A also involves the service receiving
appropriate tools such as the relevant user manual and formally
marking their commitment to the QAP by completing
registration form. 

The time span of this stage of the process very much depends
on individual circumstances such as the availability of services
to meet with the coordinator, the ability to get as many staff
as possible to attend initial presentations and resources
available to the setting. During this stage settings have an
opportunity to use the Síolta materials, become familiar with
terminology used, begin to build a relationship with the
coordinator and can identify challenges/issues and supports
/resources which will support them within the process. When
a service decides to proceed with the QAP they receive a
Síolta Implementation Toolkit which contains information and
resources to support their participation in the process.

The final phase of Stage A involves preparation for Stage B
and Step 6, Baseline assessment, which involves services
becoming familiar with the self assessment tool and developing
a time line/assigning time for completion of Step 6.

The second stage of the QAP, Stage B is Self Evaluation
and Action Planning (Steps 6 & 7). Step 6 involves the
service completing a self assessment of their service in
relation to each of the 75 components of practice and
identifying evidence they may have to support their
assessment. It is more effective if this process is as inclusive
of as many staff members as possible in order to gain as wide
as possible a perspective of practice within the setting. 

The coordinator will continue to support the service during
this process based on their individual needs, for example
breaking down the baseline assessment into sections for
each standard and provision of on-site support to individuals
and groups. This process will support development of
reflective skills for individuals.

The baseline assessment is typed up and will form the basis
of the final assessment that services will complete when they
are submitting their portfolio for validation. Each component
is then assigned a level from 1–4 and the information
gathered is used to formulate action plans (Step 7) for the
service across each of the standards. Step 7 focuses on
reflecting on the baseline assessment and developing action
plans for each of the standards which will aim to develop the
level of quality in relation to each standard.

Stage C of the QAP, entitled Developmental Work and
Portfolio Building, is the longest phase of the process and
involves services implementing the action plans that they
have developed. Each service will have a unique action plan
to capture their services needs and the developmental work
will be reflective of this. Throughout this stage the service will
be continually building a portfolio of evidence which will be
submitted for validation in the final stage of the process.
Developmental work will be varied and individualised for
each service and can include such actions as developing
policies and procedures, adapting the environment, attending
training and time spent as a team reflecting on and developing
practice. Developmental work will be participative and focus
on active learning and transferring new knowledge and skills
into practice. When the coordinator and service is satisfied
with their portfolio, they will submit this for validation which is
the final stage of the process. If a service receives validation
this will be for a specific period of time requiring re-
submission of an updated portfolio after the validation period
has expired. 



Six services in Ballymun are engaged in the full QAP since
March/April 09 with five of the six services nearing the end
of Step 6 and one service on Step 5. Of the five services that
are at Step 6, three of those services are in the last phase of
this process either inputting their baseline assessments or
assigning levels. The other two services are nearing completion
of their service baseline assessment.

THE ROLE OF THE COORDINATOR
The role of the coordinator includes:

Increasing understanding of and confidence with Síolta
Providing individualised mentoring advice and support to
services
Supporting services to engage with Síolta at a range of
level which is appropriate to their needs and/or resources
Supporting services through the full quality assurance
process on an individualised way
Sourcing and delivering training/information/resources to
support services to implement their action plans.
Establishing support networks for services
Supporting and encouraging reflective practice and 
other skills

To date, feedback from service providers has indicated that
the role of the coordinator has been crucial in terms of them
engaging with the QAP. 

Some challenges have arisen so far in the pilot programme.
A significant challenge for a number of services has been

lack of resources or capacity within their services, which has
impacted on ability to engage with the process. In Ballymun
there are resources available to address some of these
challenges but this will be an issue for other services in terms
of the national roll out of the QAP. 

However, it is important to remember that implementation of
the QAP and the role of the coordinator are recent initiatives
and there is likely to be extensive learning from all three pilot
sites. The ongoing relationship with the EYEPU is extremely
important in terms of transferring the learning from the pilot
sites. Meetings take place regularly with the three sites and
the EYEPU to ensure programme fidelity, monitor themes
across the three sites and to explore the arising issues and
how these may be managed.

Despite the challenges that have arisen for services, the level
of openness and commitment that services in Ballymun have
demonstrated in striving towards the achievement of the
Síolta Standards is inspiring and indicative of the real need
and desire of early years settings to engage with Síolta in
order to provide children and families with the highest level of
quality experience that they can.
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For more information you can contact Joanne
Waters by email: joanne@youngballymun.org or
by phone at 01 8832103
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WHAT IS AISTEAR AND WHO IS IT FOR?
Aistear is the new and indeed first curriculum framework
for all children from birth to six years in Ireland. Aistear is
the Irish word for journey and was chosen as the title for the
Framework because early childhood marks the beginning of
children’s lifelong learning journeys. Aistear sets out broad
goals for children’s learning and development. Guided by
these goals, the Framework gives practical information, ideas
and suggestions to help you provide experiences that are fun,
exciting, motivating, and challenging for children. 

As Aistear is for all children from birth to six years, it can be
used by parents and by practitioners in the range of early
childhood settings in Ireland:

children’s own homes 
childminding settings
sessional services 
full and part-time daycare settings
infant classes in primary schools. 

We’ve heard lots about it 
in recent months, and now 
it’s here… 

Aistear: The Early 
Childhood Curriculum
Framework is published 
on the National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment’s
(NCCA) website at
www.ncca.ie/earlylearning 

Aistear is also available 
on CD-ROM. Check out 
the website for details of 
how and where you can 
get a copy. 

Aistear
the early childhood

curriculum framework
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TAKING A LOOK INSIDE AISTEAR

Aistear has four elements:
Principles and Themes describes children’s learning and
development.
Guidelines for Good Practice focuses on partnerships
with parents, interactions, play, and assessment. 
User Guide gives practical information about using Aistear.
Key Messages summarises important points from
research used in developing Aistear. 

PRINCIPLES 
Aistear is based on 12 early childhood principles. These link
very closely with the principles underlying Síolta, The National
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education (2006)
and with those underpinning the Primary School Curriculum
(1999). Aistear’s principles are presented in three groups as
outlined in Table 1.

