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Introduction

Barnardos delivers parent and child groups, often referred to as parent and toddler groups,
as part of its services to families in disadvantaged areas. This document identifies the core
components of parent and toddlers groups within Barnardos and provides a framework for
projects to plan and deliver groups which meet the needs of the families. Within this report,

all Barnardos’ parent and toddlers groups will be referred to as Building Blocks groups.
Barnardos’ definition of Building Blocks groups is:

‘a progressive’ universal service for parents and children (birth to 5 years) which is
child-centred and focuses on providing developmentally-appropriate play
experiences for children, fostering positive parent-child interactions and providing

parents with information on how to support their children’s development’.

Literature and theory
Summary of literature

Parent and toddler groups seek to provide a variety of activities for children and parents to
meet a range of needs. For children, they can provide opportunities to play with other
children and to play with developmentally-appropriate toys and materials. For parents,
parent and toddler groups can provide some or all of the following: time to interact with other
parents in their community, space to share parenting experiences and the chance to learn
about child development and parenting skills. In addition, parent and toddler groups can
provide opportunities for positive parent-child interactions and for linking families with other
services. In the UK, parent and toddler groups are traditionally delivered by volunteers,
however, recently there has been an increase in groups being delivered by professionals in
recognition of the high importance of early childhood experiences on children’s development
(Needham & Jackson, 2012). Within the Irish context, funding for parent and toddler groups
is available from National Childcare Investment Programme via the County Child Care

Committees for materials such as toys, equipment, books and children’s activities, such as

! The term progressive universal refers to the provision of universal services to target those in need in a
neighbourhood or community context.
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arts, crafts and music. The fund also provides limited funding towards insurance, rent,
training or minor refurbishment. As part of a move towards supporting quality provisions,
guidelines have been developed by Early Childhood Ireland on starting a parent toddler
group (Tusla, 2016).

While rigorous research on parent and toddlers groups is sparse, there are indications that
they can support children’s development. The StartStrong report, Children 2020,
acknowledges the role of parent and toddler groups in providing support to parents
(StartStrong, 2010). Research by the Centre for Early Childhood Development and
Education (CECDE, 2003, p. 4) found that parents in rural areas value parent and toddler
groups, as they provide a mechanism for connecting with other parents and getting
information about children’s development and health. An evaluation of a manualised parent
and toddler group in the UK called Peers Early Education Partnership (PEEP) found that
children who attended the group had improved cognitive, social and emotional development
compared to children who had not attended the group (Evangelou et al, 2007).

Research indicates that three key factors positively shape children’s development; 1)
positive parent-child interactions, 2) opportunities for play and 3) reduced parental stress
levels (Fox et al, 2010). Given the lack of research on parent toddler groups specifically, it is
useful to explore these three key factors to identify the type of activities that can take place

during the Building Blocks sessions to support children’s development.

1. Positive parent-child interactions

Parents play a vital role in supporting their children’s development and have key tasks
around care, control, and development. ‘Care’ concerns the activities aimed at meeting the
survival needs of children across the different developmental stages (Hoghughi, 2004).
‘Control’ includes the range of activities concerned with setting and enforcing boundaries for V
children in an age-appropriate and culturally-appropriate manner (Bonstein, 1995; Hartup,
1989). ‘Development activities’ are driven by the parents’ wishes for their children to fulfil
their potential in all areas of functioning (Grusec et al, 2000). Parent-child interactions are

the medium by which parents care for, control and support the development of their children.

With regard to positive parent-child interactions, both parents and children play key roles in
their interactions with each other. Children communicate with their parents using cries, facial
expressions, gestures, sounds, words and looking or moving toward or away from them.

Parents can respond to children’s communications by touch, speech and attending to basic
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needs (for example, feeding). It is important for parents to be sensitive and responsive to
children’s communications. A key aspect of parents’ roles in these interactions is trying to
attune to their child’s personality and behaviours and to understand how their child is feeling
or what they need. If possible, parents should verbalise children’s feelings or needs, for
example, saying “oh, you are feeling sad” as this builds awareness of feelings and supports

children in developing skills around self-regulation.

“Goodness of fit” is an important concept in understanding parent-child interactions. This
refers to the match between the child’s temperament and their environment i.e. the parent’s
care-giving style (Thomas & Chess, 1977). Temperament is used to describe differences in
how a child reacts to the environment and interactions. While there are different ways of
conceptualising temperament, key aspects are emotionality, sociability, activity patterns and
anxiety levels (Doherty & Hughes, 2009). Emotionality relates to tendencies towards
negative emotions such as anger or distress compared to positive emotions such as
optimistic. Sociability can be understood in terms the degree a child seeks to engage in
interactions with other children and/or adults. Activity focuses on the patterns of high activity
include enjoy movements and tend to initiate interactions compared to low or passive
tendencies. Anxiety levels centres on fearful/cautious reactions to new/uncertain situations
compared to being comfortable or open. Children’s temperament can produce different
reactions from parents.

