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Foreword
The publication of Towards a Framework for Early Learning represents
something of a milestone for the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment. While the NCCA has an established tradition of consultation
with those who work in a wide range of educational settings, this is the
first consultative document focused specifically on learning throughout
early childhood from birth to six years. Supporting this learning is a new
challenge for the NCCA, but working in partnership is an old and wellestablished practice. It is intended that this publication will serve as a
basis for engagement with those who work in or have an interest in this
sector of education as the NCCA moves towards the development of a
national framework for early learning. Developing the framework in this
way will ensure that it is built on shared understandings and rooted in a
common commitment to children, their learning, and their future.
Towards a Framework for Early Learning is itself the product of
consultation and collaboration with a wide range of agencies,
organisations and individuals who brought multi-disciplinary experience
and expertise to bear on the work. The members of the NCCA’s working
group on early childhood education played a central role in bringing the
document to completion and a number of practitioners, academics and
researchers who reviewed the document provided valuable feedback
during its development. The ongoing support provided by the Centre for
Early Childhood Development and Education (CECDE) was, and continues
to be, invaluable and greatly appreciated.
The NCCA team who worked on the development of this document
deserve particular acknowledgement – Dr. Sarah FitzPatrick, Deputy Chief
Executive, Cathal de Paor, Bairbre Boylan and Helen Guinan, Education
Officers. The commitment of Arlene Forster, Director, Curriculum and
Assessment, in leading the NCCA’s work in early childhood education and
in bringing this document to completion is greatly appreciated by those
who work alongside her in NCCA.
The completion of the document is not an end, but the beginning of a
new phase of the work of developing the framework, work in which all can
share through participation in the consultative process mapped out in the
concluding section.
Dr. Anne Looney
Chief Executive
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GLOSSARY 03

Adults
Adults play a fundamental role in
children’s early learning.
Parents/guardians are the primary
caregivers and educators. Other
significant adults in children’s lives
include extended family, childminders,
early childhood practitioners, and other
professionals, such as therapists and
social workers. In this consultative
document, the term adult is used
inclusively to refer to all of these
persons.
Assessment
This refers to the practices of observing
and reflecting upon children’s learning in
order to support and extend this learning
appropriately.
Attachment
This is the emotional relationship
between a child and a particular
caregiver, which provides a ‘secure base’
for the child's nurturance and
engagement with his/her environment,
including other people.
Child development
Child development can be viewed under
the following headings: physical
development, intellectual development,
language and communication
development, creative development,
emotional development, social
development, moral development,
and spiritual development.
Childminder
A childminder provides a loving and
caring home environment to the child
in which his/her learning is supported.
Communication
Communication enables children to
express and share their thoughts and
feelings and needs with others, to
establish and maintain social
relationships, to represent, categorise
and understand the world around them,
and to develop knowledge about their
culture and society. This document
presents a broad understanding of
communication, embracing non-verbal,

verbal and symbolic communication.
Communication is one of four themes
proposed for the Framework for
Early Learning.
Competence
This refers to the knowledge and skills
that a child possesses.
Culture
Aspects of culture include language,
religion, traditions, education, hygiene,
food, diet and eating habits, music,
song, drama, literature and art, leisure
activities, and style of dress.
Curriculum
This refers to all learning experiences,
whether formal or informal, planned or
unplanned, which contribute to a child’s
development.
Developmentally appropriate
Activities are developmentally appropriate
when they reflect a child's particular age
and stage of development.
Developmental domain
Areas or domains of development
including cognitive (including language),
physical, creative, spiritual, personal,
social, moral and emotional.
Early childhood
Internationally, early childhood tends to
refer to the period from birth to between
six and eight years of age. In this
document, and for the purposes of
developing a framework for early learning
in Ireland, it is appropriate to use six
years as the upper age limit, given that
it marks the beginning of compulsory
schooling.
Early childhood setting
This is the setting or environment in
which children learn and develop.
These settings can be very diverse,
and can be within or outside the home.
Settings outside the home can include
a neighbour’s or childminder’s home,
a nursery, crèche, naíonra, playschool,
pre-school, infant classroom in
mainstream or special school,

after-school club, and hospital. They also
include similar-type settings in the
Gaeltacht. All these settings provide
children with opportunities to learn
during early childhood.
Emergent literacy
This recognises the importance of early
language experiences in supporting
literacy development among children.
Activities involving play, talk and
discussion can support the emergence
of literacy in a natural and enjoyable way.
These experiences provide an important
base for later literacy.
Ethnicity
Members of a particular ethnic group
may share a particular culture, language,
or a way of life.
Exploring and thinking
This is a theme proposed for the
Framework for Early Learning. It refers
to active exploration of all aspects of
the environment in which children may
engage. This exploration enables children
to interpret their environment by using
their intelligence to think in convergent
and divergent ways.
Framework for Early Learning
This refers to the framework which will
be developed by the NCCA in partnership
with the early childhood sector. It will
guide and support learning throughout
early childhood, from birth to six years
inclusively.
Identity and belonging
This is a theme proposed for the
framework. Identity refers to the
identifying characteristics, behaviours
and understandings which children
may have, sometimes uniquely, and
sometimes shared with others. Shared
identities enable children to develop a
sense of belonging or a close relationship
with or affinity to a particular group.
Individual education plan
This is a plan which uses the information
gleaned from the assessment process, to
identify the short-term and medium-term

learning targets related to the child’s
special educational needs, and the
learning activities designed to respond
to those needs.
Language
Language embraces oral, written, and
manual communication, and consists of
content (semantics - vocabulary and word
meaning), form/syntax (grammar - sounds
and sentence structure), and use
(social use of language).
Learning
Learning can be formal or informal:
formal learning consists of learning
experiences which have been planned for
the child, while informal learning occurs
randomly on a continuous basis as the
child interacts with the environment.
Learning disposition
Learning dispositions have been defined
as ‘habits of the mind’ (Katz, 1987).
They refer to how a child approaches
and engages in learning. Some common
learning dispositions in early childhood
include confidence, courage,
perseverance, playfulness, resilience,
responsibility, and trust. Having skills in
a certain area is quite different to having
a disposition for that area: for example,
having reading skills is quite different
from having a disposition to read.
Learning environment
This is the setting in which learning
takes place. It includes both outdoor
and indoor environments.
Maturation
The sequential emergence of physical
and mental characteristics, governed
by instructions contained in the child’s
genetic code and shared by all members
of the human species.
Numeracy
Developing an understanding of
mathematical numbers and concepts.
Parent/guardian
In this document the term
parent/guardian refers to the child’s
primary caregivers and educators.

These include the father and mother
and/or guardians of the child.
Phonological awareness
Phonological awareness is the awareness
that words can be broken down into
constituent sounds. It includes the ability
to hear sounds in words in the correct
sequence and to segment, count, blend
and manipulate them.
Physical skills
As physical development proceeds, the
child acquires various physical skills
which require co-ordination between
sensory input, brain organisation and
motor output. These skills often require
a great deal of practice before becoming
automatic. Gross motor skills use the
large muscles in the body and include
walking, running, and kicking a ball.
Fine motor skills are used in activities
such as pointing, using a knife and fork,
and writing.
Play agenda
Each player has a personal play agenda
reflecting his/her interests and
intentions.
Practitioner
All those working in a specialised manner
with children in early childhood settings.
Practitioners may have a diversity of
experience and qualifications ranging
from unaccredited through to postgraduate level.
Reciprocity
This involves turn-taking routines during
communicative exchanges between the
adult and the child at pre-verbal, verbal
and symbolic levels. These exchanges are
characterised by mutual interest,
enjoyment and communicative intent.
Reflective practice
Reflecting critically on their practices,
and asking questions of themselves
(possibly with the help of others), helps
practitioners to optimise their own
learning as well as that of the children
with whom they work.

Scaffolding
This is a metaphor used to describe the
process whereby adults support and
guide children’s learning, enabling the
children to ‘perform’ at a level beyond
their own capabilities.
Sensitive periods
This refers to a period of time when a
specific aspect of a child’s development
would benefit from the presence of
appropriate stimulation or experiences.
Social skills
These refer to the ability to be with
others, while knowing the appropriate
behaviour for particular situations and
activities. This behaviour includes the
ability to meet, mix and communicate
with others; knowing how to share, take
turns and accept rules.
Socialisation
This is the process by which children
learn the standards, values, and expected
behaviours of their culture and society.
Special educational needs
The Report of the Special Education
Review Committee (SERC) defines
children with special educational needs
as including

those whose disabilities and/or
circumstances prevent or hinder
them from benefiting adequately
from the education which is
normally provided for pupils of the
same age, or for whom the
education which is generally
provided in the classroom
is not sufficiently challenging.
(1993, p.18)
Well-being
This is a theme proposed for the
framework. It refers to all aspects of the
physical, emotional, moral, and spiritual
health and well-being of the child, which
are essential foundations for early and all
subsequent learning.
Zone of proximal development
This refers to what the child could do,
know and understand with input from a
more knowledgeable and skilful person.
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Remit of the NCCA
The NCCA’s work in developing a framework for
early childhood learning has its legislative basis
in the Education Act (1998). The Act states that
the NCCA advises the Minister for Education and
Science on matters relating to

(b) the curriculum for early childhood
education, primary and post-primary
schools.
(Education Act, 1998, Article 41-1)

*
Introduction
The National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA) will soon begin the
development of a framework to support
children’s learning throughout the early
childhood period from birth to six years.
The title, Framework for Early Learning
is currently being used to refer to this
framework. The framework is intended for
adults in all early childhood settings who
have responsibility for nurturing children’s
learning and development. It will support
these adults in giving children learning
opportunities responsive to their individual
strengths and needs, and so help them
to realise their full potential as learners.

This consultative document, Towards a
Framework for Early Learning is an important
stepping stone in the development of the
framework. It is primarily a consultative tool,
which the NCCA will use to work in partnership
with the early childhood sector in designing the
Framework for Early Learning and in planning
for its development.

Structure and purpose of the current
document
The document comprises five sections:
- rationale and purpose
- the child as a learner
- contexts for learning
- supporting early learning through the
assessment process
- building the framework.
As a starting point, the document articulates
a clear vision of all children as capable young
learners from birth, with rights to be supported
and guided in realising their full potential.
This includes children of all abilities, cultures,
languages, ethnicities, and socio-economic
backgrounds. This vision is an important
foundation in furthering the development
of the framework.
The document continues by presenting a rationale
for the development of a national framework for
early learning. It identifies and explores key ideas
that are central to such a framework. In
discussing these ideas, it draws attention to many
significant principles which inform us how early
learning should be supported. These principles
emerge through the discussions in the document,
and are summarised in the conclusions to the
various sections. The document closes with an
outline of what the Framework for Early Learning
might contain, illustrating how it could assist
adults in supporting all children in their learning.

This outline is for consideration and comment
by the early childhood sector.

Consultation and partnership
A variety of curriculum guidance for early
childhood already exists in Ireland and there is
a need to reflect the diversity and richness of this
in the framework. Many organisations, in drawing
on a range of experience and expertise, have
developed their own guidance which is used in
a range of settings. There are also curriculum
developments at a national level. The Primary
School Curriculum (1999a), developed by the
NCCA, guides the learning of children enrolled in
infant classes in primary schools (children aged
4+) through Irish and English. Building on the
experiences of the Rutland Street Project, the
Department of Education and Science developed
Curricular Guidelines for Good Practice for the
Early Start Preschool Intervention Project (1998)
(children aged 3+). The NCCA will consult widely
with the early childhood sector to ensure that the
Framework for Early Learning draws and builds on
this work.
The development of the framework is a significant
milestone in curriculum development in Ireland.
The NCCA has a long and established tradition
of partnership in its work. Consultation is the
cornerstone of this partnership and will enable
all those in the early childhood sector to work
together in contributing to the development
process. Developing the framework in this way
provides opportunities to create a unified vision
of what constitutes quality in terms of supporting
and nurturing early learning for all children in
this country, and to reflect this in daily practice.
The NCCA will consult with the early childhood
sector both prior to and during the development
of the framework. Details of this consultation
and partnership are presented in the concluding
remarks to this document. It is critical that the
sector takes the time to read and to reflect on the
central ideas presented in this document, and to
respond to the NCCA on these. A response form
accompanies the document and is also available
at www.ncca.ie. Focus questions are interspersed
through this document to guide the reader’s
thinking in the case of each of the nine ideas
outlined on the response form. Through analysing
the responses, the NCCA can draw on the current
curriculum work and expertise in the sector, and
better ensure that the Framework for Early
Learning is a relevant and valuable document
for everyone responsible for children from birth
to six years.
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The child is an active
learner, making sense of
his/her environment
through the senses,
movement and language.

*
Rationale
and purpose
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1.1 Introduction to
section one

1.1 Introduction to section one

1.2 The national
context

1.4 The Framework
for Early
Learning
- vision and aims

This section presents the rationale for the
development of the Framework for Early Learning
to support learning across the whole early
childhood period. It begins by outlining the
national context for such an initiative, and
proceeds to explore the benefits of early learning.
It concludes with a brief discussion of some of
the framework’s central features.

1.5 Features of the
framework

1.2 The national context

1.3 The benefits of
early learning

1.6 Conclusion

Early childhood is a time when children learn
through caring and nurturing relationships. Side
by side with this, there is an understanding of
children as a community of intuitive young
learners with both care and educational needs,
and rights.

Care and education are inextricably
linked elements in a child’s holistic
development – this reality must be
reflected in the ethos
and programme of all services.
(Expert Working Group on Childcare,
1999, p.50)
The development of the Framework for Early
Learning is timely. Recent policy developments
illustrate an emerging endorsement of children’s
rights to both care and education:

Children are recognised as individuals
within a family and in the wider
community with rights to equal support,
care and promotion of their wellbeing.
(desired outcome of recommendations)
(Commission on the Family, 1998, p.229)
Some of the policy and legislative developments
in the area of early childhood care and education
are summarised in Box 1.1.