Table 1: Aistear’s Principles

Children’s Connections Learning &
lives in early with others developing
childhood

The child’s Relationships Holistic learning  
uniqueness Parents, family & development
Equality & & community Active learning
diversity The adult’s role Play & hands-on 
Children as experiences
citizens Relevant & 

meaningful
experiences
Communication 
& language
The learning 
environment

Each principle has a short statement of theory. This is followed
by an explanation from the child’s perspective of what the
adult needs to do to use the principle in his/her work. See the
example below.

PRINCIPLE: RELATIONSHIPS

Relationships
Children have a fundamental need to be with other people.
They learn and develop through loving and nurturing relationships
with adults and other children, and the quality of these
interactions impacts on their learning and development.

Show me respect and love when you talk to me; play with
me and care for me.

My early interactions with people lay the foundations for 
my relationships with others later in my life. Help me to
make strong attachments and give me time and space to
be with familiar, loving adults and with other children.
I enjoy being with adults and other children. Give me
opportunities to play with them and to take part in activities
with them. Help me to interact with them, to have fun, to
share, to take turns, and to handle conflict.

THEMES
Themes are another important part of Aistear. Instead of
using developmental domains or subjects Aistear describes
children’s learning and development through four interconnected
themes. These are colour-coded as follows:

Well-being (purple)
Identity and Belonging (red)
Communicating (yellow)
Exploring and Thinking (green)

Table 2 briefly explains what the themes are about.

Table 2: Aistear’s themes 

Well-being Identity & Communicating Exploring 
Belonging & Thinking

This theme
is about
children
being
confident,
happy and
healthy.

This theme
is about
children
developing
a positive
sense of
who they
are, and
feeling that
they are
valued and
respected
as part of a
family and
community.

This theme 
is about
children
sharing their
experiences,
thoughts,
ideas, and
feelings 
with others 
with growing
confidence &
competence
in a variety of
ways and for
a variety of
purposes.

This theme is
about children
making sense
of the things,
places and
people in 
their world by
interacting with
others, playing,
investigating,
questioning,
and forming,
testing and
refining ideas.
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Each theme has aims and broad learning goals (See Figure 1).
These describe important dispositions, skills, attitudes and values,
knowledge and understanding for early childhood. Each theme
also offers ideas and suggestions for the types of experiences
you might provide for children to help them learn and develop.
These are called sample learning opportunities. You can
adapt these to meet the needs of the children you work with. 

GUIDELINES FOR GOOD PRACTICE
Aistear’s four sets of guidelines offer support to practitioners
and also to parents in using the Framework’s principles and
themes when working with children. 

Building partnerships between parents and practitioners
explains why partnership is important and shows what
partnership can look like in different situations.
Learning and developing through interactions describes
good interactions and outlines a range of strategies that
can be used to support children as they learn and develop. 
Learning and developing through play looks at the
different types of play and shows how the adult can use
these to extend and enrich children’s learning and
development. 
Supporting learning and development through
assessment describes what assessment is and explains a
number of ways in which assessment can be used to help
children make progress. 

Each set of guidelines contains lots of examples of Aistear-in-
action in different types of settings for three overlapping age
groups of children: 

Babies – birth to 18 months 
Toddlers –12 to 36 months 
Young children – 2 ½ to 6 years 

These examples, called learning experiences, are detailed
accounts of children learning through particular activities or
events with other children and adults using various objects,
play props and materials. The learning experiences describe
what children say, do and make during the activities and show
the adult’s important role in supporting and extending
learning and development. You can search these learning
experiences online at www.ncca.ie/earlylearning and on the
Aistear CD according to 

The age group of children you work with 
The type of setting you work in 
The Aistear theme you want to work on. 

Thinking about my practice questions are included in each
set of guidelines to help you think about ways in which you
might develop your work with children. Like the four themes,
each learning experience is colour coded to show the
particular theme it supports. The age group of the children
involved and the setting in which the learning experience is
based are also indicated. These learning experiences are a
very important way of including children in Aistear and are
based on their day-to-day experiences in a range of early
childhood settings in Ireland. Many of the learning experiences
include comments and/or short conversations between adults
and children and between children and children. Aistear uses
two distinct fonts in jade green to highlight these contributions
by the children and adults. Two examples of learning experiences
are outlined below. Learning experience 9 is taken from the
guidelines on building partnership between parents and
practitioners and Learning experience 20 is taken from the
guidelines on interactions.

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 9: It’s never too late

Theme: Communicating, Aim 3 and Learning goal 2
Age group: Young children 
Setting: Home and sessional service (pre-school)

When Sonia was young she missed a lot of school. As a
result, she had difficulties reading and she found it hard to
work with written information. When her children’s pre-
school sent notes home she had to ask her sister to read
them for her. Over time she got to know Maggie, another
parent. Maggie persuaded Sonia to go along with her to
the classes in the parents’ room. There was a crèche in an
adjoining room where Sonia’s toddler could stay. Sonia
and Maggie chose a craft course for beginners. Sonia’s 

Figure 1
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four-year-old Evan was delighted to see her coming into his
pre-school. Sonia enjoyed the course and felt more
confident about talking to Evan’s practitioner. Next, she
attended a parenting course and felt that she was able to
contribute a lot to it from her own experience. The teacher
who organised the courses encouraged her to enrol in an 
adult literacy class. Sonia is making good progress. She
especially enjoys reading to her children and looks forward
to notes coming home, which she can now read herself.

Reflection: What can my colleagues and I do in our setting
to help parents in their role as their children’s educators? 

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 20: I did it, I stood up! 