Parents care giving/parenting style who have a goodness of fit with their child, tend to have
an interaction style that is sensitive to their child's cues, seeking to understand cues
correctly, and responding appropriately to their child’s needs. In addition, parents are aware
of their child’s developmental stage and have realistic expectations of their child’s abilities.
A parent’s ability to regulate their own emotions and reactions, be aware of their own
temperament and be flexible in their approach are key aspects of goodness of fit. It is
important to note that parents do not need to have the same or similar temperament to their
child/children. Sometimes there may be a misfit between the child’s temperament and
parental approach. Parents who have difficulty on an ongoing basis responding appropriately
to their child’s needs can cause stress for both the parent and child (for example, if an infant
gazes at the parent but the parent looks away). Interactions which are inconsistent can
cause stress, while matched or reciprocal interactions can be rewarding for both parent and
child and can further deepen the attachment bond.
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Parental knowledge of child development supports parents to understand their children’s
needs and how best to support their child’s development (Moran et al, 2004). In this way it
can enhance the goodness of fit between parent and child. Positive parent-child interactions
are key and during infancy and early childhood, they help children to develop a sense of
security, learn about the two-way nature of interactions, develop language skills and learn
about their environment (Music, 2011). Children develop a secure attachment from a sense
of security and predictability, which builds from their parents’ sensitive responses. Emotional
availability focuses on the level of parental responsiveness, sensitivity and emotional
involvement (Biringen & Robinson, 1991; Lee & Gotlib, 1991). Parental emotional
availability can occur regardless of whether or not the child is distressed. Specifically,
parental emotional availability is evident when parents provide support and acceptance of an
array of child behaviours, both positive and negative (Easterbooks & Biringen, 2000). The
negative side of emotional availability is, of course, emotional unavailability. Higher levels of
parental emotional availability are associated with secure infant-parent attachment
(Bretherton, 2000). When children are securely attached, they believe the world is a safe

place, where their needs will be addressed and they can explore freely.

Parents’ ability to interact positively with their child and carry out the core tasks of parenting
is supported by them having: a knowledge of parenting skills and child development
(Smetana & Asquith, 1994; Smetana, 2000); the motivation to use this knowledge
(DiClemente et al, 2004); the availability of resources to carry out parenting tasks, such as
personal qualities and material resources (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Garmezy &
Masten, 1994); the opportunity to be with their children, to use and develop their parenting
skills (Hoghughi, 1997); and the ability to problem-solve, so parents are able to deal
effectively with challenges and daily hassles (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Positive
interactions include the following key features: (i) interactions are child-focused (ii) parents
respond sensitively to their child’'s needs and (iii) positive non-verbal messages are
communicated through eye contact, body language, facial expression and tone of voice
(CEDCE, 2007).
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Based on the research, it appears that parent and toddler groups may support children’s

development by enabling parents to do the following:

2. Play opportunities

To learn about the developmental milestones that children
progress through physically, emotionally and socially and to
understand how they, as parents, can support that
development

To become aware of child’s needs in relation to all areas of
their development namely, behavioural (for example,
boundaries), educational (for example, stimulating
environment), emotional (for example, need for security),
physical (for example, opportunities to develop motor skills)
and social (for example, interactions with others).

Being attuned to their child’s needs helps to build parent-child
attachment, which is very important for a child’s social and
emotional development.

Spending time interacting and playing with their child helps to
build relationships and deepens attachment.

Play drives development, through play children learn about the
world.

Supporting age-appropriate exploration helps children to
develop a sense of security in their environment

Having the presence of primary care giver nearby as a “secure
base” provides children with the confidence to explore and
master new environments

This process develops independence and resilience and
facilitates children to actively construct their own learning.

‘Play is the child’s work” (Maria Montessori).

Barnardos recognises that it is through play that children learn about themselves and the

world in which they live. Research has shown that play drives children’s development;

through the various forms of play, children learn key social and emotional skills that support

them to interact with their social world. (Kernan, 2007).

The National Playing Fields Association provides a comprehensive description of play as:

‘Children’s play is freely chosen, personally directed behaviour, motivated from within

by needs, wants and desires. Play can be fun or serious. Through play children
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explore social, material and imaginary worlds and their relationship with them,
elaborating all the while a flexible range of responses to the challenges they
encounter. By playing children learn and develop as individuals, and as members of
the community’ (National Playing Fields Association, 2000, p. 6, cited in National
Children’s Office, 2004).

Play is valuable, as it provides children with opportunities to develop and practice their
social, emotional, cognitive and physical skills (Fromberg & Bergen, 2006). These
developmental areas closely align to four themes identified in Aistear, the Early Childhood
Years Curriculum Framework (Aistear, n.d. a), which describes the content of children’s
early learning. In infancy and early childhood, children are continuaily learning about the
world and how it works, and play is an integral part of this learning process. Infants learn
about how to manage emotions primarily through their caregivers. Emotional skills develop
as children learn to communicate emotions to others, first through cries and nonverbal
means and then using words. Social development is supported during play as children learn
how to interact with others, firstly with their primary caregiver and then other children.