Box 1.1: Recent relevant policy and
legislative developments in Ireland
1991 - Childcare Act
1992 - UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child
1996 - Quality Targets in Services for
Young Children
1998 - National Forum on Early
Childhood Education
- Strengthening Families for Life
- Education Act
1999 - Best Health for Children –
Developing a Partnership with Families
- Ready to Learn, White Paper on Early
Childhood Education
- Primary School Curriculum
- Children First – National Guidelines for
the Protection and Welfare of Children
- National Childcare Strategy, Report of
the Partnership 2000 Expert Working
Group on Childcare
2000 - National Children’s Strategy,
Our Children – Their Lives
- Equal Opportunities Childcare
Programme
2002 - Investing in Parenthood to achieve
best health for children:
The Supporting Parents Strategy
- Quality Childcare and Lifelong
Learning: Model Framework for
Education, Training and Professional
Development for the Early Childhood
Care and Education Sector
- Centre for Early Childhood
Development and Education
2003 - Education for Persons with
Disabilities Bill
The ratification of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child in 1992 was a
significant turning point in Ireland’s history of
supporting children in early childhood. In signing,
Ireland accepted a range of international
obligations concerning the welfare of children
seven of which pertain to the area of their rights
to care and education in their formative years.

This was followed by the publication of a Ten-Year
Action Programme, Quality Targets in Services for
Young Children by the European Commission
Network on Childcare (1996) which states that
a quality early years programme may only be
achieved within a national policy framework.
While we now have such a framework, the
National Children’s Strategy: Our Children –
Their Lives (2000) we have no national policy
for learning in the early years, a factor noted
repeatedly at the National Forum on Early
Childhood Education convened in 1998.
Concentrating on early learning, this forum paved
the way for Ready to Learn, the White Paper on
Early Childhood Education (1999b). This paper
recommends the development of guidelines to
support children’s learning throughout early
childhood. In addition, the need to support
parents/guardians in catering for their children’s
learning is emphasised. This key message also
underpins the more recent Investing in
Parenthood to achieve best health for children:
The Supporting Parents Strategy (2002).
1999 also saw the launch of the Primary School
Curriculum, the outcome of extensive
collaboration and partnership between the
education partners. This curriculum, which
contains an infant curriculum for children aged
four to six years, is based on the latest thinking
and research about how children learn, and how
that learning can be supported optimally for each
child through skilled, sensitive, and informed
involvement by a teacher.

The curriculum recognises the integrity
of the child’s life as a child and aims to
cater for his or her needs and potential
as they evolve day by day. By meeting
these needs, the curriculum enriches the
child’s life and the foundations are laid
for happiness and fulfilment in later
education and in adult life.
(Primary School Curriculum, Introduction, p.6)
The National Children’s Strategy: Our Children –
Their Lives was launched in 2000 by the National
Children's Office. The Strategy presents a vision
of the place and rights of children from birth:

An Ireland where children are respected
as young citizens with a valued
contribution to make and a voice of their
own; where all children are cherished and

supported by family and the wider
society; where they enjoy a fulfilling
childhood and realise their potential.
(National Children’s Strategy, 2000, p.4)
This vision emphasises the importance of
enabling children to experience a fulfilling
childhood and to realise their potential. By
implication, it highlights the responsibility of
adults to support children in achieving this.
This strategy, and in particular its vision, is
very timely for the development of the Framework
for Early Learning.
2000 also saw the commencement of the Equal
Opportunities Childcare Programme (EOCP) under
the auspices of the Department of Justice,
Equality and Law Reform. This programme aims
to enable parents/guardians to avail of training,
education, and employment opportunities through
the provision of quality childcare supports. This
programme provides funding to facilitate both
the expansion of the early childhood sector,
and the improvement of the quality of services
for children.
The recent development of the Quality Childcare
and Lifelong Learning: Model Framework for
Education, Training and Professional
Development for the Early Childhood Care and
Education Sector (2002) is also significant. This
framework presents guidance on the professional
development of those working in the early
childhood sector. This is especially relevant to
the NCCA’s work, given the centrality of the adultchild relationship in supporting and extending
early learning.
Another important initiative has been the
establishment of the Centre for Early Childhood
Development and Education (CECDE) in 2002,
under the auspices of the Department of
Education and Science. The centre has
responsibility for the overall co-ordination and
development of early childhood education in
Ireland, giving rise to areas of mutual interest
with the NCCA. A close working relationship
between the two organisations is thus important
in the development of the Framework for Early
Learning. The NCCA has worked in close
partnership with the CECDE in developing the
current consultative document and will continue
to do so.
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learning is the foundation for
subsequent learning (the
ng of lifelong learning).

y childhood is a time of
ndous opportunity for learning.

These policy developments provide a strong value
base for the development of the Framework for
Early Learning. Collectively, they see all children
as young people with an innate dignity, and an
entitlement to appropriate support in their
learning and development from birth. Such
support should assist them in realising their true
potential irrespective of the range and/or capacity
of that potential.
Policy developments in other areas will also
influence children’s lives in Irish society for
example, in the areas of health and community
affairs and so also provide a context for the
development of the framework. In relation to
language, the development of the framework
takes place in the context of Irish and English
being official languages of the state. The last
decade has seen other important developments
in relation to the language profile of the country.
These developments relate to languages including
Ulster Scots, Irish Sign Language, Irish Traveller
Cant, and languages brought to the country by
newcomers such as refugees, asylum seekers
and other persons.
All policy developments to a greater or lesser
extent help create the context for the work
undertaken by those involved in the early
childhood community. This community is quite
diverse comprising the private, public and
voluntary sectors. These sectors support,
complement and extend the work of
parents/guardians with their children. Local
groups and networks play a key role in
responding to local needs in early childhood
care and education.

1.3 The benefits of early learning
Early childhood research continues to highlight
the extent and nature of learning from birth,
and the possibilities for development which this
learning offers. Learning actually begins before
birth, but this is beyond the scope of the
framework. Research is also exploring the
relationship between early learning and
subsequent learning into adulthood.
As with learning in later life, early learning can
be both formal and informal. For example, the
child who learns how to tie his/her shoelaces will
very likely have been taught to some degree by
someone. On the other hand, much of his/her
other learning will be incidental and unplanned,
such as learning how to greet people, or that
night is associated with darkness and day with
light. When the child begins school, informal
learning will continue to be a part of his/her
learning experiences, although the balance
between the two may change.
The benefits of early learning, and the reason why
learning should be supported in an informed and
purposeful way at this stage in a child’s life, can
be explained as follows:

-

Early learning is the foundation for all
subsequent learning (the beginning of
lifelong learning).

-

Early childhood is a time of tremendous
opportunity for learning.

The foundation of lifelong learning
The period from birth to six years is understood
as being a time of life qualitatively different from
later childhood and adulthood. It is a time of
tremendous growth and development when the
young mind, body, and spirit experience change
at an unprecedented rate.

Early childhood is… a period of
momentous significance for all people…
By the time this period is over, children
will have formed conceptions of
themselves as social beings, as thinkers,
and as language users, and they will have
reached certain important decisions
about their own abilities and their own
worth.
(Donaldson, Grieve and Pratt, 1983, p.1)

Donaldson et al. pinpoint the very centrality of
early learning to life itself. It is the foundation
to learning for life and learning throughout life.
Early experiences shape us as learners. By the
end of our early childhood years we have reached
important conclusions about our own abilities, our
own achievements and the expectations others
have of us as learners. In this way, early
experiences contribute significantly to later
well-being, and influence the quality of a person’s
life. These experiences should nurture all areas of
learning and development appropriately, and
should promote a child’s image of himself/herself
as a capable and competent learner in a
positive way.
The recognition of the importance of early
learning and its link with the future is stated
again and again in a range of guidance issued
for, and by practitioners in Ireland.
A time of tremendous opportunity
Neuroscience is revealing that learning is
profound in the first six/seven years
of life but especially in the first three years.
The development and learning that occur in these
three years are crucial for laying the foundations
for competence and coping skills that will affect
children’s overall capacity to learn and to behave,
and their ability to manage emotions (The
Supporting Parents Strategy, 2002). During this
time, the brain is particularly receptive to
appropriate stimulation and nurturing:

Experiences may alter the behaviour of
an adult, but experience literally forms
the mind of a young child.
(Winkly, 1999)
We also know that there are so-called sensitive
periods, during which children can benefit
enormously from particular types of experiences.
For example, Sproule, Murray, Spratt, Rafferty,
Trew, Sheehy and McGuinness (2001) write that
while the sensitive periods for early language
learning may vary for individual children, they are
always over by the age of four or younger. This is
relevant for the development of a child’s first
language, as well as his/her bilingual
development, for example, an English-speaking
child learning Irish in a naíonra or other setting.
During this time, children may also begin to learn
other languages and develop their own
plurilingual identity. At the same time, however,
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others suggest that language may have several
sensitive periods extending into adulthood,
strengthening the idea of lifelong learning
(Blakemore and Frith, 2000).
While neuroscience may yield much information
about early learning in the future, it is known
that the early learning environment is pivotal in
providing children with the appropriate
stimulation and challenge to nurture all aspects
of their learning. At the most basic level, good
nutrition and nurturing are essential for optimal
brain development (McCain and Mustard, 1999).
The child also needs to interact with an
environment which supports optimum early
physical, cognitive, language and social
development, as well as the development of
emotions and an understanding of one’s own
ability and worth. Central to all this are high
quality adult-child interactions.

e Framework for Early Learning
omotes an early childhood for all

*

ildren in Ireland where they can

velop as learners within the

ntext

f trusting and loving relationships

ith others,

Early childhood is not a time for solely
maximising children’s learning for the sake of
their future. While the young brain is very ready
for experiences which can have a positive impact
on subsequent learning, this does not mean that
learning has to be unduly accelerated or rushed.
We should not impose knowledge and skills more
appropriate to later learning on these young and
highly sensitive minds. Children are vulnerable to
the absence of appropriate early stimulation, but
are equally sensitive to the presence of
inappropriate learning experiences. Attempts to
accelerate learning beyond their developmental
capacities may actually inhibit learning and
damage their self-esteem and confidence as
learners, possibly undoing much of the potential
good of early experiences (Elkind and Sigel,
1987). Premature formality in early learning is
also considered unwise (Keating, Fabian, Joran,
Mavers and Roberts, 2000; Marcon, 1999;
Bredekamp and Copple, 1997). Similarly, it is
stated in the Norwegian Framework Plan for
Kindergartens (children aged 1-6 years).

…childhood as a life-phase has a high
intrinsic value, and children’s own
free-time, own culture and play are
fundamentally important…the need
for control and management must at all
times be weighed against the children’s
need to be children on their own
premises and based on their
own interests.
(OECD, 1999b, p.21)

Early learning through discovery and adventure
will promote mastery, understanding and
achievement in a fun way. This learning should
arise from children’s own interests and
experiences, and take account of their specific
strengths and needs. It must also take place
within the context of the child’s culture and
language(s).
However, not all children learn at the same rate.
Many need support such as that offered by early
intervention, to avail of the opportunities which
early childhood offers. This is especially
important for vulnerable children such as those
who have a disability, or who are disadvantaged
in other ways such as by socio-economic
background and/or ethnicity. Some children may
also be unwell, and need special support.

1.4 The Framework for Early Learning –
vision and aims
The vision
The Framework for Early Learning promotes an
early childhood for all children in Ireland where
they can develop as learners within the context
of trusting and loving relationships with others,
and through meaningful engagement with their
environment. They will be supported in their
holistic development, and in realising their
potential as learners in ways which reflect their
individuality as well as their diverse experiences
of childhood in Ireland in terms of their abilities,
cultures, languages, and socio-economic
backgrounds.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Do you share this vision for the Framework
for Early Learning?
What change(s), if any, would you make to it?

recognising the diversity of ability, culture,
language, faith, social group, and ethnicity
which influences children’s learning
and development.
2. emphasise the important and influential
role of parents/guardians as their children’s
primary educators during early childhood.
3. guide parents/guardians, childminders and
practitioners in planning and providing
appropriate learning opportunities for all
children, recognising the range of their
learning strengths and the areas of learning
in which they require extra and/or
specialised support.
4. support existing good practices in early
learning. The framework will help practitioners
to reflect upon and to evaluate their own
practices, and in doing so to continue to
strive to create and provide learning
opportunities which have a positive,
beneficial, and lasting influence on all
children’s learning.
It is hoped that these aims reflect the many and
varied experiences of childhood lived by children
in Ireland at this time. The aims emphasise the
importance of the relationships between children
and adults, and in particular the centrality of
parent/guardian-child interactions. With this
importance come responsibilities. Children need
experiences which help them to realise their
potential in all areas of learning and
development, irrespective of individual difference
in potential. An important process in facilitating
this is reflective practice. Here, adults have a
responsibility to reflect critically on their own
practices in an effort to continually improve the
quality of the learning opportunities they create
for children. This relentless search for quality can
enrich the lives of both the children and the
adults who work with them.

The aims

FOCUS QUESTIONS

Premised on this vision, the Framework for
Early Learning will have a number of aims.
The framework will
1. support the development of all children from
birth to six years as competent and confident
learners within loving and nurturing
relationships with adults and peers,

Do you think these aims are appropriate for a
national framework?
Are there additional aims which you believe
should be included?
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1.5 Features of the framework
What is the purpose of the Framework for
Early Learning?
The development of a national framework is an
important step in helping to provide all children
with appropriately enriching, challenging and
enjoyable learning opportunities from birth
to six years.
In its review of early childhood care and
education in twelve countries, the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD, 2001a) noted the value of a national
framework in helping practitioners to focus on
and to clarify the aims of their work with
children. In particular, it noted the role of the
framework in highlighting progression in
children’s learning, and in providing a structure
to ensure that all areas of learning are guided,
supported and nurtured.
If a national framework is to be helpful in this
way, it must have certain characteristics.
-

-

It should be underpinned by a set of
principles which relate to the nature of early
childhood and in particular early learning.
It should be inclusive, reflecting the varied
strengths and needs of early learners and
providing support and guidance to parents/
guardians, childminders and practitioners
in relation to these varied strengths
and needs.