Theme: Exploring and Thinking, Aim 4 
and Learning goal 4
Age group: Babies
Setting: Home, full and part-time day care (crèche)

Baby Daniel (10 months) is learning to pull himself up to a
standing position. Monica, his Key Worker, is watching
closely nearby. Daniel has tried several times to pull
himself up by holding on to a roll-along toy but as soon as
he grabs it the toy tends to move and Daniel slides back
down on the floor. He is starting to get frustrated. Monica
describes what Daniel is doing, You are trying to stand up
on your own, aren’t you? She encourages him to persevere
by smiling at him and telling him how well he is doing. I
think we could stop these wheels moving, she suggests as
Daniel falls again. She encourages him to try once more
by showing him that the toy will not roll because it is now
locked. Daniel grabs onto the toy again and slowly pulls
himself up. He screeches with delight at Monica once he
stands upright. Monica affirms his achievement by clapping
her hands and describing what he has done and calling to
her colleague to come and see. Her close proximity and
keen interest act both as physical and emotional supports.
She takes a photograph later in the day of him standing
which she shows to him and uses to again describe his
great achievement. She also shows it to his dad when he is
collecting him that evening. Daniel’s mam stops to look at
it in the morning when she drops him off, and talks to him
about what he did. They exchange smiles.

Reflection: How can I encourage children to persevere
with difficult tasks? 

DOES AISTEAR CONNECT WITH OTHER EARLY
CHILDHOOD DEVELOPMENTS IN IRELAND?
Aistear supports many other developments in the early
childhood sector such as Síolta, The National Quality
Framework for Early Childhood Education, the Revised Child
Care (Pre-School) Regulations and the Primary School
Curriculum (See Figure 2). Aistear will also be a useful resource
for practitioners providing places through the Pre-School
Year in Early Childhood Care and Education, which offers a
free pre-school place for children in the year before they
attend primary school. 

Figure 2

Aistear’s User Guide gives lots of practical information,
including sample plans, on how you might begin to use the
Framework in your work with children. The guide also
answers some frequently asked questions like, What’s the
difference between Aistear and Síolta? How can I use Aistear
and Síolta together in my work? Can I use Aistear alongside
my present curriculum? 
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SUPPORTING AISTEAR
Aistear’s toolkit
To help you begin to use Aistear, the NCCA is developing a
toolkit which you can find at www.ncca.ie/earlylearning. The
toolkit is a work in progress and at present includes:

A slide presentation with audio called An Introduction to
Aistear. This presentation provides practical information 
on what Aistear is, who it is for, what it contains and how
it links to other developments in the sector.

Two audits, one on Aistear and Síolta, The National
Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education and
the other on Aistear and the Primary School Curriculum.
These audits outline the similarities and differences
between the Frameworks and the curriculum.

Over time, a number of other resources will be added to the
toolkit including:

Planning tools
Slides/presentations with notes
Leaflets
Podcasts on aspects of Aistear

NEXT STEPS 
Next year, the NCCA hopes to begin working with practitioners,
children and parents to gather examples of Aistear-in-action
across a variety of settings. These examples might include
short video clips, photographs, samples of children's work,
and conversations with adults and other children. Work of this
type would enable the NCCA to gather examples of Aistear
being used in settings and to share these with all settings
through the NCCA website. 

CONCLUSION
The publication of Aistear marks a very significant milestone
in early childhood care and education in Ireland. It is the
outcome of a partnership between the NCCA and the early
years sector which has resulted in a curriculum framework
based on research and reflecting the day-to-day experiences
of children, parents and practitioners in Ireland. 

As Aistear can be used across the range of early childhood
settings in Ireland it can help provide greater continuity and
progression as children move between home and out-of-
home settings including infant classes in the primary school.
The journey has begun. Who knows what adventures Aistear
will take our youngest citizens on... 

Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) (2006)
Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood Education,
Dublin: CECDE.
Department of Education and Science (1999) Primary School Curriculum,
Dublin: the Stationery Office. 
Department of Health and Children (2006) Revised Child Care (Pre-
School) Regulations (No 2). Dublin: The Stationery Office. 
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2009) Aistear:
the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, Dublin: NCCA,
www.ncca.ie/earlylearning.

Don’t forget to visit the NCCA website at
www.ncca.ie/earlylearning to see Aistear for
yourself. If you would like additional information
please email earlylearning@ncca.ie. 
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INTRODUCTION
Over the last decade UK Government policy has increased
access to early childhood education and care for two reasons.
Firstly, to enable parents to return to work, maximising their
family income and enabling women to balance a career with
having a family; and second, to provide children with a quality
early years experience to give them a head-start in life before
they start school, redressing the effects of social and
economic deprivation on children’s life chances. 

With childcare performing such an instrumental role for
families and the economy as a whole, it is crucial that policy
makers and childcare providers assess whether the childcare
market is resilient enough to survive a recession intact. There
is a danger that the investment in childcare places made by
the UK Government could be lost if childcare providers in the

private, voluntary and independent sector (PVI) fail due to
falling occupancy, entailing a financial loss to Government
and a loss to the millions of parents who use childcare, which
would then need re-investment once the economy recovered.

Is accessible, affordable high quality childcare really under
threat? This briefing paper examines the current pressure
points in the childcare market, looks at what different voices
in the sector are saying and identifies possible issues
providers and parents may face in the future, suggesting
practical policy solutions to build resilience and sustainability
in the market.

THE CHILDCARE MARKET
The obvious threat to childcare providers is that when parents
lose their jobs they will remove their children from their
childcare setting, because they feel they can no longer afford 

Childcare and
the Recession 
The UK Experience

JOE CALUORI 
Press and Campaigns Officer, Daycare Trust, UK
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to pay for childcare. Also, support for childcare costs through
tax credits ends four weeks after the claimant becomes
unemployed. If occupancy levels in a childcare setting sink
low enough for long enough, then that setting will close,
causing chaos for their remaining clients, who will then have
to source alternative childcare quickly.

The Childcare Act in 2006 gave local authorities new duties
to manage childcare markets and significant funding has
been made available to stimulate childcare places since the
earliest childcare strategy in 1998. If too many places are
lost, the same funding may need to be found again to regain
lost places.

Laing and Buisson’s annual Children’s Nurseries and UK
Market report for 2009 values the childcare market at £4.1
billion. However, despite the total size of the market there are
few large providers, and the private, voluntary and independent
(PVI) childcare market is comprised of a mosaic of small
businesses of various sizes.