Children learn the reciprocal nature of interaction with others (turn-taking), how to interact in

ways that are pleasing to others and how to problem solve when others have differing views.

Children’s interactions during play change qualitatively during infancy and early childhood,
normally starting with face play during infancy (imitation of facial expressions, usually with
adults), solitary play during late-infancy (playing on one’s own, usually with objects), parallel
play at 2 to 3 years (children play beside another child, but not interacting to any great
extent) and social play with others at 3 to 5 years (playing together, turn-taking, taking on
assigned roles) (Smith & Hart, 2010).

Cognitive development in the areas of thinking, memory and language builds, as: children
start to categorise objects and problem solve; their memory develops from being able to
recall something for short periods of time only, to being able to recall events that happened
days, weeks or even months before hand; while language undergoes significant
development, with children being able to express themselves firstly through cries, then one
word, to using a number of words together, to being able to use multiple sentences.
Physically, children gain control of their gross and fine motor skills during this period. In
developing gross motor skills, children learn to move their bodies, for instance rolling,
turning, crawling and walking. In addition, their ability to grasp objects continues to develop

during early childhood, as children develop fine motor skilis, such as holding crayons and
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manipulating play dough. A key aspect of supporting children’s development is providing

learning opportunities that are developmentally-appropriate (French, 2007). Play can

provide children with these developmentally-appropriate experiences.

Some key principles of play include:

Play promotes children’s development, their creativity, their imagination and their
independence

A child is never too young to play. Babies love playing with simple things, especially
things around them from the home such as plastic containers, pots and pans.
Through play children learn about themselves, their social world and how to interact
with others. It allows them to learn about social roles, rules and expectations in an
age-appropriate way.

Play should be child-led. Children should be encouraged to discover and explore,
and parents should be guided by their child's interests.

When parents play with their child it helps to strengthen the parent-child bond
Children learn a sense of discovery and fun from the parents around them

Play will change and develop in accordance with the child’s age and stage of
development. Parents will need to adjust their approach/input as the child develops.

Children often work out things that are affecting them through play.

Table 1: Types of play

well as bringing objects to their mouth (such as a rattle or teddy).
the ground or placing toys in and out of a bag). During this period, children
continue to explore how things taste and feel.

seeing whether wood floats in water or moving liquids from one container to
another).

For young babies exploratory play can involve looking at and touching objects, as

As children develop their motor skills exploratory play can involve more movement.
For 1 year olds this tends to involve moving objects (such as throwing objects to

From 2 years on, children start to experiment with objects and materials (such as

Physical play often involves repeating gross and fine motor skills.

For babies this includes grasping for objects and develops to holding objects, and
seeking to control their body (such as moving their feet and trying to touch them).
During the first year and half of life infants develop skills to sit up, crawl and walk.
Once children develop these motor skills, physical play tends to involve more
exploration of their environment. It can also involve trying to co-ordinate different
physical skills (such as trying to walk while carrying objects).

From 2 years, children start to try new physical activities (such as running, jumping,
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sliding and cycling a tricycle).

From 3 to 5 years, children continue to enjoy running, etc., and also try out skills in
different ways (for example, running with ball or climbing different things in the
park). During this period, children’s physical play increasingly involves other
children.

From 1 year, children start to engage in pretend play by acting out simple
scenarios which are not real (such as pretending to be a mum feeding a baby).
From 2 years, children start to extend types of scenarios (such as acting as a shop
keeper or postman). Also, children start to interact with objects in ways that are not
real (such as using a hair brush as if it was mobile phone).

From 3 and 5 years, pretend scenarios become increasingly complex, as children
devise detailed scenarios where they and others take on different roles.

Social play involves interactions with adults and peers (such as conversations,
social games and physical play).

During infancy, children learn to interact primarily with their parents. These
interactions can involve mimicking facial expressions and sounds.

From 1 to 2 years, children tend to play alongside other children rather than play
with other children.

From 2% years, they start to play with other children.

This develops over subsequent years in the amount of time and way children play
together, with children becoming increasingly skilled at sharing, turn-taking and
problem-soiving with age.

Construction play includes making things (such as painting, drawing, building
objects out of a combination of other objects, gluing materials together and making
noise using different materials or musical instruments).

Infants tend to enjoy stacking objects and start to make marks/drawings using
crayons/pencils.

From 19 months, children have an interest in making marks and drawing, and their
ability to control a pencil/crayon improves.

From about 3 years, children show an interest in making music, learning songs and
listening to the radio.

Between the age of 3 to 5 years, children’s drawings become more
representational. As children grow, their creative play becomes more complex.

In the first year of life, infants’ language play centres on interactions (primarily with
caregivers), taking turns making sounds such as ‘ooh-aah’, making funny sounds
or tongue popping.

Language play involves sounds, words and sentences (such as | spy, tongue
twisters and making up stories).

All play provides an opportunity for children to develop their language skills, as
they try to communicate what they are doing or what they want others to do using
gestures, sounds, words and sentences.