-

It should reflect what we as a society consider
important in terms of nurturance and support
during the initial years of life.

-

It should reflect and complement current
good practices in the range of early childhood
settings. In this way, the framework can
reflect the rich diversity of philosophies,
traditions, and approaches in early childhood
care and education.

To have these characteristics, the Framework for
Early Learning will be informed by the latest
research and thinking about early learning.
Drawing on this, it will articulate broad
pedagogical principles to guide adults in
supporting children as they learn and develop.
The framework will also present the key areas
of development and learning through themes.

Expressed through aims, goals and learning
experiences, these themes will set out the
dispositions, skills, attitudes and knowledge
children should learn. The framework will also
describe in broad terms, the types of
environments that best support early learning and
development. In this way, adults will be assisted
in tailoring learning to the individual child so that
he/she has a positive, enjoyable and motivating
experience as a young learner. Section five
presents a more detailed discussion of the
proposed model for the framework.
Who is the framework for?
The Framework for Early Learning will address
learning across the whole early childhood period.
In this way, the framework will be relevant to all
those responsible for the development and
learning of children from birth to six years of
age. This includes parents/guardians,
childminders and all practitioners in the various
disciplines working in the range of settings
outside the home. These settings include
crèches, nurseries, parent-and-toddler groups,
playschools, pre-schools, naíonraí, infant classes
in mainstream and special schools, after-school
clubs, and hospital settings. They also include
similar settings in the Gaeltacht. This range of
settings encompasses the private, public and
voluntary sectors.
How can one framework cater for the diversity
that exists?
The vision for the Framework for Early Learning
captures the importance of all children being
supported appropriately in their learning. While
children have many similarities in how they learn
and what they learn, they also present many
differences in terms of the learning opportunities
and the supports they need.
These differences emerge from diversity in stage
of development, ability, learning dispositions, and
diversity in social, cultural, language and ethnic
backgrounds. The Framework for Early Learning,
in realising its vision, will need to provide
sufficient guidance to enable adults to respond to
children’s individual strengths and needs in
planning for and providing them with a positive
and enjoyable start in life. Differentiation of
learning experiences must therefore be a central
tenet of the framework.
Children demonstrate significant changes in their
developmental abilities during early childhood.

For example, they usually learn to sit, walk,
and talk, to make connections in their thinking,
to represent their thoughts symbolically, and to
become more and more responsible for areas of
self-care. It is important that they have
opportunities to build on and to develop these
changing abilities. In order to cater for this level
of diversity, it is suggested that the framework
will be presented in three overlapping phases for
babies, toddlers, and young children (Figure 1.1):
-

*

Babies – birth to eighteen months
Toddlers – twelve months to three years
Young children – two and a half to six years.

Young children:
21/2 - 6 years

Toddlers:
12 months - 3 years

Babies:
birth - 18 months

Figure 1.1: Three overlapping phases

This approach may be an over-simplification in
some respects. For example, behaviour typical
of babies does not cease to exist when the baby
reaches eighteen months. In addition, the
learning experienced by a two and a half-year
old is significantly different from that of a sixyear old. Nonetheless, the age groupings can be
a useful way of capturing the changing abilities
throughout early childhood. They also make it
possible to show the importance of having
different focuses in learning experiences which
take account of children’s new and emerging
abilities and interests.
How will the framework interface with existing
curriculum guidance?
As outlined in the introduction to this document,
a variety of curriculum guidance to support early
learning already exists in Ireland and is being
used very successfully by many practitioners.
This guidance reflects the diversity of practice,
a hallmark of early childhood care and education
in Ireland.

- Babies - birth to
eighteen months
- Toddlers - twelve
months to three years
It is important that the framework reflects this
diversity including
- setting/learning environment
- philosophy
- length of day (i.e., whether sessional
or full-day)
- age of the children
- language
- culture.
As a national framework, the Framework for Early
Learning will complement existing curriculum
guidance and try to create more coherence and
connectedness across learning throughout early
childhood. It will offer advice and guidance to
adults in planning and providing appropriate
learning experiences for the individual child.
However, the specifics of these experiences will
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need to be decided locally between the adult and
the child. This endorses the personal nature of
learning and the child’s role in partnership with
the adult in shaping and directing that learning.
It acknowledges the intimate knowledge the adult
has of the child as a learner – how he/she learns,
his/her learning needs, interests, and strengths.
It also ensures the preservation of the different
philosophical approaches, traditions, and
structures characteristic of early childhood
practices and settings in this country.
The Framework for Early Learning will have both
implicit and explicit links with the Primary School
Curriculum (1999a). Sharing many of the
principles of early learning, which emerge through
this document, this curriculum is used to guide
and shape the learning experiences of most
children from five years onwards. As such, it is
essential that the framework and the Primary
School Curriculum collectively ensure continuity
and progression in children’s learning. The NCCA
has begun a rolling monitoring and review of the
Primary School Curriculum, with the chief aim
being to gather information on teachers’ and
children’s experiences of its implementation,
with a view to informing future developments.
This will include a focus on the infant
curriculum, and should yield rich insights into
children’s initial experiences in the early classes.
In this way, the development of the framework
and the ongoing review of the Primary School
Curriculum can be mutually beneficial.
Why is a single framework being proposed?
Recent years have seen an emerging trend of
developing frameworks which overarch the whole
of early childhood, a practice endorsed by the
OECD (2001a). Such an approach would have
a number of advantages in the Irish context.
- A single framework, which traverses age
boundaries, can reflect the continuum of early
learning more successfully by promoting the
care and educational needs of children from
birth to six years. This will help to give the
earliest learning the recognition and status it
deserves. In the past, the needs of children
from birth to three have tended to be
understood from a care perspective, while
education was seen more as the priority for
those from three onwards. This may have
resulted in fragmentation and an undervaluing
of early learning.

- A single framework is more conducive to
planning for, and supporting children’s
learning along a continuum of ability. For
children whose development is impaired or
delayed through disability and/or disadvantage,
an overarching framework can provide
parents/guardians, childminders and
practitioners with appropriate starting points
which reflect the relevant developmental stage.
- A single framework can reflect the diversity of
children’s lives in Ireland in terms of culture,
language and socio-economic background.
- An overarching framework can be used to
inform practices across a range of settings and
disciplines or professions. This will promote
multi-disciplinary practices through greater
communication and sharing of understandings
between practitioners from different
professional communities, for example,
education, health, speech and language,
occupational therapy.
- Early childhood can be a time of wonder, joy,
and discovery. It is these experiences that
produce keen and confident learners and
which should be encouraged and promoted in
a national framework. This can be achieved
more effectively if learning is considered
across the whole of early childhood. Thus the
development of one framework should help to
address early learning in a more coherent and
inclusive manner. It should also help to
promote the importance of the everyday
activities and tasks children share with adults.
- A single framework can highlight the
importance of adult-child interactions
(relationships) as a central focus for quality
learning experiences throughout childhood.
These relationships are an important context
for early learning as outlined in section three
of this document.
- Much guidance in supporting early learning is
already currently in use in this country. It is
envisaged that the Framework for Early
Learning will create more coherence across
this guidance. The framework will help to
affirm and support parents/guardians,
childminders and practitioners in their
everyday routines and practices. It will also
encourage reflective practice as a tool for
improving the quality of provision for
children’s learning.

1.6 Conclusion
Early childhood is a time of incredible learning.
This learning has a fundamental impact on all
later learning and on the individual’s life itself
and should therefore be supported and
encouraged appropriately. One step to achieving
this is through the development of a national
framework. Ireland has a strong policy base for
such an initiative. This together with the
experience, expertise, commitment and
participation of the early childhood sector in
partnership with the NCCA creates an ideal
opportunity to develop a framework which will
support adults in helping all children to learn
to their full potential.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Do you agree with the idea of a national
framework for learning in early childhood?
Do you think this framework might be of help
to you in your setting?
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*

The cultivation of learning
dispositions such as
curiosity, risk- taking,
concentration, resilience,
creativity and fairness has
positive life-long implications.

The child
as a learner
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2.1 Introduction to
section two

2.1 Introduction to section two

2.2 Early learning
and
development

This section provides an overview of the child
as a young learner, focusing on the capacities
and competencies he/she brings to the learning
process. It explores the many influences on the
child’s learning. In particular, it notes the
importance of early learning opportunities which
are responsive to the individual needs of
each child.

2.3 Holistic view of
early learning
and
development
2.4 Aspects of early
learning and
development
2.5 A thematic
framework
2.6 Connections
across
curriculum
guidance

The section presents early learning in the
context of four interconnected themes: wellbeing, identity and belonging, communication,
and exploring and thinking. For each of these
themes, the section refers to the learning and
development of babies, toddlers, and young
children.

2.7 Conclusion

2.2 Early learning and development
The global view of the young learner
From the moment of birth–and indeed
before–most children display a tremendous
capacity and desire to learn (Gopnik, Meltzoff
and Kuhl, 1999). Forming early secure
attachments with significant caregivers facilitates
exploration of the environment and thus assists
learning. The innate drive to learn is evident in
children’s desire to become aware of and to
understand their world, and everything in it. It is
reflected in their need to feel wanted and loved,
which are important foundations of healthy and
positive early learning experiences. It is also
displayed in the child’s curiosity and wonder
about his/her environment, in the excitement
he/she feels in engaging with that environment,
and in achieving and developing growing
independence.
At birth, the learning environment consists of the
key adult(s) who care(s) for the young baby. Later,
the physical environment becomes more relevant,
and the child begins to engage with more adults
and peers. Occurring in a playful context, these
interactions can support much learning which is
self-initiated, fun, positive, and motivating with
appropriate support or involvement from others.

This image of the active learner presents
learning and development as a dynamic process,
which can vary in any given situation according to
the level of self-direction by the child, and
support from others. This support should take full
account of how the child naturally interacts with
and develops an understanding of his/her
environment, as well as the child’s individual
abilities and capacity for learning.
The uniqueness of each child
There are many different experiences of early
childhood in Ireland today. Each child’s ‘path of
learning’ is shaped by individual potential and
the range of experiences he/she has in everyday
life (Hayes, 1999). This diversity results in
different experiences of early childhood. These
different experiences in turn determine the level
and type of adult support needed by individual
children in nurturing and extending their learning
and development.
Children are born with a unique repertoire of
abilities and strengths, which should be
supported and nurtured appropriately. Some
children have significant learning disabilities and
need particular help in learning. Individual
personality traits, health, additional sensory or
physical needs, behavioural difficulties, and
individual life experiences also need to be
considered.
Children develop and learn within particular
social, cultural, and language environments. Irish
society has undergone unprecedented social and
economic change in recent years. Some of the
greatest changes have occurred in terms of family
structures and the composition of Irish society. A
growing percentage of children in early childhood
are now growing up in diverse family
arrangements.
Poverty continues to affect significant numbers of
children. This poverty can significantly impact on
parents’/guardians’ means to support and to
foster early learning appropriately. Unable to
exploit these early opportunities, these children
can face many difficulties in later learning.

Recent years have brought increased cultural and
linguistic diversity to Ireland. It is vital that
children from these communities, as well as
children whose native language is Irish or
English, develop a healthy sense of identity and
belonging in this new cultural context.
An additional factor influencing the type of early
childhood experienced by children in this country
is the increasing number of children spending
time in out-of-home settings. Many people are
also living increasing distances from their
extended families. Therefore some children are
spending an increasing percentage of their first
few years of life in the company of adults other
than their parents/guardians, grandparents or
extended family.
Differing experiences of childhood necessitate
different types and levels of adult support in
nurturing early learning and development.
The nature and intensity of this support should
always be dependent on the strengths and needs
of the individual child. Matching opportunities to
children helps to ensure that they are all
supported in realising their own potential,
and in working towards becoming independent,
participating, and responsible citizens.
As suggested in section one, the Framework for
Early Learning will reflect the many and diverse
experiences children have of early childhood.
Through information and advice, it will guide
those working with children to plan for and to
provide the types of learning environments and
supports children should have to realise their
potential, and to give them a positive, enjoyable
and motivating start in life.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Does this image of the child as a learner convey
the role played by most children in their early
learning?
Do you think this image reflects the diversity of
children’s experiences of childhood in Ireland?