The fact that most settings are small scale operations, or part
of a small chain rather than large national franchises, means
that settings are less able to absorb localised losses as part
of their business model, and tend not to hold large cash
reserves or capital assets. The available data suggests a
market that is large but potentially brittle, with limited
profitability, especially in the deprived areas most dependent
on the free entitlement.

Predictions as to what the future holds for the childcare
market are mixed, ranging from cautious optimism to outright
pessimism. Despite stories of nursery closures in the trade
press throughout the last quarter of 2008 and the first
quarter of 2009, some providers are reporting increases in
occupancy, which they most commonly attribute to mothers
returning to work earlier than they may have done in previous
years to boost family incomes. For example, Treetops Nurseries,
which has 20 settings in the Midlands, claim to have experienced
a 20 per cent rise in take-up of places for babies aged from
three months to one year.

PARENTAL DEBT
Inevitably, due to the caring relationship between childcare
settings and children, most settings will not be as vigorous or
punitive in chasing down debts as a utility company, who may
cut off supply and send out red bills with threats of county
court action in their third communication with a customer
regarding a debt. Indeed, it would be wrong for childcare settings
to do so; not only because it would be bad for parents and
children; if parents are scared out of giving up their childcare
place by red bills, interest payments, administration fees and
legal threats, then the continuity of care for the child is
compromised and one parent may have to give up work for a

period, reducing household income. There is also a business
case for lightness of touch in debt recovery, as parents who
feel afraid or resentful of their childcare setting are unlikely to
remain loyal customers or recommend the setting to friends
and family; and pursuing a debt through the County Court
system is time consuming, expensive in the short term with
upfront administrative costs, and the prospect of having the
debt repaid at the rate of just £1 or £2 per week.

LOCAL AUTHORITIES: THE MARKET MANAGER
Under the provisions over the 2006 Childcare Act local
authorities are the designated ‘market manager’ for childcare
in their catchment area and have a statutory responsibility to
ensure sufficient childcare is available. As market manager it
is essential that local authorities have the powers and
resources to be able to cope with the crisis caused by the
closure of childcare settings in their area. If a childcare
provider is forced to close then the local authority must take
immediate steps to help worried parents find alternative
arrangements so they are not forced to give up work. This
may involve a specially trained taskforce of caseworkers to
step in and give parents direct assistance, enhancing the
current brokerage role which local authorities currently have
under the 2006 Childcare Act and is usually undertaken by
Family Information Services.

However, unless central and local government can work
together to manage local childcare supply crises, then the
market cannot be considered to be ‘manageable’ to an
acceptable degree. Monitoring and reporting is important,
but targeted action is essential when the market fails parents.

Predictions as to what 

the future holds for the

childcare market are mixed...

some providers are reporting

increases in occupancy, which

they most commonly attribute

to mothers returning to work

earlier than they may have

done in previous years to 

boost family incomes.
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EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND 
CARE WORKFORCE
As we noted in our first policy insight paper ‘Raising the bar:
what next for the education and care workforce’ the childcare
workforce is 98% female and suffers from poor pay and
conditions, historically characterised by a lack of training and
development opportunities. 

The possibility has been raised in some quarters that
childcare providers could benefit from the recession by being
able to recruit higher calibre workers for childcare settings.
As long as wages remain so low in the sector, with a third of
childcare workers earning on or below the minimum wage, it
seems unlikely that merchant bankers and corporate lawyers
who have been made redundant will take up the mantle in
nurseries, but it would be desirable for candidates with strong
management experience to move into childcare settings,
which are often in need of greater managerial expertise and
strategic direction. However, the current economic climate is
certainly bad news for the early childhood education and care
workforce, as any increase in applications for jobs in
childcare settings will work against moves to drive up pay and
conditions in the sector. The UK Government may find that
their ambition of having a graduate-led workforce becomes a
reality if they are able to attract graduates who face making
different career choices than they had anticipated. There is
also the possibility that the Government’s long held ambition
to attract more men into the childcare market could slowly
start to happen as men facing unemployment widen the
scope of their job search.

...the childcare workforce is 
98% female and suffers 
from poor pay and conditions,
historically characterised 
by a lack of training and
development opportunities

EMPLOYER-SUPPORTED CHILDCARE
In April 2005 the UK Government introduced changes to the
income tax and National Insurance contributions relating to
employer-supported childcare, in a bid to encourage more
employers to help their employees meet the cost of childcare.

However, in this challenging economic climate, there are
fears that childcare vouchers and workplace nurseries are
under threat as employers look to reduce costs. Following a
European Court ruling, contractual benefits, including childcare
vouchers, must continue throughout all maternity leave. As a
result of the new regulations, critics have argued that employers

will start to withdraw their supported childcare due to this new
cost. We are aware of several employers who are currently
investigating withdrawing childcare vouchers or deciding
against starting a scheme, and one major employer, British
Home Stores, who have withdrawn their childcare vouchers.

It is impossible to know what the precise effect of the new
regulations has been to date, as no official data is collected
from employers regarding the offer of childcare vouchers to
employees. If employers choose to withdraw their voucher
schemes due to additional costs incurred by the new
regulations then there would be serious implications for many
families. Many employees, mostly female, would have to
reduce their hours or even give up work if the cost of childcare
without vouchers becomes unaffordable for them. This would
subsequently harm registered childcare settings as occupancy
rates fall. Instability in what has become a core element of the
UK childcare offer would be worrying at any time, but during
the current economic crisis it is of particular concern.

However, the prevailing wisdom seems to be one of ‘wait and see’.
Our soundings suggest that large organizations currently looking
at this issue intend to conduct their reviews over years rather
than months or weeks, but the Government must make it clear
what their intentions are for this benefit; is it to be more fully
explained and promoted to employers and employees alike,
or is it to be allowed to wither on the vine? Clarity is needed.

CONCLUSION
The childcare market has expanded over the past ten years,
fuelled by increased demand and increased government
subsidy, one feeding the other. The market is now much
larger than it has even been in a previous recession and we
cannot say with confidence how it will stand the test of this
recession. The resilience of the private, voluntary and independent
(PVI) sector which provides the majority of early childhood
education and care places will be tested by the recession.