Play is very important for children and parents perform a key role in supporting their child’s

play activities. Based on the research, parent and toddler groups support parents to do the

following:
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Create a physically safe space for children to play and explore
their surroundings: the space should also be stimulating for
children, with a variety of materials and toys fo play with.

Scaffolding refers to the help that is offered to a child to enable
them to bridge the gap between what is unachievable without
help and what is achievable with a little help. The parent’s help
acts as a ‘scaffold’ to support the development of new skills. For
example, a parent helping the child to group farm animal toys by
animal type is supporting the child to develop classification skills
ie. the ability to sort objects to fit a given category. Scaffolding
should be removed as soon as the child no longer needs it (when
the child acquires the skill to complete the task independently).

Provide age-appropriate opportunities for children to interact with
peers: be aware that, during early childhood, children tend to play
solitarily or in parallel to others

Help children to begin to understand that other children have
thoughts and feelings too, for example saying “Johnny wants to
play with the blocks too”. Children will need support when
interacting with other children

i
i

Accepting that individual children have different interests and
abilities in terms of play.

Providing opportunities for children to take part in activities that
interest them

These play opportunities are very important in building
relationships and attachment.

3. Reduced parental stress

A growing body of evidence demonstrates that high levels of stress can impede children’s
il brain development (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005/ 2014).
Children can experience high levels of stress (usually referred to as toxic stress) when
exposed, for example, to neglect or physical abuse. Toxic stress results in the sustained
activation of the stress response system and is very damaging for children. Toxic stress can
damage children’s ability to self-regulate during times of stress and can lead to impairments
in learning and memory. Developmentally, children experiencing these high levels of stress
miss opportunities for learning and stimulation as their perceptual awareness can become

blocked (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2005/ 2014). Thus, they miss
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out on early experiences and stimulation that are vital for the development of the brain and
the neural pathways.

Parental stress levels can also impact on children’s experience of stress, as they shape the
quality of parenting (Guajardo et al, 2009). Responsive and sensitive parenting supports
social and emotional development. During times of high-stress, parent-sensitivity can be
adversely affected, which can have a negative impact the parent-child relationship (Nixon,
Swords & Murray, 2013). Parents may be stressed due to various factors, such as
economic worries, mental or physical iliness and/or substance misuse. Parent’s experiencing
stress may struggle to be emotionally available to their child. In addition, parent’s
experiencing stress may find it difficult to engage in supportive, consistent and involved
parenting and may punish their children in a punitive and inconsistent manner (Nixon, et. al,
2013).

Self-care, social support and access to services can reduce parental stress and support
parents to parent in ways which are positive and responsive to children’s needs (Armstrong
et al, 2005; Ghate & Hazel, 2002). Self-care involves parents looking after and caring for
themselves, so that they are healthy, well and able to focus on their role as parents
(Bandura, 1980). This includes parents ensuring that they are eating properly, getting
adequate rest, exercising, talking time to relax, and doing things that they enjoy. Parents
who attend to their own needs are calmer, more patient and better equipped to meet their
child’s needs (One Family, 2005).

Results from the Growing Up in Ireland survey indicate that feeling supported is associated
with lower levels of stress (Nixon et al, 2013). A parent’s support networks can be an
invaluable resource in times of stress or worry. A parent’s support networks are the friends,
family and community resources which help them, or which they can turn to when needed
(Ghate & Hazel, 2002). Parent and toddler groups may provide opportunities for parents to
access social support and develop links with other parents.

High levels of stress can negatively impact on parents’ ability to parent, and informal

parental support can help to reduce parental stress levels. However, the extent to which

informal support through social networks can be positive depends on the following factors:
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o Perceived support: this is the degree to which the person subjectively expects support
from their relationships with network members. This can contribute to a person’s sense
of weli-being and has stress-buffering consequences.

o Valence: this refers to the emotional quality of the relationships, whether they are
experienced as emotionally positive or negative.

° Reciprocity: this concerns the extent to which social support in relationships is mutual or
unidirectional. Reciprocal support relationships are usually the most satisfying to both
partners and this enhances the basis for long-term mutual aid (Sarason et al, 1994).

e Homogeneily: this refers to the extent to which network members share common
attributes, such as their socio-economic status, occupational goals, religious values and
other features. Because members share common viewpoints, homogeneity may
heighten supportiveness within social networks where a congruence of values, norms
and expectations fosters emotional and instrumental aid.

e Multidimensionality (multiplexity): this concerns the number of different functions
assumed by individuals within a social network, for example, single mothers have multi-
dimensional relationships with their smaller social networks, where close friends
simultaneously provide childcare help, emotional nurturance and material assistance
(Cochran et al, 1990).

o Enacted support: this is the final dimension of social networks and refers to the
frequency of actual support.

Based on the research, parent and toddler groups may support children’s development by

Parents can access informalsupport through developing
social support networks by interacting with other parents of
young children

For parents who are in need of further supports, Building
Blocks can act as a conduit for signposting parents to other
services

In conclusion, parent and toddler groups can provide opportunities to support children’s
development during infancy and early childhood. Parents can be assisted to enhance their
ability to support children’s development through learning about how their child develops,
how to support their child’s development and by having opportunities to access social

support.
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Service details

The Building Blocks service is a progressive universal service which has a number of key
features. The service details will identify key features of the service in terms of what it aims
to achieve, how parents and children can get involve, how the service is delivered and the
type of activities delivered.