2.3 Holistic view of early learning and
development
All aspects of early learning are interconnected.
At no other stage in life is this more obvious and
more relevant. While it is possible to identify
different dimensions to this learning, for example,
social, emotional, personal, physical (sensory and
motor development), cognitive, linguistic,
creative, aesthetic, moral and spiritual, these are
intricately interwoven, influencing each other in
highly complex and sophisticated ways.
Adopting a holistic view of the child as a learner
in the Framework for Early Learning is important
for many reasons. Firstly, it foregrounds the
child’s own capacities and strengths as a learner.
This focus sees our youngest children as
contributing citizens with entitlements to
opportunities and supports for their learning and
development, as expressed in the National
Children’s Strategy (2000).
Secondly, the holistic approach emphasises the
interconnectedness of all learning. Naturally,
different experiences will nurture learning and
development in some dimensions more than in
others. For example, conversations and story-time
will be of most relevance in linguistic, cognitive,
social and emotional development. However,
focusing on the whole child as a learner rather
than on discrete areas of development reflects
more accurately the complexity and multi-faceted
nature of early learning.
Thirdly, the holistic view better facilitates the
identification and organisation of all the supports
children should have to help them to realize their
full learning potential. All children need
nourishment, secure, happy and trusting
relationships, and appropriate access to health
and education services. These services need to be
supplemented for some children. For example, a
young baby with a physical disability may need
access to physiotherapy and/or occupational
therapy. The structure and intensity of these
additional services can vary with time, and their
provision in a holistic context ensures that the
child receives broad and balanced learning
experiences while having his/her specific needs
met appropriately. This holistic approach also
places the child in the context of his/her family.
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2.4 Aspects of early learning
and development
The National Children’s Strategy: Our Children Their Lives (2000) highlights the importance of
a variety of experiences to give each child
opportunities to learn and develop in all areas.
The Framework for Early Learning will support
and nurture all aspects of early learning and
development in a way which reflects the
interconnectedness and integration of learning.
A review of national and international frameworks
shows that there are two typical approaches to
presenting such a framework:
- domains of development
- learning themes.

does is quite typical at the upper stages of early
childhood, to coincide with formal schooling.
Similar domains are used by many early
childhood organisations in Ireland in their
curriculum guidance. The focus of the Primary
School Curriculum is the critical role played by
the adult in supporting and guiding children’s
learning across all the curriculum areas.
Learning themes
An alternative approach to presenting learning is
the use of a cross-curricular or thematic model.
One of the most celebrated examples of this is
the New Zealand curriculum framework Te
Whariki (1996) for children from birth to school
age (typically five/six years of age). This presents
early learning using five interlocking strands or
themes. These comprise

Each theme embodies particular areas of learning
and development. In outlining learning through
each of the four themes, the following subsections draw attention to the full spectrum of
children’s abilities. Children follow different
developmental pathways with some children
having developmental disabilities and/or delays.
These children may learn at different rates and
achieve different levels of understanding. This
means that no two children will benefit fully
from the same learning opportunities in the same
sequence, at the same rate, and with the same
level and type of adult support. These differences
are critical in providing each learner with
experiences and opportunities reflective of his/her
uniqueness as a learner. The Framework for Early
Learning will celebrate and support this diversity.

Theme: Well-being
Domains of development
In this type of approach, early learning is
presented in a series of domains of development.
The domains commonly used include cognitive
(including language) development, physical
development, and personal, social and emotional
development. Some countries have adopted this
approach, for example, the South Australian
Curriculum Standards and Accountability
Framework (2001) presents learning using the
titles ‘the thinking and communicating self, the
physical self, and the psychosocial self.’
These principal domains of learning are generally
further sub-divided into a greater number of
categories for later phases in early childhood,
for example, for children aged three to six years.
In reflecting international practice, the Primary
School Curriculum (1999a) presents the learning
for children aged 4-6 years in the form of broad
curriculum areas:
-

Language
Mathematics
Social, environmental and scientific education
Arts education
Physical education
Social, personal and health education*

*Religious education is the responsibility of the
different church groups.
The Primary School Curriculum recommends that
learning is presented to children of this age in a
highly integrated manner through the use of
topics and themes. The use of a subject-oriented
strategy to present learning as the curriculum

-

Well-being
Belonging
Contribution
Communication
Exploration.

This approach is also used in the curriculum
framework, Quality in Diversity, which was
developed by the Early Childhood Education
Forum (1998) in England. Here, the foundations
for early learning are
-

Belonging and Connecting
Being and Becoming
Contributing and Participating
Being active and Expressing
Thinking, Imagining and Understanding.

The thematic approach conveys successfully the
integrated and holistic development of the young
learner, and the totality of his/her learning needs.
This approach has much to offer the design of
the Framework for Early Learning, and is explored
in detail below, and later in section five.

2.5 A thematic framework
This consultative document proposes that the
Framework for Early Learning will present
learning through four broad and complementary
themes:
-

Well-being
Identity and belonging
Communication
Exploring and thinking.

Well-being can be defined as the condition of
being content, healthy, and well adapted to the
environment. A child’s well-being is an essential
foundation for early learning, and all subsequent
learning. It is nurtured within the context of warm
and supportive relationships with others, and
relates to many different aspects of development
such as physical, emotional, intellectual, moral,
and spiritual.
Early childhood is a time of tremendous physical
growth and change for all children:

The passage from the limited motor
repertoire of the newborn to the complex
loco-motor and manipulatory skills of the
toddler stands among the most visible
and dramatic transformations in the
human life-cycle.
(Thelen, Kelso and Fogel, 1987, p.39)
Initially, babies will attend to sensations.
Many will then begin to respond to these with
movement, and this movement will, in the case
of most children, later develop from being
reflexive to being increasingly complex and
purposeful. During this time, children also
develop an intense consciousness of what they
can do. This physical development has been
explained in terms of maturation, which takes
place within the context of a challenging and
supportive environment. This environment is
provided through relationships with responsive
and caring adults, who also satisfy basic needs

such as healthcare, for example immunisations
and sanitation. An appropriate environment also
necessitates appropriate nutrition, which apart
from being essential for physical well-being,
impacts on other aspects of the child’s life such
as behavioural development as discussed by
Wachs (2000). The needs of children who are
unwell must also be considered. These children’s
ability to concentrate can be affected by ongoing
pain and discomfort, the effects of medication,
the need for sleep periods, the effects of travel,
and intensive therapy sessions.
As emphasised in the National Children’s Strategy
(2000), physical well-being is closely related to
other domains such as cognitive and emotional.
For example, through movement, children’s
physical abilities can contribute significantly to
developing their thinking processes. It also
provides them with an alternative expressive
medium. In discussing physical development for
pre-school children, Project Early Years Education
(Project E.Y.E., 2000) emphasises the value of
physical activity for healthy living and for allround development:

Whatever its effect, there is obviously a
need for children to engage in strenuous
physical activity in enjoyable and
purposeful ways. The most striking purpose
is that through movement a child identifies
an important means of self-discovery.
Movement also offers opportunities for
developing language and imagination as
well as the more social skills of discipline,
co-operation and awareness of each other…
(Project E.Y.E., Educator’s Handbook, p. 8)
Children’s physical exploration of their
environment also helps them become more
confident and self-assured, thereby supporting
the development of their sense of self, selfesteem and self-confidence. There is tremendous
variety in children’s physical size and appearance.
This can impact on their interactions with others
(Bee, 1992). It is important that children are
affirmed and receive positive messages about
their physical presentation throughout early
childhood, so that they are content with their
physical presence and so that they experience
fulfilment in their changing abilities and
competencies. This contributes positively to their
self-image and self-worth.
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The child’s emotional well-being is directly
related to the quality of early attachments.
According to Bowlby (1979), attachment provides
the baby with a sense of security, and encourages
communication and the expression of feelings.
The quality of the first attachment prepares the
ground for all later relationships. Warm and
trusting relationships, where children feel loved
and where they are encouraged to express
themselves fully, enables the child to develop
emotions such as enthusiasm, interest and a
positive disposition to learn. This helps the child
to become more independent, so that as he/she
grows and develops, he/she can adapt to change,
and demonstrate resilience and resourcefulness.
Some children will need intensive support in this
interaction in order to help them engage with
their environment. However, all children can work
towards a level of independence which reflects
their specific abilities, strengths, and interests.
Given that disabled children may encounter many
challenges in life, positive thinking,
encouragement and support on the part of those
who work with these children as they develop a
sense of self is crucial. Children’s sense of wellbeing is also dependent on the acceptance of
their culture. It is important that they see their
culture as being respected and valued.

s’ intellectual well-being can be promoted
n environment where consistent routines
e them to make sense of their

A sense of well-being encourages the child to
actively explore and challenge himself/herself
as appropriate in the environment. Playful
interaction with the environment in a way that
is sufficiently challenging to match cognitive
capacities is essential for intellectual well-being.
It is also important to ensure that the child
benefits from sufficient rest periods.
Another aspect of health is the child’s spiritual
and moral well-being. The National Children’s
Strategy identifies this well-being as including
‘feelings, experiences and beliefs that stimulate
self-awareness, wonder, reverence, moral and
aesthetic sensibility, and questions about the
meaning and nature of life and death’ (2000,
p. 27). Early learning experiences should nurture
this dimension of well-being. For many children
development and learning in this area will be
based on religious beliefs and practices in
particular faiths.

Babies
It is within the context of the baby’s early
attachment(s) that his/her emotional and
physical well-being is promoted. Apart from
basic healthcare and nutrition, babies benefit
from having opportunities to engage in various
activities involving both gross and fine motor
skills. These include lifting their heads up,
sitting up, reaching, grasping, standing up, and
walking. This should occur in a safe and
supportive environment in which the babies gain
a sense of satisfaction from their efforts. Most
can be encouraged to develop a certain level
of independence, such as holding their own
bottle/cup when drinking, while some will
continue being very dependent on adult
support for their early physical well-being.
Babies’ intellectual well-being can be promoted
in an environment where consistent routines
enable them to make sense of their experience.
For example, they begin to understand cause and
effect when they throw toys in order to make a
noise. They show preferences for focusing on
people’s faces. They follow moving objects, and
begin to recognise familiar voices. They also
begin to react to their own name being called
and they begin to repeat actions which make
other people laugh.
Toddlers
Toddlers’ early relationships continue to provide
the context for their developing sense of wellbeing. Feelings of frustration can often emerge in
these relationships as toddlers learn to reconcile
their own need for autonomy and their need to
stay close to their caregivers and to feel protected
by them.
In terms of physical development, most toddlers
will develop an increasing awareness of their own
bodies and their abilities, as well as their
limitations. They show great enthusiasm for being
active. They may express themselves with the aid
of specific equipment such as slides, swings,
balls, tricycles, and bean-bags, as well as
responding to particular stimuli such as music,
or in the context of a game. This can also
stimulate learning in the creative and
expressive dimensions.
Other toddlers will have special needs, which
require sensitive support from adults. For
example, visual cues (rather than audio) could be

used with a deaf child in eliciting appropriate
responses within a game. For some toddlers,
activities for promoting physical well-being will
involve attending to stimuli, and learning from
the accompanying sensations.
Toddlers’ emotional well-being is fostered by
having opportunities to be independent, and by
being encouraged to express themselves. Most
will show an increasing ability to concentrate, and
to make their own choices. However, some will
need special support in carrying out routines, and
in overcoming challenges. Their curiosity and
sense of wonder, which is an important part of
spiritual development, can be fostered in simple
ways through observing and experiencing the
natural world such as rainbows, new-born
animals, sand and water.
Young children
The range of physical activity which young
children may use becomes increasingly diverse.
Physical activity such as climbing, swinging,
balancing, cycling, rolling, and running not only
develops gross motor skills, but also extends the
children’s sense of bodily and spatial awareness,
enabling them to explore the world from new and
different perspectives. Different children will
need to be supported in their physical activity in
different ways.
Physical activity also relates to the mastery of
simple tasks and routines, such as toileting,
washing, dressing and feeding. Young children
can be encouraged to become responsible for
their own well-being and for these particular
routines/tasks. They can also be encouraged to
become more responsible for their own actions,
for example, tidying up their own toys/books.
Such responsibility enhances their self-esteem
and sense of independence.
Young children’s emotional well-being is
promoted by enabling them to express a range of
emotions, so that they can identify both their own
emotional responses and those of others. This is
an important part in the development of the
ability to empathise, as they develop an
increasing sense of responsibility for their
own well-being and for that of others.
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Young children’s intellectual well-being is
promoted through opportunities to use and extend
their developing intellectual competencies. Young
children will enjoy activities such as sorting,
matching and ordering. They will also derive
satisfaction from activities such as constructing,
making marks, solving problems and puzzles,
predicting, making connections, and developing
an awareness of print.

Theme: Identity and belonging
Identity is a complex combination of
characteristics, traits, and behaviours. These
contribute to a child’s uniqueness, as well as to
their sense of belonging or affinity with particular
groups in society in terms of culture, ethnicity,
language, gender and social group. Identity is
dynamic, and will develop during the child’s life.
Aspects of identity can also change in their
significance for the child throughout his/her life.
The National Children’s Strategy (2000)
highlights the importance of children developing
a healthy and positive sense of their own identity
and their place in society. Positive messages
about children’s family, their beliefs and
traditions, and their culture and language help
children to develop a confidence about their
worth and the worth of their communities
in society.
The young child’s sense of identity and belonging
is bound up with his/her relationships with others.
In their interactions, children develop an
awareness of themselves as human beings
distinct from others. Self-image and self-esteem
are shaped by the worth the child attaches to
himself/herself. It is therefore important that
messages of respect, love, praise and
encouragement are communicated to children.
Such messages should highlight to the child the
importance of himself/herself as an individual
rather than what he/she can do. In this way, the
adult(s) with whom children engage and interact

play an important and responsible role in the
development of a positive sense of identity and
belonging. As Griffin writes:

From the moment of birth we are all
engaged in a process of becoming
‘ourselves’. It no doubt takes a lifetime
to complete the picture. However, those
early foundations laid by our primary
caregivers (and those caregivers they trust
to continue the work) are crucial to the
picture we paint of ourselves.
(1997, p.43)
These foundations have their roots in the initial
relationships a child develops with his/her
primary caregiver(s). The quality of these
relationships establishes a pattern that
influences the child’s subsequent development.
The child’s identity is also dependent on the role
he/she plays within particular groups and on the
sense of belonging which emerges from this. In
early childhood these groups will include the
primary caregivers, the immediate family, the
extended family, friends, childminders and
practitioners. Active participation in these groups
creates and affirms a sense of belonging. This
participation is important in developing much
pro-social and moral behaviour, including the
ability to empathise, to understand others’
perspectives, to turn-take, to share, and to
follow social rules and conventions. This sense
of belonging reinforces self-esteem.
A child’s sense of identity and belonging is
intricately connected to his/her immediate
culture and that of the wider society. Cultural
identity is developed by reference to how people
live, experience and give meaning to their lives.
It finds expression in language, music, dance,
games, and in the shared histories and beliefs
of people. Aspects of this diversity will have
different significance for different children.

Ireland’s native cultural inheritance will be very
significant for many children. This includes the
Irish language, which is available to many
children growing up in Irish-speaking homes in
the Gaeltacht and elsewhere from their parents
and grandparents. There is also a rich tradition
associated with English in the country. Children’s
identities as citizens of the European Union, as
well as the increasing cultural diversity and
globalisation in Irish society means that
children’s plurilingual identities will become
more and more important. All of this enriches
the cultural and linguistic experiences available
to children. It is also important that all children
are enabled and encouraged to appreciate and
celebrate this diversity.