The childcare market is not currently in crisis and seems to
be holding up well in the face of the recession. There is a lack
of reliable statistical data to give an accurate portrait of the
state of play, but anecdotally it seems that patterns of usage
are changing as increased demand for childcare for babies
seems to be balancing falling occupancy rates caused by
unemployment. However, if the recession deepens causing
sharp rises in unemployment and falls in employment then
childcare occupancy rates will fall across the board and more
settings will certainly close, threatening the Government’s
ability to deliver their universal childcare entitlement to
parents. It must be right that despite the relative stability in the
sector at the moment, policy makers and providers must plan
ahead against this possible scenario. As the Government has
limited resources it is a difficult challenge to meet, but
childcare must be high in the list of public spending priorities
because of its vital instrumental role in the economy.
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Local authorities need 
to be given the funds, 
support and powers to 
ensure they are able 
to meet their obligation 
to ensure sufficient 
childcare is available.

The role of local authorities as market managers is crucially
important, especially in dealing with micro-crises where a
major local employer closes, and the subsequent unemployment
means falling occupancy in local childcare settings. Local
authorities need to be given the funds, support and powers to
ensure they are able to meet their obligation to ensure
sufficient childcare is available. Local authorities will have to
use their resources judiciously, assisting high quality childcare
settings and prioritizing deprived areas. Local authorities
must also ensure their financial practices as landlords do not
work against their duty to provide sufficient childcare, and that
when childcare settings close, the expertise and enthusiasm
of the staff made redundant is not lost to their community.

The weakness of demand-led finance is already being
exposed by the recession as job losses are quickly followed
by the loss of tax credit based funding to parents struggling to
pay fees. If there are questions over whether it is possible to
deliver a universal childcare offer in a mixed market, then the
credit crunch will provide some of the answers.

OUR RECOMMENDATIONS INCLUDE:
The poorest parents should be able to claim up to 100%
of their childcare costs through tax credits rather than the
current maximum of 80 per cent.
Central Government should increase the run-on period
for the childcare element of Working Tax Credit when you
lose your job from four to twelve weeks.
Central Government should create a fund for local authorities
to draw on in order to protect childcare places which are at
risk. Central Government to run an information
campaign targeted at small and mid-sized employers and
their employees reiterating the long term benefits of
childcare voucher schemes and making obligations clear.

UK POLICY ON CHILDCARE
The UK Government published a 10-Year Strategy for
Childcare, ‘Choice for parents, the best start for children’,
in December 2004. This set out the Government’s plans
to develop childcare and early years education. This was
updated in 2009 with ‘Next Steps for Early Learning and
Childcare, Building on the 10-Year Strategy’.

The key point of ‘Choice for parents, the best start for
children’ include: 

Parental leave
Maternity leave to increase from 6 to 9 months by
2007, with the goal of 12 months’ paid maternity leave
by the end of the next Parliament. 
Introducing Additional Paternity Leave, giving families
the right to transfer up to 26 weeks of maternity leave
and pay to the father/partner, by the end of the next
Parliament. 

Childcare and early education services 
3,500 children’s centres by 2010, providing access for
all families. Most children’s centres will provide early
education and childcare, although some will just provide
signposting to childcare services. 
Free part-time early education places for 3 and 4-year
olds extended from 12.5 hours a week 33 weeks a year
to 38 weeks a year by 2006 and to 15 hours a week by
2010, with the goal of 20 hours a week, 38 weeks a year.
By 2010 all 5–11 year olds to access affordable
school-based childcare all year round. All secondary
schools will be open from 8.00am to 6.00pm during the
week by 2010. 
A new duty on local authorities to ensure that quality
affordable childcare is available where families live. 
A Transformation Fund of £125m a year from April
2006 to support investment by local authorities in
quality affordable and sustainable childcare. 
A new legal framework for the regulation and inspection
of early education and childcare by 2008, creating a
single system for all services. 
A single quality framework for children from birth to five,
taking an integrated approach to care and education. 

Childcare workforce 
A long-term vision that all full daycare settings are led by
graduate qualified early years professionals. 
A single qualifications framework and the raising of the
qualifications of the workforce and the development of
training opportunities for childminders and other home-
based carers to achieve level 3 qualifications. 
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Affordability 
An increase in the maximum eligible costs in the
childcare element of the Working Tax Credit from £135
to £175 a week for one child, and from £200 to £300
a week for two or more children from April 2005. 
From April 2006 an increase in the proportion of
childcare costs covered by the tax credit from 7 per
cent to 80 per cent. 
Consultation on extending entitlement to the childcare
element to those working less than 16 hours a week. 
A series of pilots aimed at improving accessibility and 
affordability of childcare for parents on lower incomes
living in London. 

‘Next Steps for Early Learning and Childcare, Building on
the 10-Year Strategy’, published by Government in January
2009, gives an update on progress on the 10-Year Strategy
for Childcare and sets out new steps that the Government
will take to improve early years and childcare provision in
the years ahead. Key points include: 

Supporting families to support children
Right to request flexible working will be extended to all mothers
and fathers of children aged 16 and under from April 2009. 
Plan to establish Sure Start Centre's on a legal footing in
current parliamentary session. 
The Family Nurse Partnership (FNP) will be increased
by an extra 20 sites. The service provides a structured,
intensive home visiting programme for disadvantaged
families from early pregnancy until the child is two. 
£44 million of funding, to provide information and
advice to allow parents, and other carers, such as
grandparents, to be more confident in bringing up their
children.

What’s on offer for 0-14s? 
The 12.5 hours per week free early learning and childcare
for 3 and 4 year olds, has been increased from 32 weeks
to 38 weeks, and had a 95 per cent uptake in 2008.
This will be extended to 15 hours by 2015, delivered
more flexibly, both over the week and over the year (that
is, stretching the entitlement over more than 38 weeks). 
The free entitlement will also be extended to provide 10
hours per week, over 38 weeks of the year to 2 year olds
from disadvantaged families. This will be extended to all
2 year olds over time. 

To ensure sufficiency of childcare, local authorities will
be expected to publish a sufficiency action plan at the
same time as their second sufficiency assessment, by
April 2011.