Service outcomes

The overall outcome of Building Blocks is to support children’s positive development by:
o Increasing parents’ knowledge of ways to support their children’s development

e Increasing positive parent-child interactions

e Increasing play opportunities for children

e Increasing parents access to social support

o Reducing parental stress levels

Referral pathway

As a progressive universal service, Building Blocks is an open access service; that is,
parents can sign up to attend the group or can be referred to the service by a professional.
In general, parents or professionals refer prior to group commencement (usually before
September). Once the group commences, there may be referrals to the group, but whether
referrals will be accepted will depended on the number of places available. Staff should also
consider the stage of delivery, that is, the length of time the group has been running in order

to assess whether it is appropriate for a new parent and child to join.

Target group

Building Blocks is a progressive universal service which is delivered to parents and children
living within the catchment area of the Barnardos project. Children attending the group will
be within the age range of birth to 5 years. It is recommended that specific groups will not
have an age span bigger than 18 months in order to ensure the environment and activities
provided meet all the children’s developmental needs.
Allocation of places to the group is normally based on the following criteria:

e Availability of places

e Child is within the age range of group

o Family is living within the catchment area
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There may be incidents where a place may not be allocated, for instance when the parent's
and/or child’s level of need is high and a more specialised service is required. In this case,
the Barnardos worker will do one of the following (in consultation with his or her line
manager and depending on the availability of an appropriate service internally or externally):
o Complete a Barnardos assessment or refer parent or child to a relevant Barnardos
service, or

e Make a referral to another statutory or non-statutory agency.

Assessment

As a progressive universal service, Building Blocks is not focused on individual needs, but
rather on the overall needs of children and parents in the group. During the sessions, staff
should observe parent-child interactions and talk to parents to get a sense of the child
development topics parents would like to learn more about, as well as the parent’s
information gaps. These observations should then be used to inform the content of future
groups.

Group size

It is recommended each group will cater for 10 to 12 children and their parents, with two
Barnardos personnel (preferably a Barnardos staff member and a Barnardos volunteer).
There may be occasions when the number of children varies from the recommended 10 to
12, if so, the following should be considered:

o Are there enough staff members to support children and parents to take part in the

group?

e |s there enough space for children and parents to engage in activities?

o Is there enough equipment and resources to cater for the size of the group?
If the service Is over-prescribed, it should be agreed locally how places are allocated and

how the waiting list is managed.

Session frequency and duration

Building blocks groups are delivered in line with the primary school calendar (approximately
34 sessions). Weekly sessions are scheduled for a regular day and at a specific time. The

session duration is between one and two hours in total.
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Session activities

The overall focus of the Building Blocks group is to support children’s development by
providing opportunities for:

o Developmentally-appropriate experiences for children which involve their parents.
o Children to take part in free play with, or alongside, other children.

o Parents to learn more about children’s development and how to support their child’s
development.

There are a number of activities which have been identified as core activities for each
session, as detailed in the following session outline. In addition, there are some activities

which are optional activities, depending on the needs of the group.

Building Blocks session outline

Building Blocks sessions comprise of a number of components:

Core activities

Welcome: Parents and children are welcomed to the group as they enter. This period is a
relatively informal time, with parents chatting amongst themselves. Children are with their
own parents. The Building Blocks workers support parents to interact with each other by
introducing people. This can be a good time to highlight the plan for the session and any

differences to the normal routine. This period will last approximately 15 minutes.
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Parent-child activity: This is an activity

which supports positive parent-child

interactions. The parent-child activity can

involve one of the different types of play (as

outlined in Table 1 on page 9); here are

some suggestions:

Activities should be chosen based on children’s interests. For more ideas on possible

parent-child activities please see the reading list (page 25).

Constructive play: playdough, finger
painting, using different materials,
musical jars.

Physical play: movement activities,
such as ball games, balloons, hula
hoops.

Pretend play: imagine scenarios,
such as dressing-up or playing
house, going to the zoo, puppets,
putting on voices.

Exploratory play: sink or float, taste
and tell, shape matching, filling and
emptying containers.

Language play: making-up stories,

saying rhymes or tongue twisters.

o2

Information

PARenT-CHILD

Aeﬁﬁi’ﬁg

The parent’s role during the parent-child activity is to support their child to take part in the

activity by:

Following the child’s lead during the activity.

Allowing the child space to try different ways of approaching the activity, that is, avoid

taking over the play activity.

Observing children during the activity, to know when child may need extra support.