*

An emerging sense of identity and belonging
includes a spiritual and moral dimension.
Children should be encouraged to appreciate
the wonder and reverence of their everyday
experiences. For many children, this will also be
supported by particular traditions of belief and
devotion. Evidence for children’s early spiritual
lives can be sought among their perception and
awareness of, and response to ordinary activities
that can act as signals of transcendence.
Children also develop identities as learners,
having different learning styles and dispositions.
Some may like to actively engage with their
environment, while others may be more reflective
and thoughtful.

Identity is a complex
combination of characterist
traits, and behaviours. Thes
contribute to a child’s
uniqueness, as well as to th
sense of belonging or affinit
with particular groups in
society in terms of cultu
ethnicity, language, gender an
social group.
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*
Communication can be defined
as the exchange of thoughts,
information, or feelings. The
ability to communicate is at
the very heart of early learning
and development.

Babies
Strong emotional attachments form the basis for
the child’s developing sense of identity and
belonging. Babies need to form secure, loving
relationships in the initial weeks and months of
their lives. Babies are made aware of their own
existence and of the existence of others, when
others talk to them, gaze at them and touch them
(Alvarez, 1992). Physical closeness gives young
babies physical, psychological, and emotional
comfort.
These attachments can be with mothers, fathers,
guardians, grandparents, siblings and key adults
in early childhood settings. The quality of these
attachments is linked to the baby’s developing
sense of self. The feedback and recognition
which others provide help to ensure that babies
feel good about themselves.
Toddlers
Toddlers continue to benefit from the security
and warmth of loving relationships with
significant adults in their lives. Interactions
within these attachments continue to provide
the basis for the development of a positive selfconcept. They also enable toddlers to establish
relationships with peers and other adults, and
encourage them to learn more about the world
around them using their own initiative and in
partnership with others.
Toddlers will benefit from being given certain
levels of responsibility and independence within
safe, clearly communicated and understood
limits. Toddlers need sufficient time to complete
tasks to their own satisfaction, and will need
praise and encouragement to develop positive
learning dispositions such as perseverance and
risk-taking. Adults can be responsive to toddlers’
frustrations in their attempts to complete certain
tasks by providing ongoing encouragement and
support.

Young children
As children progress, they interact with others
more purposefully and in more complex and
sophisticated ways. They learn to discriminate
between different types of relationships by
interacting with various adults. These interactions
play a significant role in social and other areas of
development.
Peer relations also provide a context for
developing socially and for understanding
fairness, difference of opinion, conflict resolution,
and responsibility. As young children progress
through the later stages of early childhood, they
benefit from having opportunities to socialise with
peers on a continuous basis.
Young children develop an increasing awareness
of difference, and internalise this within the
limits of their cognitive powers. Having
opportunities to spend time with diverse groups
of peers will help to discourage stereotypical
beliefs and attitudes. Children can also explore
issues of diversity through play. Through the
support of an adult, play can lead to situations
which develop young children’s understanding
of the unfairness of exclusion, inequalities,
and prejudice.
Young children also need support in their spiritual
development through opportunities for wonder,
reverence and aesthetic appreciation. The natural
world provides many opportunities for this.

Theme: Communication
Communication can be defined as the exchange
of thoughts, information, or feelings. The ability
to communicate is at the very heart of early
learning and development. Most children are
naturally disposed to communicate. This enables
them to establish and maintain social
relationships with others, to express and to share
their thoughts and feelings, to represent and to
understand the world around them.
Communication is also intricately connected
to and contributes to children’s cognitive
development, as well as their sense of identity
and belonging.

Communication embraces many different means
of giving and receiving information. These include
non-verbal, pre-verbal, verbal, and symbolic. The
different communicative forms generally reflect
different developmental stages during early
childhood. While most children will use all forms,
eventually developing increasingly sophisticated
verbal communication skills, some children will
rely more heavily on other forms. Some children
may have delayed language development or
different patterns of language development and
may need to use a range of intentional and nonverbal means of communication, including
pictorial, symbolic, or gestural systems. Whatever
system is suitable, it is essential that all children
are empowered to communicate to the best of
their ability from the earliest possible age. A
facilitating and responsive environment plays an
important role in supporting and nurturing this
communication.
For most children, language becomes the
dominant form of communication. In this
document, language embraces oral, written, and
manual communication and consists of content
(or vocabulary and word meaning), form/syntax (or
sounds and sentence structure), and social use of
language. Like all forms of communication,
language provides a means to interact with
others, to express feelings, and to share
experiences. Language exchanges between
adults and children enable the child to become
a confident and competent language user.
Learning to communicate in early childhood is
shaped by two main factors: children’s own
abilities and their environment. The adult should
aim to provide an environment in which each
child’s attempts to communicate are encouraged.
Children will imitate the adults around them, who
in turn reinforce and sustain their communication
by modelling more elaborate forms, whether in
one or more languages. Research by Wijhnroks
(1998) shows the impact of early supportive
interactions on cognitive abilities and well-being.
Reliance on mothers during emotional challenges
at six to nine months have been linked with
cognitive and language skills at age two years
(Robinson and Acevedo, 2001). For children with
communication/language delay and difficulties,
strategically focused interactions may be needed
to develop the child’s vocabulary, sentence
structure, and range of language use.
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Communication and language are interlinked with
the development of literacy (reading and writing)
for most children. This begins to occur from an
early age:

Literacy is rooted in a general symbolising
capacity that develops in the first year of
life and this ability is so distinctive of
human thinking and behaviour that it can
be thought of as the distinguishing feature
of human development.
(Whitehead, 1997, p.160)
The Primary School Curriculum highlights the
central role of oral language and emphasises the
integration of oral language, reading, and writing:

The child’s ability with oral language can
be a determining factor in the speed and
effectiveness with which (s)he makes
progress in reading, just as reading will
extend vocabulary and enhance control
of sentence structure.
(1999a, p.2)
Wall also identifies the importance of enriching
the child’s oral language, and the creation of an
environment where literacy is valued and enjoyed:

Of the many types of home activities which
can foster language development, the
quality of the verbal exchanges between
parent and child are of paramount
importance in creating a rich language
experience for the child. Additionally,
children are more likely to develop positive
attitudes towards reading and writing if
they are immersed from a young age in a
‘print-rich environment’ where they have
positive role models and where they
regularly experience the enjoyment of
written language and perceive its
relevance and usefulness.
(1999, p.14)
Children’s literacy development begins in the
world around them, in the signs and symbols of
everyday life, and in print in the environment,
such as on packaging for food and toys. Early
childhood setting displays can develop this print
awareness. This emergent literacy is further
developed through story picture books and
opportunities of having stories told/read to them.

These experiences are also important in extending
vocabulary, and in increasing awareness of the
different uses and functions of language. A
wealth of opportunities to read and to share
stories helps children in the creation of their
own stories, and in their retelling of familiar
stories. Children who are familiar with rhymes
generally have a strong basis from which
phonological awareness can develop. Play, and in
particular role play, fantasy, and socio-dramatic
play are important in giving children early literacy
and numeracy opportunities, as outlined in more
detail in section three. Through their efforts at
mark-making and through the support of an adult
or older child, they gradually develop standard
writing skills. These are important foundations
for reading and writing. Early experiences with
books, when shared with caring adults, are also
associated with emotional security and pleasure,
and help nurture children’s sense of identity
and belonging.
In terms of languages, most children learn to
speak English in the home, and learn Irish when
they start school. Other children learn Irish first,
and learn English later. Some children may learn
both languages simultaneously, developing
bilingually at an early age. Young children who
speak Irish as part of their daily routine may live
in the Gaeltacht, or may live in Irish-speaking
homes throughout the country. An increasing
number of children experience much of their
early learning through the medium of Irish in
naíonraí and in junior classes in Gaelscoileanna.
Adults can support their learning of Irish or
English as an additional language by talking
about objects and events in the immediate
context using simple sentences. Other languages
used by children in contemporary Ireland include
Irish Sign Language, Irish Traveller Cant, and
languages brought by newcomers such as
refugees, asylum seekers and other persons.
Children who speak these languages have access
to a rich linguistic heritage, and can develop
skills and awareness in more than one language.
The benefits to children of being bilingual at an
early age include self-esteem, positive identity,
and attitudes towards language learning, cognitive
flexibility, increased problem-solving, and a
greater metalinguistic awareness (Siraj-Blatchford
and Clarke, 2000). This makes it easier to learn
other languages. These researchers also note that
where children are sequentially bilingual (learning
their second language later, for example, in
school), it is important that they are supported in

continuing to develop their home language
because their second language development is
dependent on this.

*

Children who are deaf and hard of hearing have
enormous potential, both independently and with
adult support, to communicate effectively and to
overcome challenges. Babies born with a severe
hearing loss will use the part of their brain which
is used for language in hearing babies and adults,
to extend the part generally used for vision
(Karmiloff-Smith, 1994). Dockrell and Mercer
(1999) acknowledge there is increasing
recognition that children who are deaf and
hard of hearing need to develop their skills and
competencies in the modalities of both sign and
speech. There needs to be an awareness that
these children also rely on other sources of
information, for example visual and tactile
sources. Whatever means of communication
children develop, appropriate supports need to
be provided by informed adults at the earliest
opportunity.
Babies
Most babies are enthusiastic and highly
motivated communicators. They engage in
interactive communications through facial
expressions, eye contact, vocalisations such as
cooing and babbling, and physical gestures such
as pointing. These provide the basis for more
sophisticated communication later on. Adults
can actively encourage socially referenced
communication by talking and listening, by
making eye contact, and by using facial
expressions and other gestures. A sense of
playfulness is important in these early
communicative exchanges to encourage babies
and to use communication in a fun and enjoyable
manner. It also provides a context for developing
social skills such as turn-taking.
As the communication system develops, babies’
early language reflects the ‘here and now’ in
terms of the significant people, experiences and
objects in the baby’s environment. Adults can
use books, pictures, posters, songs and nursery
rhymes to further enhance this environment.
Such an environment is important in extending
babies’ language awareness and use. These
opportunities have the additional purpose of
initiating babies into particular social and cultural
systems. This initiation is central to developing
their sense of identity and belonging.
Other forms of communication and creative

Identity is a complex
combination of characterist
traits, and behaviours. Thes
contribute to a child’s
uniqueness, as well as to th
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ethnicity, language, gender an
social group.
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expression, such as dance, music and song,
visual arts and drama will also bring great joy
to babies.
Toddlers
Toddlers’ communicative capacities generally
expand at an enormous rate as they become more
purposeful in their communication with others.
Their growing interests and experiences provide
many opportunities for communication and
learning through language.
Adults can use toddlers’ growing understanding
of the functional use of language by encouraging
them to question, predict, suggest, recount, and
respond. Many opportunities for this emerge in
conversations about objects and experiences
familiar to the child. The adult can scaffold the
conversations so that the child can contribute
and learn the social rules of interaction. Toddlers
also benefit from opportunities to listen to stories,
to talk about pictures, and to learn rhymes and
songs. Like babies, toddlers can learn from, and
derive great satisfaction from other forms of
communication and creative expression.
Young children
Language increasingly becomes a way of
learning for young children. They demonstrate
an increasing capacity and desire to enter into
conversations with both peers and adults.
Alongside this, they show a growing ability to
represent their thoughts and ideas symbolically in
the form of pictures, numbers, and written words.
Conversations with young children naturally
evolve to include more complex thought and
language. They can be encouraged to question,
discuss, describe, give reasons, and recount
stories of their own experiences, or to retell
stories. Young children should also experience
language in an increasingly diverse range of
forms, and will enjoy listening and responding to
stories, poems, rhymes, action songs, and playing
with words. At school this will involve both Irish
and English. They will also benefit from a printrich environment and from other aspects of an
emergent literacy programme.
Young children can also benefit from hearing a
second language spoken at regular predictable
times of the day. Snack-time or a particular
activity can be conducted through the second
language so that children may gradually build up
understanding and production of the associated

language. Young children should also be
encouraged to engage with and to respond to
other forms of expression, for example music,
dance, visual arts, and drama. This contributes
significantly to the children’s understanding and
ability to use language expressively. They also
learn to express their own ideas, feelings, and
understandings in symbolic form. Through
drawing, painting, and making written marks,
they become familiar with the dynamics of print,
which helps them when learning to write later on.
These experiences also enhance the children’s
perception and knowledge of the world and their
interactions with others. This helps in gaining
multiple perspectives and a higher level of
understanding.

Even as young as one month, babies are involved
in thinking and making connections, by
organising their perceptions and linking them
with previous experiences. They are also involved
in interpreting sounds and language. Memory
enables the development of object permanence
whereby the child knows that an object continues
to exist even though it may be out of sight. This
enables them to internally represent and think
about objects, as well as people, that are familiar
to them but which may not be visible. In time,
the transition to symbolism enables the child to
represent experiences, and to understand the
representations used by others, marking a turning
point in how he/she thinks. All of this is critical
for the emergence of literacy and numeracy.

Theme: Exploring and thinking

The interaction between the child as a learner
and the more advanced learner or the adult, as
well as the interaction between peer learners, is
critically important. This points to the social
nature of learning, and to the ‘gap’ which exists
for a child between what he/she can achieve
alone and that which he/she can achieve with the
assistance of others. This is developed more fully
in section three. Communication is a necessary
part of this interaction with others and enables
meanings and thoughts to be shared and
interpreted. Language, including oral, written,
or manual, also enables the child to clarify,
organise, and explore concepts and ideas, as well
as to make sense of the complexity of his/her
experience in the environment. The link between
language and concept formation, which is central
to cognitive development, has been described as
‘a kind of inner speech…the dialogue we have
with ourselves in our head’ (Meek, 1991, p.33).
Communication also enables the sharing of
culture between the young learner and the adult,
and helps the child understand social norms and
conventions.