Quality of early years provision 
By 2015 all existing staff and new recruits to the sector
will be supported to achieve a minimum of a full and relevant
level three qualification. The Government is considering
making this a minimum requirement from 2015. 
There will be continued priority on working with
providers to have a graduate in every childcare setting
by 2015, and 2 in the most disadvantaged areas. 

DCSF will explore further how to encourage settings to
continuously improve the standard of their provision,
such as challenging through local authorities.

Information for families, providers and government 
Many parents still find that information about quality,
price, financial support and flexibility is not easily
accessible – 39 per cent of parents wanted more
information on costs of childcare, whilst 24 per cent
wanted more information on quality. 
A new single price comparison website for childcare will
be developed in 2010.

Financial support and managing the market/Affordability 
£75 million for 2008-2011 to fund free childcare for out-
of-work parents, to allow them to access training and work. 
There will be a number of tax credit pilots to test out
ways of supporting parents financially: 
In the South East region the most vulnerable parents will
be provided with financial support at the time when childcare
costs are incurred, up to 80 per cent of the total cost, as
opposed to an average amount based on costs over the year.
500 families in 5 London Boroughs will have access to
intensive guidance to navigate the benefit system. 
500 families in 5 London Boroughs will have 100 per
cent of their childcare costs paid through tax credits, up
to £215 per week for 1child and £350 for 2 children. 
For families with disabled children 80 per cent of childcare
costs will be paid, through tax credits, up to a total of
£215 for a disabled child and £350 for a severely
disabled child.

For more information contact 
Daycare Trust, 21 St George's Road, London, SE1 6ES 
Tel: 020 7840 3350
Fax: 020 7840 3355
Email: info@daycaretrust.org.uk 
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Towards a Workforce

Development Plan for the

Early Childhood Care and

Education Sector

INTRODUCTION
National and international research has established that there
is a close relationship between the capacity and qualifications of
the workforce in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECCE)
settings and the quality of young children’s early experiences. 

The generation of a Workforce Development Plan for the
Early Childhood Care and Education Sector is a key element
of the Government’s commitment to quality early childhood

care and education. The Plan will focus on the challenges
associated with raising the qualifications profile of the
workforce engaged in the provision of out of home care and
education services for children aged birth to six years but will
not include workforce development for staff working within
the primary school system. It is anticipated that the plan will
also support the implementation of universal pre-school
provision for children which is beginning in January 2010.



Issues in relation to 
education and training 
were the most common
theme that emerged in
relation to changing 
practice environments.

CONSULTATIVE PROCESS
As part of the process of developing a Workforce Development
Plan for the sector, extensive background research was carried
out to assemble baseline information on the profile and
qualifications of the current workforce in ECCE settings in 

Ireland and the type of education and training experiences
available. The research showed that many practitioners have
invested in their own personal and professional development
in recent years with associated high levels of relevant
educational attainment. It also identified a series of key
challenges regarding education and training in ECCE.

The research was made available through the publication of a
background discussion paper on Developing the Workforce
in the Early Childhood Care and Education Sector. It
formed the basis for a public consultation process which was
launched by the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, Barry
Andrews, T.D., on 12th June 2009. 

To facilitate the consultation, a set of core questions, based
on the key challenges identified by the background research,
was incorporated into a feedback template. The feedback
template asked respondents to indicate whether they agreed
or disagreed with statements in relation to each of the key
challenges and to provide additional comments, where
relevant. Written submissions were also invited. 

By the closing date of 30th September 2009, there were
141 responses to the consultation process, with the highest
number of responses (42%) coming from owners/managers
of childcare/early years services. The responses were analysed
in detail and the findings launched by the Minister for
Children and Youth Affairs on 19th October 2009. The full
analysis can be downloaded from the website of the Office of
the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs at www.omcya.ie. 

CONSENSUS
As the following table shows, there was strong agreement
among respondents in relation to each of the core questions
addressed in the consultative document. 

Core Questions Agreement

Changing practice environments reinforce 98%
the need for education and training.

The current profile of the ECCE  92%
workforcepresents challenges that relate  
to the demand for both pre-service and 
in-service education.

Sectoral standards for awards in ECCE  88%
are anecessary prerequisite to the effective
implementationof the Workforce 
Development Plan.

In relation to the access and effective 97%
participation, the delivery of courses in 
ECCE needs to address issues such as 
flexible delivery, Recognition of Prior Learning 
(RPL) and the engagement and retention 
of learners.

The current supply of education and training 95%
places may need to be reviewed if the 
diverse education and training demands 
of the ECCE workforce are to be met.

Measures to address retention of qualified  98%
staff in the ECCE workforce are essential to 
the future development of the ECCE sector.

As well as indicating their level of agreement, respondents were
invited to provide additional comments. The common themes that
emerged from these comments are highlighted in each section. 

CHANGING PRACTICE ENVIRONMENTS
Issues in relation to education and training were the most
common theme that emerged in relation to changing practice
environments. In particular, the need for financial supports to
assist the ECCE workforce to engage in education and
training was highlighted by respondents. For staff employed
in services, training grants, tax breaks and subsidised training
places were suggested. For services, supports to facilitate staff
release and cover were also recommended. The importance
of flexible delivery of education and training programmes to
allow practitioners to meet training requirements were also
commonly referred to by respondents, as was the need for a
robust system of recognition of prior learning (RPL) to
acknowledge the level of expertise already in the sector. 

The next most common issue highlighted was the need for
consistency between and within policies. Respondents
emphasised the need for a clear and articulated vision for the
future of the sector to ensure that the Workforce Development
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In relation to new 
entrants, respondents’
comments fell into 
three main categories: 
setting of minimum 
entry requirements,
the content of training 
courses and the need 
for consistency in the 
quality of courses 
and tutors.

Plan can be positioned within a long-term policy context.
Respondents also referred to a need for consistency and
uniformity in policy requirements as they relate to qualifications
in the sector. In this context, the inclusion of qualification
requirements in the Pre-School Regulations was suggested
as a way to help clarify the practice environment.