Offering this support through scaffolding (for more explanation on scaffolding see

p.10)

Talking with the child (this can be describing what the child is doing, taking).
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In addition to the providing a structured activity, as the group develops the parent-child
activity may involve free play. Free play is the time when children can explore the play
area and are not directed by adults. For older children, this is an opportunity to interact with
other children. If infants are attending the group, this period may involve setting-up the
environment, including rugs or mats for babies. Free play can take place inside or outside.
During this time, parents are still responsible for supervising and caring for their own
children. Free play is important for children’s development and Building Blocks personnel

can support parents to learn how to facilitate their child’s free play.

Key aspects of free play include:
o Children choosing what they want to play with and how.
e An availability of toys and materials that support children to use their imagination,
such as blocks and dolls.
e Materials and toys which are accessible to children.
o A space where toys can be freely moved from one area of the room to another area.

o [f required, adults support children to interact with other children.

This activity will last approximately 20 to 30 minutes.

Information: Each parent and toddler group should be underpinned by a key message that
has been discussed by the team prior to the session. This information is integrated
throughout the entire session through naturally occurring conversations, leaflets, posters and
signposting to relevant services when needed. Parents will be provided with information on
topics related to their children’s development and how to support it. This information
supports parents to carry out their key parenting tasks in terms of care, control and

development (see page 4 for more details).

The following topics should be covered:
e Child development: focusing on the relevant developmental stage of children
attending the group.
o Role of parents: focusing on parents’ role in supporting their children’s development.
e Supporting children to express emotions safely: looking at children’s emotional
development and how parents can support children to learn to express their emotions
in safe ways.

e Managing stress: exploring ways to manage stress.
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Topics should be tailored to meet the needs of the parents attending the group. In order to
thoughtfully tailor inputs, staff should attend to parents’ current level of knowledge and skills
and design inputs to build on these strengths. Staff should take care to avoid planning inputs
which are not building on parents current strengths as this can be deskilling. Staff should
plan their input on the topic to ensure their contribution:

e |s developmentally appropriate to the age of the children attending the group.

o s clear.

o Focuses on one or two core messages.

o Builds on previous inputs.

e Provides parents with practical examples of how they can use information in their

everyday parenting. This may involve modelling skills or behaviours.
e Provides opportunities for question and answers

o Highlighting other relevant services in the community, for example baby yoga.

Snack: Provide refreshments for children and parents. Snack times provide an opportunity
for children and parents to enjoy healthy eating. They also provides a space to relax and talk
with their friends, which can create a shared, secure sense of community amongst the
children and parents. This time also provides an opportunity for parents to share
experiences and develop relationships with each other which may provide social support.

This part will last approximately 15 minutes.

Closing of session. Each session should be closed with a review with parents. The review
should involve seeking feedback from parents on how they think the session went and
suggestions for future sessions. Building Blocks workers close the session by thanking
parents for coming and outlining any future plans. This part will last approximately 15

minutes.

Environment and resources: Provide an area which is safe and stimulating for children, as
well as comfortable for parents. The space used to deliver the group should comply with
health and safety requirements (see Barnardos’ Health and Safety Policy: HS-001 (2011).
Children like to take part in a variety of different play types (exploratory, physical, pretend,
social, creative, constructive, language and games with rules, as described in Table 1 on

page 9). Providing children with enriching environments and adult support facilitates children
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to engage in different types of play. The play environment should provide children with the
following:

o Space to move around easily.

o A variety of materials and toys to support different types of play.

e Easy access to materials and toys.

e Stability, by consistently laying out the space in the same way.

It will be necessary to divide the space into different areas in order to ensure it is safe for all
(for example, if young infants and toddlers are participating in the group). The environment,
including toys and equipment, needs to be age-appropriate for the children attending the
group. Table 2 details types of toys and materials which are suitable for children of different

ages.

Table 2: Toys and Materials for Infants and toddlers

e Stacking toys and rings o Balls
o Push-pull toys - o Bean bags
o _Small soft toys o Cash register
s Squeaky toys o Telephone
e Soft mats or rugs e Dress-up clothes for dolls and children
e Music making toys o . Musical instruments
o Telephone o Puppets B
o Mirror e Toys figures: animals and people
o Boxes and cups o :Blocks: .0
e Mobiles ¢ Picture cards
o Pop up foys ¢ Jigsaws
e Picture books e ::.Shape sorter -
o Blow bubbles o Books
o Bricks o Paints brushes paper
o Balls e Play dough '
o Sand pit and water tray
o Tea sets

The toys should be organised in a way which allows children to access them easily. Toys
should be cleaned and checked regularly.

Toys should be stored away safely after sessions are finished. Tables and chairs should be

child-sized and there should be comfortable chairs for parents.

Additional activities

During the course of the year-long activity, outings to local facilities can be organised, for
example, the library, park, local theatre, etc. This can be a way of supporting families to
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connect with local services. Parties may be organised at holidays times like Christmas,

Easter, Chinese New Year, but staff must ensure that extra numbers are insured and that

the event is properly supervised.

Delivery

Personnel

Building Blocks groups will be delivered by two personnel. If possible, this should be a

Barnardos worker and a volunteer.