Exploring and thinking involves cognitive
thinking, communication, sensory-motor skills,
and physical development in order to investigate
and make sense of the environment. Early
childhood is a time of tremendous opportunity
for active exploration, and for interpreting this
experience. In so doing, the child uses his/her
intelligence and imagination to think in
convergent and divergent ways. The attachments
children have with significant adults in their lives
act as a secure base for this exploration and
thinking. When the child feels securely attached
and/or in close proximity to his/her attachment
figure(s), he/she feels safe and can engage in
‘exploratory behaviour’ (Holmes, 1993, p.432).
Building on earlier work by Piaget and others,
Hutt (1979) suggested that children explore to
find out what things do, and when they have
discovered some of their properties, they play to
find out what they themselves can do with these
things. The curiosity of the child, as well as
his/her ability to take risks in discovery, provides
a firm basis on which creativity can be developed.
The child may use various parts of the body such
as fingers, hands, mouth, and so on to feel,
touch, and explore items of interest. This
exploration is carried out through play, and is
related to the developing sense of self. It also
leads to mark-making which serves as a signifier
of his/her existence. The child will represent
his/her world, and his/her interpretation of
experience, with toys and other objects, as well
as with more conventional mark-making tools
such as crayons.

As the child develops physically, there are greater
opportunities for active exploration. This
exploration helps him/her to become increasingly
aware of himself/herself as separate from others,
while at the same time recognising how he/she is
similar and different to others. Senses and
movement enable the child to understand how
things work in the environment, to engage with it
in a playful and enquiring way, and to make
connections. This in turn extends the child
intellectually. Children also need to experience
freedom of choice in exploratory play. This is an
important foundation for the development of
inner discipline, as well as a source of
decision-making.

*

Exploring and thinking
involves cognitive
thinking, communicati
sensory-motor skills, an
physical development in
order to investigate a
make sense of the
environment.
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Babies
As babies strive to make sense of the world in
which they live, their early engagement with this
world is multi-sensorial: looking, listening,
tasting, touching, and smelling. Their early
attachment provides the secure base which
enables them to explore with confidence.
Babies learn to discriminate between familiar and
unfamiliar noises and voices, and to respond and
behave in differing ways. For example, babies
may turn their heads towards the source of a
familiar voice. They may also explore their own
reflection in a mirror and react excitedly. They
discover their hands and other objects by placing
them in their mouths. They look for toys that fall
from their grasp, and repeat actions which make
them or others laugh.
Physical exploration will provide experience of the
simple but important laws of cause and effect.
For example, they discover that if a rattle is
shaken, it makes a noise. They learn that a cry
brings the attention of an adult, and that a smile
brings a smile in return. They come to know the
sounds of a routine activity like bath-time, and
can respond in anticipation.
Toddlers
Physical development offers toddlers greater
opportunities to play within their environment
by imitating, imagining, and discovering. It also
enables them to socialise with peers, particularly
in a playful context. Toddlers can derive
enormous benefit from listening to each other,
by sharing understandings, ideas and feelings,
and by ‘scaffolding’ each other’s thinking. For
example, a toddler may learn to climb onto a bed
using a cardboard box by watching and imitating
a peer. These interactions are of paramount
importance in extending children’s learning in
all the developmental domains.
The toddlers’ increasing cognitive capacities
enable them to enter into relations at an
increasingly complex level with those who are less
familiar to them, including both adults and peers.
Their growing sense of self and the self-assurance
which attachments with others engender,
encourage them to broaden out their exploration.
This enables them to engage in social relations,
often in the absence of their parents/guardians,
and to develop emotionally.

Toddlers’ cognitive capacities also enable them to
make connections and to categorise. They display
an increasing awareness and perception of
difference. Because these perceptions lay the
foundations for lifelong worldviews, it is important
that toddlers should have opportunities to engage
with others from socially diverse groups. These
include groups from a variety of cultural and
social backgrounds, and peers of varying abilities.
These early experiences should enhance the
toddlers’ own feelings of self-worth as well as
his/her perceptions of the worth of others who
appear to be different. Adults have a key role to
play in modelling positive attitudes to diversity.
Toddlers may experience frustration as their
impulse to explore may be curtailed or restricted
by their stage of development, their abilities or by
limits imposed by caregivers for their safety.
Gradually, they begin to put themselves in the
place of others, and to reflect more on
experience. Thus they develop a greater capacity
to wait for their needs to be met and to accept
refusal. Toddlers can also explore their own
preferences and express likes and dislikes.

The adult can play an important role by
encouraging children to question, to experiment
with ideas, to overcome obstacles and difficulties,
and to develop divergent as well as convergent
thinking. Young children can also be helped to
develop other dispositions such as curiosity,
openness, perseverance, optimism and
risk-taking.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
How useful do you think it is to present
learning through themes in the framework?
Why/Why not?
Given children’s different abilities and needs,
do you think presenting learning through
themes has the potential to support all
children in all areas of their learning?
Would you suggest alternative themes?
If so, what themes?

2.6 Connections across curriculum guidance
Young children
The young child’s physical development enables
him/her to continue to explore the environment,
and to satisfy his/her natural curiosity. He/she
begins to explore within the boundaries of games,
often deriving great pleasure from games with
rules. He/she may enjoy construction play and
discovering how things work. Physical play
develops to a more complex level.
The emergence of systems of symbolic
representation is a major characteristic of the
cognitive development in most three to four year
old children. This enables the child to use signs
and symbols such as gestures, images and words
to represent objects, actions and events. Young
children benefit from having a range of
opportunities to develop these capacities through
play, language, and creative and design activities.
This provides the foundation for emergent literacy
and numeracy.

The child is the starting point for the adult in
planning for and supporting his/her learning.
Early childhood practitioners in Ireland have a
long tradition of supporting this learning and
development in the cognitive, creative, emotional,
language, moral, personal, physical, social, and
spiritual areas. The Framework for Early Learning
will continue to support all these areas and in
this way complement existing curriculum
guidance and practices. The four themes (wellbeing, identity and belonging, communication,
exploring and thinking) are proposed for this
purpose. They are based on understanding early
learning as being holistic and integrated. They
link naturally and coherently to the curriculum
areas of the Primary School Curriculum (1999a),
which is used to support most children’s learning
as they progress through the education system.

*

The child is the starting point for the adult
in planning for and supporting his/her learning.
Early childhood practitioners in Ireland have a

Young children also need opportunities to develop
their thinking creatively, to develop as problemsolvers, and to develop other skills such as
sorting, matching, and ordering. These skills
enable them to explore their environment in
more sophisticated ways, and to interpret this
experience more creatively.

long tradition of supporting this learning and
development in the cognitive, creative, emotional,
language, moral, personal, physical, social, and
spiritual areas.
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Figure 2.1: Connections across curriculum guidance
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The progression in early learning, as currently
supported by the different curriculum guidance
used in this country, is represented graphically
in Figure 2.1. This outlines how the framework
can embrace and complement current curriculum
work, and provide coherent links with the later
stages in children’s learning, primarily that
supported by the Primary School Curriculum.
The principles underpinning this curriculum,
for example the uniqueness of the child, the
integrated nature of the curriculum, the child
as an active agent in his/her own learning,
and the importance of learning being conceived
and presented in a holistic way through themes
and topics, correspond to many of those which
emerge in this and in succeeding sections of this
consultative document. These principles
underpin how early learning should be supported.
Continuity and progression in learning across
early childhood is essential in supporting
children to learn to their true potential.

Box 2.1: The child as a learner – emerging
key principles in this section
-

The child is an active learner, making sense
of his/her environment through the senses,
movement and language.

-

The child learns within the context of warm
and supportive attachments and relationships
which encourage interaction, exploration
and communication.

-

Each child is unique, developing and learning
at different rates. Learning should be
meaningful and relevant and linked to the
child’s interests, strengths, and life
experiences.

-

Each child should develop a positive selfimage and strong sense of self-esteem.

-

The cultivation of learning dispositions such
as curiosity, risk-taking, concentration,
resilience, creativity, and fairness has positive
life-long implications.

-

All aspects of early learning are
interconnected: children should experience
a broad and balanced range of learning
experiences where all dimensions of
development are equally important
and are interwoven.

2.7 Conclusion
This section focuses on the child as a learner
and what he/she brings to the learning process.
It proposes a thematic approach as a means of
articulating learning in the framework. Four
themes, which encompass all the developmental
domains, are suggested and described. Section
five gives more detail on the framework by
elaborating on each theme through aims, goals,
suggested learning experiences, and exemplars
of learning.

*

The principles underpinning this curriculum,
for example the uniqueness of the child, the
integrated nature of the curriculum, the
child as an active agent in his/her own
learning, and the importance of learning being
conceived and presented in a holistic way
through themes and topics, correspond to many
of those which emerge in this and in
succeeding sections of this consultative
document.
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*

Play is a
powerful context
for learning.

*Contexts
for learning
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3.1 Introduction to section three
Learning is a continuous process, which occurs
within all the environments experienced by the
young learner. During early childhood, children
learn through their senses, and through active
engagement with the people, the objects, events
and experiences in these environments. This
section explores relationships and play, as the key
contexts for learning and demonstrates how they
can support all children in their early learning.
Through this exploration, the section elucidates
the centrality of language as a tool for learning in
both relationships and play. It also illustrates how
learning through the four proposed themes for the
framework_well-being, identity and belonging,
communication and exploring and thinking_can
be supported through relationships and play.
RELATIONSHIPS AS A CONTEXT FOR
LEARNING

3.2 The child
Children have a fundamental need to be with
familiar, loving adults and other children during
early childhood. It is through these relationships
that their basic needs for food, warmth,
protection, and companionship are most often
met. This inclination for social contact is
instrumental in supporting and encouraging
children as learners.
The importance of warm and trusting
relationships in early childhood is immediately
evident from birth. A newborn baby can be
comforted by many, but he/she soon differentiates
between people, and shows preference for
primary caregivers. As discussed in section two,
attachments through which the baby’s needs are
met consistently and in a caring and respectful
way, provide the foundation for the child’s wellbeing, and help him/her to develop a sense of
self and an identity, making learning more
enjoyable, rewarding and successful. The security
provided by these attachments also helps the
child to develop a sense of self-confidence and
assurance to explore and to express
himself/herself. The child is also better equipped
to cope with change, which may often involve
frustration and uncertainty. This self-assured
child is more resilient in adverse situations, both
throughout early childhood, as well as in later
childhood and adulthood.

Other relationships are also important for the
child’s development. These include relationships
with other adults as well as with peers. It is
through all of these that early learning occurs.
This supports the image of children as ‘social
actors’ in the learning process since learning
occurs when

…the child is interacting with people
in his environment and in co-operation
with peers.
(Vygotsky, 1978)
The young learner develops an understanding of
the world through actions and by interpreting
what he/she sees, hears, touches, tastes, and
smells. The adult supports him/her in this
interpretation of experiences and in using these
interpretations to formulate and test hypotheses
and arrive at new understandings. In this way,
understanding emerges and develops through
the child’s own actions and interpretations, and
through his/her interactions and partnerships
with adults, and other children.

…we have begun to think again of the
child as a social being – one who plays
and talks with others, learns through
interactions with parents and teachers –
…because we have come once more to
appreciate that through social life, the
child acquires a framework for integrating
experience, and learning how to negotiate
meaning…“Making sense” is a social
process…
(Bruner and Haste, 1987, p.1)
Relationships are thus a critical context for early
learning. This has particular implications for how
adults should interact with children and assist
them in their learning. This is examined in
subsection 3.6.

3.3 The child with the adult
Adults have the power to make a major
difference to children’s lives and their
development by what they offer to
children and by how they behave
towards them…
(Lindon, 1993, p.75)

This statement captures the centrality of the
adult in facilitating and extending a child’s
learning. Farquhar (1995) argues that simply
watching children grow and providing them
with activities and objects does not qualify as
supporting learning. The adult must play a proactive role. And it is the quality of his/her
interactions with the child in this role which
determines the actual impact on learning
(Bowman, Donovan and Burns, 2001).