The need for enhanced career pathways was also referred
to by respondents. In particular, respondents felt that staff
qualifications and experience need to be reflected in pay and
conditions of employment. Respondents also referred to a
need for an enhancement of the professional status of the
sector and there were suggestions that professional, nationally
recognised job titles linked to occupational profiles would
help in this regard. Finally, the introduction of Síolta, Aistear
and the free pre-school year scheme was seen by many as
having helped to increase understanding of the importance of
early childhood care and education and the valuable role
played by the ECCE workforce.

THE DEMAND FOR EDUCATION AND TRAINING
Respondents were asked about the challenges that relate to both
pre-service and in-service education. These were defined as:

1. To ensure that all new entrants to the workforce are
appropriately qualified for their role and level of
responsibility.

2. To afford unqualified practitioners the opportunity to
achieve a Level 5 award.

3. To facilitate those holding Level 5 awards to progress
to higher levels.

In relation to new entrants, respondents’ comments fell into
three main categories: setting of minimum entry requirements,
the content of training courses and the need for consistency
in the quality of courses and tutors.

The setting of minimum qualification requirements for new
entrants to the sector was the most common issue referred to
by respondents. There was strong consensus that such
minimum requirements should be introduced at regulatory
level and that FETAC Level 5 should be the minimum
standard set. However, some respondents recommended
that the minimum requirement should be set at FETAC Level
6 or higher.

The second most common issue raised by respondents was
that of course content. A wide variety of suggestions for the
enhancement of current FETAC level courses and for the
introduction of new FETAC modules was made. The most
frequently mentioned recommendation was for the inclusion
of a robust model of supervised student practice or on-the-
job training in all courses. The need for Síolta and Aistear to
be incorporated into courses at all levels – through the
development of modules and programmes that support their
implementation – was also frequently mentioned by respondents.

Another recurrent theme in the responses was the need to
ensure consistency across training courses and tutors.
Respondents recommended standardisation in the delivery
of FETAC modules across training providers, particularly in
terms of minimum contact hours required. The quality of the
tutors delivering FETAC training was also identified as a key
issue and it was recommended that minimum qualification
standards and sectoral experience levels should be set.

In relation to unqualified practitioners, the most common
issues highlighted by responses were flexible course delivery,
RPL and cost of courses.



There was a strong consensus around the need for flexible
delivery of courses to provide those currently working in the
sector with an opportunity to access education and training
programmes. In particular, part-time (evening, weekend and
block release) options, work place learning and online/blended
training opportunities were mentioned. Difficulties in accessing
courses in rural areas were also highlighted as issues.

The need for nationwide access to robust and user-friendly
systems of RPL, to give due regard and recognition for
experience gained through service in the sector, was the
second most common theme in the responses. 

The high cost of participating in training programmes was
highlighted as a significant barrier to access by respondents,
particularly given the low rates of pay prevalent in the sector.
Respondents suggested the need for subsidised training
places, professional development grants and tax breaks to
assist practitioners with these costs. 

In relation to facilitating progression to higher levels, the most
common issues were: flexible delivery, career pathways and
the cost of courses.

The most 
frequently mentioned
recommendation was 
for the inclusion of a 
robust model of 
supervised student 
practice or on-the-job 
training in all courses. 

Similar to the challenge of affording unqualified practitioners
opportunities to become qualified, access to flexible
delivery mechanisms was highlighted as the main issue in
facilitating progression. In particular, access to part-time
HETAC courses and modular options with a credits-based
system were mentioned as important.

The lack of clearly defined career pathways in the sector
also featured, with respondents reporting that rewards for
progressing beyond Level 5 qualifications tend to be small. A
recurrent recommendation was that remuneration should
reflect qualifications and that there should be a stronger link
between occupational profiles and salaries.

The cost of participating in further education and training
was again highlighted as a barrier to access. Grants and tax
breaks were suggested as ways to assist practitioners engage
in programmes.

Respondents 
noted that the costs 
can be prohibitive 
in view of the current 
rates of pay in the 
sector and suggested 
that financial supports 
such as grants, subsidised
places and tax relief 
be made available. 

SECTORAL STANDARDS FOR AWARDS IN ECCE
The most common theme that emerged in relation to the
setting of sectoral award standards was the need to ensure
the incorporation of Síolta and Aistear into the award
standards. Respondents commented that both frameworks
should become an inherent component of all future ECCE
education, training and CPD programmes. In particular,
respondents emphasised the need for FETAC training
modules to be revised to reflect Síolta and Aistear, as well as
other emerging trends and policy developments. Respondents
also noted that training providers will, in turn, need support
and training to incorporate the frameworks.

The second most common element of consensus was the need
for clear standards in relation to the quality and delivery of ECCE
courses and for such standards to be consistently regulated
across providers. In this context, a recurrent recommendation
was that an effective quality control system, under the responsibility
of a central monitoring body, be put in place. 

Another theme that emerged from the responses was the
importance of ensuring that awards standards reflect and
respect the diversity of provision in the sector. Respondents
commented that the standards should be sufficiently inclusive
of the existing variety of childcare settings, including childminders.
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ACCESS AND EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION IN
EDUCATION AND TRAINING PROGRAMMES
The main theme that emerged in relation to ensuring access
and participation was the need for flexible delivery of ECCE
courses. Respondents suggested a range of possible flexible
delivery mechanisms, including in particular: 

Part-time opportunities such as afternoon, evening and
weekend courses.
Blended courses that incorporate online and classroom
based elements. 
Apprenticeship based systems that combine on-the-job
training with classroom based training.
Modular courses with credit system.
Summer/Easter block release courses. 
The need for greater availability of training courses
outside Dublin was also mentioned by respondents.

Another prominent theme related to the costs of participating
on courses. In line with similar comments made in relation to
the ‘Demand for Education and Training’, respondents noted
that the costs can be prohibitive in view of the current rates of
pay in the sector and suggested that financial supports such
as grants, subsidised places and tax relief be made available.
The cost of staff release and cover, especially in smaller
settings, was also highlighted as a barrier to providers
supporting their staff to engage in training.