How the group will work

Each Building Blocks group will develop an agreed way of working together. Staff should

work with parents during the first session to explore the following:

e What is my role as a parent?
e What can | expect from the Barnardos staff?
e How will we interact with each other?

e Staff should also discuss group confidentiality and child protection with the parents.

Roles

Facilitator role

The facilitator plays a key role in welcoming parents and their children to the group.
Facilitators will need to draw on their interpersonal skills in creating a warm and friendly
atmosphere and supporting positive interaction between parents and their children. Key
areas of responsibility include:

Planning session activities and sourcing required materials

Facilitating input for parents

Preparing room set-up

Modelling positive interactions; body language, tone of voice, facial expression etc.
Supporting parents to engage in activities

Developing relationships with parents and chiidren

Managing the group

Ensuring safety

Providing knowledge and information

Arranging external speakers
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e Arranging snacks
e Linking families to other services where appropriate
e Record keeping

e Managing the budget

Volunteer role

o Contributing to planning of session

e Preparing room set-up

e Interacting with children

o Modelling interactions

e Supporting parents to engage in activities

o Ensuring safety

e Developing relationships with parents and children

e Arranging snacks

Parent role

e Contributing to planning of session

e Contributing to session (for example, sharing a talent, music or art)
o Interacting with their own child

e Supporting other parents to engage in activities

e Offering support to other parents

Implementation
Planning and reviewing sessions

Planning, and subsequently reviewing, the Building Blocks group session supports quality
delivery. As detailed in the Building Blocks session outline, the planning and reviewing
session should take place with the parents during each session. Staff should take a lead role
in planning the sessions and involve parents and volunteers as much as possible. Key
aspects of the process include planning: 1) activities, 2) allocation of tasks among personnel,
3) checking and obtaining resources as required, and 4) how to support participation of
parents and/or children in general, including for those who require additional assistance.
Staff should carry out a formal review of the parent and toddler group frequently (every 6-12

weeks) and the review session should inform further planning. The review process should
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involve all staff and volunteers involved in delivering the group, and could include reflecting

on:

attendance rates

engagement of parents in parent-child activities

how activities are working

how space and activities are being used

children’s play and interaction

group dynamics

effectiveness of talks, both internal and external speakers
any incidents that take place

Evaluations which take place at the end of group

Policies and procedures

The Building Blocks groups will operate within Barnardos’ policies and procedures. The

following polices will be particularly relevant:

Health and Safety Policy

Child Protection and Welfare - Direct Services to Children and Families
Diversity and Equality Opportunities

Volunteer Policy

Promoting Positive Behaviour

Children and Young People’s Participation

Parents participation

Record Keeping and File Management

Linking parents to other services

HS-001
CS-008
CP-007
VOL-001
CS-011
CS-002
CS-014
CS-013

The Building Blocks group provides an opportunity for Barnardos’ staff to build relationships

with children and parents. Through interactions with parents and children, staff may become

aware of families who have a higher level of need. In these incidences, in consultation with

the family, a more targeted service may be identified. Staff support families to access other

services or make a professional referral when necessary.
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Record keeping

Building Blocks will be recorded on a universal file. This is the green Barnardos file and it
contains general information about the group. The different sections of the file are listed
below. See Barnardos Universal File How To for further information about the specific forms
and to ensure the file is maintained in line with current organisational record keeping
practices. This is particularly important as Barnardos is currently changing from a paper
record to electronic record keeping system.

Attendance

Contains information about who attended what session

Cover sheet
Details contact and essential medical information on all group members

Programme plan

This form details the overall plan for the group, the desired outcomes, the steps that will be
taken to achieve these outcomes, the programme outline and planning issues (for example,
health and safety)

Session plan and review

This form records the desired outcomes and associated activities for each session. After the
session, activities are reviewed to consider what worked well, what did not work and what
changes are required for future sessions. Planning and reviewing of activities are combined

on the one form to enable ease of linking the planning with the reviewing of each session.

Evaluation

This form considers the desired outcomes for the group, whether these have been achieved,
any learning gained and any follow up issues or changes required. It is completed when all
sessions have been held and the group is finished. It should encompass the perspectives of
young people and facilitators.

Consent

Consent forms are kept here. Barnardos consent form is divided into essential areas which a
parent and young person must consent to before joining the group (record keeping and child

protection, etc.) and optional areas (photographs and video, etc.).
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Work record

This is a record of contact relating specifically to an individual attending Building Blocks.

Separate sections should be maintained for each child.

Child protection

If there are any concerns relating to child protection and welfare, these are recorded on the
standard Barnardos Child Protection and Welfare Record and, if appropriate, the Standard
Child Protection Reporting Notification Form and filed in a separate section which is created

for that specific service user at the back of the universal file.