*

Bruner (1978, 1996) describes the adult
‘scaffolding’ the child’s learning:

As a teacher, you do not wait for
readiness to happen; you foster or
“scaffold” it by deepening the child’s
powers at the stage where you find him
or her now.
(Bruner, 1996, p.120)
The adult achieves this ‘scaffolding’ using many
strategies as outlined in subsection 3.6. These
usually involve talk and discussion with the child
in contexts of mutual interest and enjoyment to
support him/her in developing new ideas,
‘discovering’ new information, modifying his/her
thinking in light of this new information (Clay
and Cazden, 1990), and in articulating his/her
thinking. Such talk and discussion helps to
reinforce and extend the child’s development in
his/her first language, which is crucial for the
child’s development in all other areas, especially
emotionally and cognitively.
The adult carefully provides the degree of support
required by the child, increasing or lessening it in
accordance with the child’s growing confidence
and achievement. Early learning is therefore
enabled and enriched through a partnership
based on the notion of interaction as tutoring
(Bruner and Bornstein, 1989; Wood, 1989).
The adult plays a crucial role in this tutorial
relationship by planning for the child’s learning,
monitoring the child’s level of engagement with
the task, and providing the support which ensures
maximum challenge and enables new learning to
occur (McGough, 2002). Reciprocity is pivotal in
this relationship, whereby sometimes the child
leads the learning through self-initiated and selfdirected learning, and sometimes the adult leads
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through planned and guided activities. In this
way, the child is pro-active and purposefully
engaged in the learning process supported and
guided by the adult.
Laevers (1995) identifies three central elements
of quality in adult-child interactions. He proposes
that autonomy is crucial, promoting
independence, self-initiative and responsible
choice in children through for example, an
appropriate freedom to experiment, to make
judgements, to choose activities, and to express
ideas. This is linked to the adult’s approach to
handling conflict, rules and behaviour. Secondly,
sensitivity to the child’s feelings is also
important, enabling the adult to empathise and
respond to the child’s needs. Finally, the adult’s
interest and the manner in which he/she
intervenes in the child’s learning and the
substance of that intervention are central.
Grolnick, Deci and Ryan (1997) in their work
on the impact of parenting on children’s
psychological and educational welfare, suggest
three critical dimensions of the parent-child
relationship, similar to Laevers’. They suggest
that the time parents/guardians devote to their
children, and the degree of warmth and caring
in the relationships are important.
Parents’/guardians’ aspirations and expectations
for their children, and the standards of behaviour
they set, also influence children’s learning.
The Curricular Guidelines for Good Practice for
the Early Start Preschool Intervention Project
(1998) provide additional insights into the nature
of the interactions adults should have with
children. The guidelines state that in their
relationships, children need to
- experience sensitivity from adults
- experience adult support to help them think,
make choices, and negotiate conflict in
developmentally appropriate ways
- mix meaningfully with others
- experience a sense of self-worth and
self-importance
- be enabled to understand, respect and
celebrate difference
- be supported in developing sensitivity
to others.
The adult enhances early learning through a
respectful understanding of the uniqueness of
each child. Using this information, he/she plans
for and supports the child’s present learning, and
plans for the next stages in an informed manner.
This involves the adult in reflective practice, in

which he/she continually observes and strives to
understand the child’s learning, evaluates his/her
own role and actions, and adapts future
interactions to reflect these insights. This
reflective process, detailed in section four,
enables the adult to appropriately support
learning for each child.
This active adult participation in the child’s
learning is important and necessary for all
children. It is especially so for children with
learning disabilities and for those experiencing
educational disadvantage. These children often
require more highly structured and planned
learning programmes where the level of structure
provided by the adult is related to the child’s
level of need (McGough, 2002). These
programmes are more effective in addressing
children’s specific needs, as well as providing
them with experiences which support all areas of
learning and development. While the level of
structure and adult input in the learning may be
significant, the important consideration is the
type of adult-child interactions which occur.

3.4 The child’s different relationships
This document uses the term ‘adult’ to refer to
all adults who work with children in the first six
years of life. Different adults, however, bring
different experiences and knowledge to bear on
how they support and extend children’s learning.
The following subsections distinguish between
the child’s relationship with the early childhood
practitioner, and the relationship with his/her
parents/guardians. In doing so, they outline how
these relationships play important and
complementary roles in supporting learning.
The benefits of the child’s relationships with
other children are also explored.
The child and the early childhood practitioner
The early childhood practitioner (individual who
works with children in a specialised manner in
out-of-home settings) extends the role of
parents/guardians in children’s early lives. He/she
makes a uniquely significant and lasting impact
on children’s experiences as young learners, and
consequently, on their life chances. Practitioners
in Ireland have a variety of qualifications and
training, which give them an insightful
understanding of how and what children learn.
This knowledge influences how the practitioner
plans for, supports, and contributes to children’s
learning. The practitioner’s expertise and

experiences enable him/her to support and advise
parents/guardians on what they can do to extend
and reinforce learning that has taken place
elsewhere. It is also important that practitioners
can ensure continuity between the home and the
early childhood setting in terms of language in
the case of children who are learning Irish as a
first language, or who may be becoming bilingual
at an early age.
The practitioner plays an additional important
role in the case of children who experience
difficulties in learning. Because of his/her expert
knowledge and experiences, the practitioner is
often the first to become aware of potential
learning disabilities and/or developmental delays.
If unattended, these can impact negatively on
the child’s experiences as a learner and on
his/her progression in learning. In collaboration
with the parents/guardians, the practitioner can
help to arrange the involvement of specialist
professionals such as a nurse, paediatrician,
psychologist, specialist teacher or therapist to
provide the appropriate services to the child
and his/her family. Section four presents a more
detailed discussion of supporting children with
special educational needs.
The child and his/her parents/guardians
Parents/guardians have enormous influence on
their children’s lives, and especially during the
early months and years (Ball, 1994). The
Primary School Curriculum (1999a) states that
parents/guardians are their children’s primary
educators, laying the foundations for all learning.
Their relationships with their children are
qualitatively different from the relationships
children develop with other adults.
The care and attention children receive from their
parents/guardians, and the examples they are
given, have a powerful impact on their formation
as young learners.
As learning is more pronounced and much faster
in the early years of life, parents/guardians play
a key role in helping children to learn and to
develop in all areas: physical, emotional, social,
language, cognition, moral, spiritual, and so on.
They achieve this through their relationships,
conversations, activities, and their routines with
their children. These include listening and talking
to their children about what they are doing and
experiencing, reading, telling and discussing
stories, rhymes and poems, involving children in
real-life activities such as setting the table and
shopping, and playing with their children in a

range of activities. Important opportunities also
include parents/guardians partnering their
children in singing, playing music and responding
to rhythms, and in outdoor adventures such as
walks and trips, alerting their children to signs,
sounds, textures, buildings, trees, flowers,
animals, vehicles, people, and noises in the
environment. In this way, parents/guardians
support their children’s learning in a manner
which is fun, appealing, and relevant to their
children’s lives.
Given the tremendous influence
parents/guardians can have on their
children’s early learning, it is imperative that
parents/guardians and childminders/practitioners
communicate and collaborate where children
attend out-of-home settings. Communication built
on mutual respect can have a positive impact on
learning. Research indicates that where
parents/guardians are actively encouraged and
become involved in their children’s learning in
out-of-home settings, there are substantial gains
for all. These gains include enhanced parental
understanding of appropriate early learning
experiences, and positive influences on cognitive
and social development that improve children’s
later educational success. This is especially true
in the case of children who are experiencing
educational disadvantage where the provision
for their early learning is of a high quality (Ferri
and Saunders, 1991; Schweinhart and Weikart,
1997; Leseman, 1998). Hayes, O’Flaherty and
Kernan (1997) suggest that the quality of early
learning is influenced by the extent to which
parents/guardians and practitioners communicate.
Supportive and trusting relationships enable
parents/guardians and practitioners to share
information, insights, and assessments which are
important in planning learning experiences based
on appropriate goals and priorities. This approach
better supports and encourages all children.
In the case of children with special educational
needs, parents/guardians often need to be
supported by other specialists such as therapists,
who play a critical role in helping them to
establish effective early interactions with their
children. It is essential that such information is
co-ordinated and presented to parents/guardians
in a way that takes cognisance of the wider family
needs. The early childhood practitioner is often
instrumental in this process. This partnership
between parents/guardians, practitioners and
other professionals is explored in more detail
in section four.
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Children design their own
simple games with negotiated rules. In time,
they partake in more conventional games with
external’ rules such as word and number
games, matching or board games, and more
physical’ games such as skittles, hopscotch
and football.

The child and other children
Children learn with and from each other. They
play and talk together about what they are seeing,
hearing, doing, feeling and thinking as they share
ideas and thoughts. This sharing of experiences
and information can in turn accelerate each
child’s learning, and help him/her towards an
understanding of different perspectives and in
developing a ‘theory of mind’ (Bruce, 1996), i.e.,
an understanding of the way others think and
feel. In this way, interactions with peers can
contribute positively to the child’s sense of self
and sense of others as he/she becomes aware of
the connections, similarities and differences
between his/her world and the world of others.
This is particularly important as Ireland’s
population becomes increasingly multi-cultural.
Building learning partnerships with peers then
helps children to establish a sense of identity and
belonging, a theme suggested for the Framework
for Early Learning. This in turn helps children’s
social development as they interact with others
(Bee, 1992).

play, and the role of play in supporting the
development and use of language.
A useful typology in analysing the diversity of
children’s play is that offered by Hutt (1979).
(See Figure 3.1.) This typology presents three
main types of play:
-

-

ludic – This refers to children’s imaginative,
fantasy and socio-dramatic play in which they
use their developing language to move from
thinking in concrete terms to thinking in the
abstract. This is shown in the possibilities
they create for the future through ‘pretend’
scenarios. They practise and rehearse roles,
events, situations, and possibilities through
this play.

-

games with rules – Children design their own
simple games with negotiated rules. In time,
they partake in more conventional games with
‘external’ rules such as word and number
games, matching or board games, and more
‘physical’ games such as skittles, hopscotch
and football.

The adult should, where possible, create
opportunities for children to interact with,
and to learn from each other. Children need
opportunities to play and to talk together.
Sensitive and carefully timed input by the adult
to these peer interactions can extend and enrich
learning at appropriate levels for each child.
PLAY AS A CONTEXT FOR LEARNING
In viewing early learning through the relationships
lens, this document emphasises the highly
interactive and social nature of that learning.
Play too is considered a critical context and can
support all aspects of the child’s learning and
development. This section now explores how
this is achieved.

3.5 Learning through play
Bruce describes play as the ‘highest form of
learning in early childhood’ (2001, p.128). There
has been a misleading tendency to present play
as the opposite to work, endorsing it as trivial and
non-serious. A more helpful approach is to view
play along a continuum from pure play to nonplay (Moyles, 1994). This presents play as a
process; ‘an approach to action’ (Bruner, 1977,
p.v). As a process, we can analyse the different
types of play children enjoy and engage in, and
how, through adult involvement, these can
facilitate learning. This analysis highlights the
importance of language in facilitating children’s

epistemic – This refers to exploratory play in
which children handle objects and materials,
and gather knowledge through their senses.
This play is fuelled by children’s natural
curiosity and inquisitiveness as they search
for understanding. The knowledge they
acquire through their explorations forms the
basis for all further knowledge and
understanding, which is crucial for them in
hypothesising, developing and testing ideas,
and in problem-solving. Exploratory play also
provides purposeful practice of fine and gross
motor skills.

This diversity in play is important in supporting
all aspects of learning and development. Lally
(1991, pp.72-74) writes about play offering
children opportunities to ‘explore and discover,
construct, repeat and consolidate, represent,
create, imagine, socialise.’ But play which
supports this learning does not just happen.
The adult is central in this process, emphasising
the link between relationships and play as key
contexts for learning.
Drawing on a wealth of literature (Bruner, 1977;
Moyles, 1989 and 1994; Pellegrini and Boyd,
1993; Lindon, 1993 and 2001; Bruce, 1996
and 2001; Sayeed and Guerin, 2000), this
document now explores the many ways in which
play can support learning across the continuum
of children’s ability. Many factors have the
potential to restrict play in a way which limits its
scope in extending learning for some children.
Developmental delays and disabilities as well as
illnesses can have a profound impact on
children’s capabilities to play and on the types of
play possible for them. Through careful planning,
the adult can reduce the potential impact of
these factors, enabling the children to reap
increased benefits from play, including the sense
of exciting enjoyment so often experienced and
displayed by children in their early play. This
adult support is also critical in introducing the
children to a greater range of play in furthering
their development.
While the following pages explore and expand on
some of the main ways in which play can support
early learning, it is important to remember the
holistic and integrated nature of learning.
Learning and development in one area such

PLAY
EPISTEMIC BEHAVIOUR

GAMES WITH RULES

LUDIC BEHAVIOUR

PROBLEM SOLVING

C0-OPERATIVE

SYMBOLIC

EXPLORATION
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PRODUCTIVE

GAMES OF SKILL

REPRESENTATIVE
OBJECT

IMMATERIAL
FANTASY

FANTASY OBJECT
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MATERIALS

ACQUISITION OF
SKILLS

Figure 3.1: Hutt’s play typology (1979)
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as the physical area, is influenced by and
impacts on learning and development in other
areas. This is highlighted in section two.

Box 3.1: Learning through play
Play enables children to
- develop imagination and creativity
- develop an ability to manage emotions
- develop as thinkers
- develop physically
- develop language
- learn to use symbols by laying the foundations
for becoming proficient users of various
symbolic systems, including literary and
numerical systems
- develop social skills, and to develop morally
and spiritually.

Children develop imagination and creativity
Play is ‘a forward feed mechanism into
courageous, creative and rigorous thinking in
adulthood’ (Bruce, 1999, p.40). It enables
children to operate at a level beyond their current
ability, and to fill roles, exist in situations,
environments and even worlds outside their
everyday lives (Bruner, 1976; Vygotsky, 1976).
Socio-dramatic play, fantasy, and role-play in
particular provide opportunities for children to
use their real-life experiences in imaginative and
creative ways. Here children can operate beyond
their means and shape their own destiny, albeit
a pretend destiny. For example, play enables
children to ‘drive’ or to ‘build a house’ before
they are physically and mentally capable of doing
so. It enables them to create worlds from their
imagination, their interpretation of stories,
pictures, programmes, and adventures, and to
manage and dictate the happenings in those
worlds. This might include children having lunch
with the pig, the dog and the cat who refused to
assist Little Red Hen in the process of growing
grain and baking her cake of bread. It might also
involve children in conversing and playing with
imaginary characters, determining the actions,
thoughts and words of those characters, or in
entering the world of dinosaurs, princes and
princesses, space aliens, and animals. In
contrast, children may become adults in their
creative and imaginative play by role-playing
shop assistants, post-office personnel, bus/train

drivers, fishermen and women, doctors, pop-stars,
or personalities well-known to them. Children may
also demonstrate their evolving creative and
imaginative capacities through ‘art play’ such
as painting, drawing, clay/dough modelling,
constructing, and moving to music. These
experiences help children to develop perspective
or a ‘theory of mind’.
These roles and situations draw on the children’s
own experiences, but they also frequently reflect
a creative and imaginative interpretation of these
experiences. This creativity and imagination
emerge with the children’s growing ability to
create and to communicate a past and a future
as distinct from a present, and in doing so, to
make play more complex and sophisticated. This
communication will occur through actions and
scripts (words) (Meek, 1991). For example, the
child may have a conversation on the ‘phone’ i.e.
the small cardboard box which, for now,
symbolises the phone. The child may ‘feed’ the
cuddly bears, enact the construction of the
apartment block, or dramatise the story of
Cinderella and speculate about the lives of the
ugly sisters. Children draw on their personal
experiences in developing the scripts they use
in their play, highlighting again how language
supports play. Children who enjoy very rich
language experiences through conversations,
stories, rhymes, songs, poems and so on, usually
show great variety and richness of language as
well as ideas in their scripts. Where children
don’t have these literary experiences to draw on,
the adult needs to provide stimuli for imaginative
and creative play through stories, discussions,
rhymes, songs, and adult-child dialogue about
pictures, objects and events. Supporting
children’s creativity and imagination in play is
also important in encouraging them to be flexible
and imaginative thinkers.
Children learn to deal with emotions
Managing emotions is an integral part of daily
life. Like the development of physical skills,
thinking, and language, children need support
and assistance in learning how to deal with
their feelings.
Play has important therapeutic qualities. It
enables children to escape the realities, the
challenges, and the difficulties in their lives,
and imaginatively and wishfully create their own
destiny. As children draw on their own

experiences, feelings and thoughts to ‘create’
these play scenarios, it is natural for them to
express and to enact experiences that may be
confusing, upsetting or even distressing for them.
They often find play a much easier and less
threatening context for articulating their
innermost thoughts than through discussion
alone. While play itself will not necessarily
eliminate difficult feelings, it will help children
to manage their emotions and to develop an
understanding of others’ feelings and associated
behaviours. Children with significant behavioural
difficulties may need sensitive guidance from an
adult to enable them to deal with emotions, both
their own and those of other children, that arise
during play.