The need for a transparent and user-friendly system for RPL
was also referred to by respondents. Respondents envisaged
this system involving the application of RPL for entry/access
to programmes, exemptions from programme requirements
and access to full awards. Respondents also emphasised that
accreditation achieved through RPL systems would need
parity of esteem with awards obtained through other systems.

SUPPLY OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING PLACES
The majority of comments made in relation to the supply of
education and training places supported the provision of
flexible training places to meet the diverse needs of the
ECCE workforce. There was a strong consensus on the need
for more part-time courses at all levels, including Levels 7
and 8. Respondents also cited a need for greater availability
of modular courses and the establishment of an associated
credit based system. Blended training models, including
apprenticeships, were also recommended, as were distance/
online models which would assist in overcoming issues
around the availability of flexible courses in certain areas of
the country.

There was strong 
consensus among
respondents that 
the low rates of 
remuneration 
and poor working 
conditions in the 
sector are issues 
in staff retention. 

Another theme to emerge from the comments related to the
quality of the education and training places supplied. As
was mentioned by respondents in relation to other core
questions, there were concerns expressed about the variation
between courses in terms of hours required, costs and
qualifications of tutors. Respondents reiterated that there
should be minimum ECCE qualification requirements for
tutors and that tutors should be encouraged to engage in
continuing professional development and participate in
networks to share best practice. Respondents also suggested
that a quality assurance process be put in place to monitoring
training standards across training providers. 
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The final category of responses related to the current cost of
courses and that financial supports would be required to 
facilitate the workforce to access the education and training
places supplied.

RETENTION OF QUALIFIED STAFF
There was strong consensus among respondents that the low
rates of remuneration and poor working conditions in the sector
are issues in staff retention. Respondents commented that pay
and conditions should reflect staff qualifications, experience
and level of responsibility, as this in turn would provide
motivation to upskill and remain in the sector. In this context,

many of the respondents proposed the introduction of agreed
payscales for each of the different roles within the sector.

Other issues considered important by respondents were the
need for a structured path for career progression and the
status of the sector as a profession. Respondents expressed
the view that occupational profiles should be adopted so that
there is an agreed understanding of the different levels at
which ECCE practitioners work and that this understanding
would help to improve the status of the work that they carry 
out. There was also a strong view among respondents that
cultural and societal attitudes towards the ECCE sector need
to be challenged.

Interlinked to the other two themes, respondents also referred
to employers in the sector having limited capacity to
improve pay and conditions or to increase remuneration
in line with higher qualifications. High operational costs and
insufficient government subsidies and grants were cited as
the main factors in this regard.

NEXT STEPS
The range of issues identified during the consultation process
provided keen insights from the sector. These insights
complement the baseline assessments and background
research that had already been undertaken in preparation for
the Workforce Development Plan.

These elements will now be amalgamated and will form the
basis on which the Workforce Development Plan for the
ECCE Sector will be developed. 

26

Early Years Education Policy Unit
Office of the Minister for Children and Youth
Affairs, Hawkins House, Dublin 2
Tel: 01 674 3225
Catherine_Hynes@education.gov.ie



Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum
Framework (CD)
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009

The Child Care Transition: A League Table of
Early Childhood Education and Care in
Economically Advanced Countries
UNICEF, 2008

Early Assessment and Intervention in
Educational Disadvantage
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2006

Early Childhood Care and Education: Forum
Report No.31
National Economic and Social Forum, 2005

Early Childhood Education and Care: key lessons
from research for policy makers
Network of Experts in Social Sciences of Education and
Training (NESSE), 2009

Early Childhood in Ireland – Evidence and
Perspectives
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2005

Evaluation of the Equal Opportunities Childcare
Programme 2000-2006
NDP/CSF Evaluation Unit, 2003

Legislation Handbook for Childcare Providers
(2nd edition)
Barnardos Training and Resource Service, 2008

OECD Thematic Review of Early Childhood
Education and Care Policy in Ireland
Stationery Office, 2004

Questions of Quality Proceedings of a
Conference on Defining, assessing and
supporting quality in early childhood care and
education
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2005

Síolta: the National Quality Framework for Early
Childhood Education
Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education, 2006

Starting Strong II: Early Childhood Care and Education
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), 2006

Statement on Education and Training
National Competitiveness Council, 2009

Well-being Matters: A Social Report for Ireland,
Volume 1
National Economic and Social Council, 2009

Useful Resources on

Developments in Early Childhood

Care and Education
You can search Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service library catalogue on
www.barnardos.ie

The following resources are available to borrow from Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service
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New Titles
Full details of these new library resources and all other resources in our library collection are
available on our online library catalogue. 

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

(Please note that these titles are not sold by Barnardos’ Training and Resource Service)

CHILD DEVELOPMENT
Attention and Listening in the Early Years
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2009

CHILD PROTECTION
Three Hazards: Child Protection in the Electronic Age
Barnardos, 2009

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
Children’s Rights in Ireland: Are We There Yet? Are
We There Yet? Are We There Yet? Report of a
Symposium on Children’s Rights in Ireland.
Children’s Rights Alliance, 2009

CHILDREN’S SERVICES
‘Transforming’ Children’s Services? Social Work,
Neoliberalism and the ‘Modern’ World
Open University Press, 2009

EDUCATION
Information for Young Parents in Education
Treoir, 2009 

FAMILY ASSESSMENT
The Child’s World: the Comprehensive Guide to
Assessing Children in Need (2nd ed)
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2009

FAMILY BREAKDOWN
Impact of Family Breakdown on Children’s 
Well-Being. Evidence Review
Institute of Education, University of London, 2009

When Parents Separate: Helping Your 
Children Cope (Rev ed)
Veritas Publications, 2009

MENTAL HEALTH
Mental Health in Children & Adolescents
Mulberry Publications, 2009

Well Being Matters: A Social Report for Ireland.
Volume II
National Economic & Social Council, 2009

Young People and Mental Health: A National Survey
Health Service Executive, 2009

SEPARATED CHILDREN
‘All I have to say’ Separated Children 
in Their Own Words
Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2009

Separated Children Living in Ireland
Ombudsman for Children’s Office, 2009

SPECIAL NEEDS
The Special Stories Series 2
Special Stories Publishing, 2009
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