Useful resources

The following guidelines may be useful when planning and delivering Building Blocks
Groups:

Regulations, Standards and Getting Started

o Barnardos. (2015). Our Children First: A Parent’s Guide to the National Child
Protection Guidance. Retrieved March 30, 2016, from

http://shop.barnardos.ie/publications/45-parents-quide-to-national-child-

protection.html

o Citizens Information Service. (2015). Regulation of Pre-school Childcare Services.
Retrieved March 30, 2016, from

http://www.citizensinformation.ie/en/education/pre school education and childcare/

health safety and welfare of preschool childcare services.html
e Early Childhood Ireland. (n.d). Setting Up. Retrieved March 30, 2016, from
https://www.earlvchildhoodireland.ie/work/operatinq-chiIdcare-service/settinq-

childcare-service/

o Meath County Childcare Committee. (n.d). Information on setting up a Parent and
Toddler Group. Retrieved March 30, 2016 from
http://www.mccc.ie/docs/20112804 info on_setting up a%20parent and toddler gr
oup.pdf

e National Council for Curriculum and Assessment. (2009). Aistear User Guide.
Retrieved March 30, 2016, from
http://www.ncca.biz/Aistear/pdfs/UserGuide ENG.pdf
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Tusla. (n.d). Early Years (Pre School) Inspectorate. Retrieved March 30, 2016, from
http://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services

Tusla. (2016). Starting a parent and toddler group. Retrieved April 5. 2016, from
http://www.tusla.ie/parenting-24-seven/0-5-years/parents—need-good-social-
networks/starting-a-parent-baby-and-toddler-group

Information on Children’s Development:

-}

©

Play

Barnardos. (2013). Child development guide. Dublin: Barnardos.

Bruce, T. (2011). Learning through play: for babies, toddlers and young children (2nd
ed.). Hachette: UK.

Sheridan, M. D., Howard, J., & Alderson, D. (2011). Play in early childhood: from
birth to six years (3rd ed.). UK: Routledge.

HSE (2015) Caring for your Baby /Child is a series of booklets which aims to help
parents care for themselves and their child during their child's first five years.
Available from http://www.hse.ie/eng/health/child/cfyb/

The following texts provide ideas for parent child play activities and information on how to

facilitate children’s play in early childhood:

-]

Alliance for Childhood. (2007). Play in the Early Years. Retrieved March 30, 2016
from

http://www.allianceforchiIdhood.orq/sites/allianceforchildhood.orq/files/file/pdf/pdf file
s/BAECF Play in the Early Years MayOQ7.pdf

Barnardos. (2014). Outdoor Play Matters. Retrieved March 30, 2016 from
http://shop.barnardos.ie/home/36-outdoor-play-matters.html

Bilton, H. (2002). Outdoor play in the early years: management and innovation. UK :
David Fulton.

Broadhead, P., & Burt, A. (2011). Understanding young children’s learning through
play: building playful pedagogies. USA: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.

Bruce, T. (2011). Learning through play: for babies, toddlers and young children (2nd
ed.). Hachette: UK.

Donohoe, J., & Gaynor, F. (2007). Education and care in the early years: an Irish
perspective. Dublin: Gill & Macmillan.
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Early Years Interboard panel (n.d) Learning Through Play. Retrieved March 30,
2016, from

http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/docs/foundation stage/learning through play ey.pdf
Early Years Matter. [2016]. Play & Learning. Retrieved March 30, 2016 from
http://earlyyearsmatters.co.uk/index. php/eyfs/a-unique-child/play-learning/

Kernan, M. (2007). Play as a context for early learning and development. Dublin:
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment.

Macintyre, C. (2012). Enhancing learning through play. A developmental perspective
for early years settings. UK: Routledge.

and the Aistear information sheet provides details for parents on supporting play:

Q

Aistear. (n.d. b). Information for parents: Learning and developing through play. Tip-
sheet for parents of young children (2%—6 years).
http://www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and Assessment/Early Childhood and Primary
Education/Early Childhood Education/Aistear Toolkit/Tip-

sheet on play Parents of young children.pdf

Nutrition

Barnardos, 2009, Children and Nutrition, Childlinks, Issue 1. Retrieved

http://www.barnardos.ie/resources-advice/publications/free-publications/childlinks-

children-and-nutrition-issue-1-2009.html

Health Promotion HSE, Safefood & Healthy Ireland. (2013). Your Child’s Weight.
Retrieved March 30, 2016 from https://www.healthpromotion.ie/hp-
files/docs/HPMO0Q851. pdf

Health Promotion Unit. (2004). Food and Nutrition Guidelines for Pre-School
Services. Retrieved March 30, 2016 from http://health.gov.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2014/03/Food-and-Nutrition-Guidelines-for-Pre-School-Services. pdf

Health Promotion Unit. (n.d). 3 Week Menu Plan: a resource for pre-schools.
Retrieved March 31, 2016 from https://www.healthpromotion.ie/hp-
files/docs/HPROQ901. pdf

Public Health Agency, (n.d). Nutrition matters for the early years: Guidance for

feeding under fives in the childcare setting. Retrieved March 31, 2016 from
http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/sites/default/files/Nutrition Matters for the early v
ears 11 2014.pdf
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o \Websites

o hitps:/iwww.earlychildhoodireland.ie/work/operating-childcare-

service/nutrition/

o https://www.pre-school.org.uk/parents/support-advice/408/healthy-eating-for-

young children
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