*
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Children develop as thinkers

…children move from a state of almost
complete helplessness to a stage where
they are articulate, reasoning human
beings, constructing many complex
hypotheses about the way the world
works.
(Hall, 1987, p.73)
Children learn about their world through their
relentless exploration. This exploration yields
information about how things work and the
connections between things and people. Through
informed collaboration with the child, the adult
supports him/her in interpreting this information
through talk and discussion, and in using it to
solve problems, to reason and to infer as he/she
creates ‘working theories’ about the world. These
theories evolve and change as more information
obtained through play experiences is applied to
existing thoughts and ideas, extending them or
even radically altering them. This necessitates
changes in children’s thinking to accommodate
new information and new perspectives. The level
of this adult support is related to the individual
child’s capacity for understanding and
interpreting, and his/her ability to actively explore
the environment, with some children requiring
more intensive and sustained input by the adult
than others.
Subsection 3.3 emphasises the importance of
the quality of the adult’s interactions with the
child. This reference to quality resonates loudly
with regard to the adult’s critical role in
supporting the child’s thinking through play,
and helping him/her towards higher-order thinking
(Vygotsky, 1978; Wells, 1987). Using challenging
and motivating play experiences such as sorting
shapes/objects, filling and emptying containers,
constructing tall and steady towers, filling food
orders in the pretend restaurant, or designing and
building a moving vehicle to transport ‘loads’
from one place to another, the adult gently
encourages the child to think through and to
analyse ideas, and to work with others to solve
problems (Moyles, 1989). This level of thinking
develops children’s logic, perseverance, and
concentrated thought. Vygotsky argues that

In play a child is always above his
average age, above his daily behaviour; in
play it is as though he were a head taller
than himself.
(1976, p.552)
Vygotsky’s perspective suggests that the child’s
thinking is more sophisticated and more complex
when he/she is engaged in play experiences.
Bruner (1976) suggests that this may be as a
result of play providing more freedom to explore,
to experiment with, and to trial real-life activities
and events without the fear of error or
embarrassment. These ‘safe’ conditions can
motivate and enable the child to organise his/her
actions and problem-solving strategies to achieve
higher levels of performance (Bruner, 1976).
Play, enriched and supported through an
appropriate level of adult input, thus enables
children to order and co-ordinate their thinking
and learning. This thinking and learning are
based on the information available to children
from their environment, and their ability both
alone and with varying degrees of adult
assistance to process this information in
constructing new knowledge.
Children develop, practise and refine physical
skills and competencies
Early childhood is a critical time for the
development, practice and refinement of
physical skills and competencies. During this
time, all children need support and opportunities
to develop a range of gross and fine motor skills,
and to develop increasing levels of dexterity, coordination, sophistication and control in their
movements. Some of the most effective strategies
for achieving this development are repetition and
challenge in play.
Play naturally accommodates repetitive and
challenging behaviour in an enjoyable, familiar,
and interesting way. Repetitive and practice play
supports children across the spectrum of physical
ability in developing a sense of mastery and
competence, reaching the understanding that
they have conquered a particular skill. Early
opportunities to reach, to grasp, to lift, to drop,
to explore through movement and the senses,

and to push/pull objects are critical in using and
strengthening muscles, and in developing fine
and gross motor movements. These lay the
foundations for more sophisticated and coordinated movements such as crawling, walking,
climbing, jumping, hopping, skipping, cycling,
swimming and so on, which children can also
develop through play experiences. These
experiences might include play scenarios
involving ‘wheelie’ toys such as shopping trolleys,
prams, and wheelbarrows which require children
to push while walking. Other play situations might
involve children using climbing frames, tunnels
and skipping ropes, balancing on objects, and
developing ball skills such as throwing, catching,
bouncing, batting and so on. They may also
provide opportunities to cut, to use paint-brushes,
writing implements, blocks, jigsaws and puzzles,
as well as ICT games, all of which encourage
good hand-eye co-ordination. Adult strategies
such as modelling, task analysis (breaking the
skill into component parts), and enabling through
the provision of physical support are important
in providing children with the appropriate
encouragement and guidance to develop
physically. While all children will require some
adult involvement, children with physical
disabilities/delays benefit from focused and
sometimes intensive adult support. This will
often necessitate more direct and sustained
input in their play.
Children develop language
Section two highlights how most children
progress to using language as their dominant
form of communication. Language enables them
to learn through asking questions, talking about
ideas, events, people, and places, devising
theories and searching for answers, as well as
displaying what they have learned. Play enriched
by an adult is a wonderful context for learning
language, as well as learning through language.
Play provides opportunities for children to use
their developing language for different purposes:
to communicate their feelings, ideas, and
thinking. In the early days and months of life,
‘parentese’ (motherese), in which
parents/guardians simplify and adjust their
language to suit the child’s thinking and
communicating abilities, is an important strategy

in playful situations. For example,
parents/guardians may communicate playfully
with their baby when nappy changing or when
the baby is exploring his/her surroundings. These
early playful language experiences introduce and
reinforce sounds and tones for the child which
are found in particular languages or dialects or
‘canúintí’. They further introduce the child to the
important practice of ‘turn-taking’ thus laying
critical foundations for language development.
As children develop, different types of play
become important in further supporting their
acquisition of language, and their use of language
as a means of learning about their environments.
For example, in role, socio-dramatic, and fantasy
play, children use their language experiences to
create the ‘scripts’ for their play. In construction
and exploratory play, children articulate and share
their ideas and ‘discoveries’, and indicate how
their thinking is changing due to new
experiences, highlighting the intricate link
between language and thinking and play’s
potential to support both. Through participation
in the play and/or support while remaining
outside the play scenario, the adult can extend
children’s vocabulary and model language usage.
This is especially important for children
experiencing language delay or disability, who
need more focused and intensive support in
developing their language in early childhood.
It is also critical for children whose first language
is neither Irish nor English, so that they develop
communicative competence and confidence in
Irish and/or English. Play also creates
opportunities for children to practise the cultural
conventions of language use such as turn-taking,
eye contact and the use of tone to express
emotions. These opportunities see children using
and extending language they have heard and
learned from more competent language users
in an active, functional, and enjoyable way.
Play is also an opportune context for having fun
with language. This can involve children in
creating nonsense words and in creating a
nonsense language understood by the child alone
or in partnership with others. It can also include
children experimenting with rhyming patterns, in
using and creating rhyming stories, in reciting
riddles and tongue twisters, singing songs, and
in composing sound-effects to accompany stories
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and songs, as well as playing with voices in
puppet play and in socio-dramatic and fantasy
play. These activities again draw upon and build
on children’s everyday language experiences,
necessitating some children to be supported more
intensely by adults in their play with language.
As outlined, this document uses the term
language to refer to oral, written and manual
communication. Where children are deaf or hard
of hearing, blind or partially sighted, the adult
can help ensure that their play supports the
development of appropriate communication
systems. This is especially important in early
childhood given the existence of ‘sensitive
periods’ in language development.
Children learn to use symbols
Most children become competent at using
symbols in early childhood. Using and
understanding symbols marks their emerging
ability to think beyond the here and now, and
to imagine the future. This is understood as
representational thought.
Life presents children with many symbol systems
to master, for example, literacy and numeracy.
Each one is a particular code which children
must understand in order to use. As play is
children’s re-enactment of their life experiences,
it offers many natural opportunities to use the
codes in contexts which are purposeful and
meaningful, and fun. Importantly, play creates
situations which help to promote and develop
children’s literacy skills and strategies, and it
serves as a language experience through which
children can build connections between oral and
written modes of expression (Roskos and Christie,
2001).
Recent years have brought a rethinking about how
children develop as symbol-users. The idea of
being ‘ready’ for literacy and numeracy has been
replaced with the ‘emergent’ perspective. This
new focus recognises literacy and numeracy as
key constituents of early play experiences, and
the importance of these experiences in cementing
the knowledge and practices in the two systems
for children. Examples of this early play include
pretending to read, writing pretend prescriptions
and letters through marks, scribbles and patterns,
calculating how much items cost in the pretend

shop, estimating how high the ‘bridge’ needs to
be to allow toy cars travel over the sand-pit, and
calculating how many bags of animal feed the
farmer needs to feed his cows during the winter.
Social experiences such as being read to,
retelling stories, sharing rhymes, and songs also
support children’s development as symbol-users.
Play experiences such as these contribute to
developing the thinking processes children need
in later reading, writing (Roskos and Christie,
2001) and mathematics.
As with thinking and language, play does not
automatically support and promote children’s
emergent literacy and numeracy. The adult can
encourage these play experiences and enhance
them through discussion, suggestions and
problem-solving. He/she can also ensure the
provision of appealing literacy and numeracy
play materials such as books, pictures, jigsaws,
matching puzzles, a range of writing implements,
paper, posters, songs, pretend money, signs for
shops, road-signs, measuring tapes,
thermometers, weighing scales, clocks, and so
on. Children who enjoy rich experiences of
literacy and numeracy, will incorporate these
experiences into their play, and extend and adapt
them. But as always, the adult must be mindful
that some children will require more deliberate
and structured support in developing this play.
This is particularly so for children who have fewer
‘natural’ literary and numeracy experiences in
their daily lives, and for those who have particular
disabilities and/or developmental delays which
impact on their use and understanding of literacy
and/or numeracy.
Play then is central in developing children as
symbol-users. It enables them to experience and
rehearse the relevance of the symbol systems, but
more importantly, to enjoy and develop early
competence in using them. This enjoyment and
sense of accomplishment are crucial in laying
foundations for later learning in literacy and
numeracy.
Children develop socially, morally and spiritually
Children’s play reflects their family life, and the
community and society in which they live. Play
then helps them to learn about what is socially
and morally acceptable. This learning helps
children to interact with others in ways which are

*
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appropriate to their culture and society. Play also
introduces children to and develops their sense of
spirituality. This can be seen in play situations
such as observing and learning about the small
birds feeding on the breadcrumbs, or the leaves
whirling fast in the wind, exploring the minibeasts
in the soil, and picking flowers, as well as in dayto-day loving and caring relationships with others.
These activities and social contexts can help
nurture a sense of reverence and respect for
living things.
As with children’s imaginative and creative
development, a ‘theory of mind’ is central to
their socialisation and their moral and spiritual
development. Play helps children to recognise
and to understand that others can and often do
think differently to them. This understanding of
perspectives can be greatly facilitated through
play where children present and hear different
ideas, suggestions, and descriptions of the same
situation or person, all of which reflect personal
interpretations. Hearing these differences alerts
children to the existence of diverse perspectives.
It is also important that the play environment, its
materials, and its playthings reflect different
cultures, so that children grow and develop in an
environment which presents difference as being a
natural and essential part of life, as outlined later
in subsection 3.7. The adult, in his/her
interactions with the children, plays a particularly
central role in reinforcing difference as a positive
characteristic of daily life.
The dynamism and interaction between these
different functions of play combine to make play
personally meaningful, purposeful, and enjoyable
for children. Play of this calibre can be referred
to as ‘free-flow play’ (Bruce, 1991, 1996) in
which children ‘wallow’ in their ideas, emotions,
and relationships. This play engages children in
learning at a deep level in which they
demonstrate and use the skills and competencies
they learned previously, to achieve new learning.
Engaging children in this deep level learning is
the ultimate goal in supporting them as
young learners.
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3.6 Linking the two contexts relationships and play
Play is a natural and enjoyable way for children
to learn, but as this section demonstrates, this
learning does not happen automatically.

…play cannot be left to just natural
development. If it is, children do not
learn to play well…

when trying to support a quiet/shy child who
lacks confidence to partake in play such as
socio-dramatic or role-play, or who is reluctant
to explore an unfamiliar object/material. It can
also be very effective in assisting a child with a
learning disability, as the adult encourages the
child to imitate a movement or an action, or to
repeat a phrase or a word. Through modelling,
the adult can encourage the child to enter the
play situation at a level which is comfortable
and appealing to him/her.

(Bruce, 1996, p.3)

*

This articulation can
require children to think
through their actions and
ideas, to be clear, to
sequence their thoughts,
and to be analytical, bringing
them towards higher-order
thinking, when learning is
potentially deep.

Timely adult involvement is important for all
children, and as this document emphasises, some
children will require more focused and sustained
involvement than others. Children are generally
highly receptive to this involvement and indeed
will often seek it. This involvement can create
opportunities for a sense of shared focus in the
play which is important in enhancing early
learning (Rogoff, 1990).
The adult’s relationship with children in play
Heaslip (1994) describes the adult’s role in
children’s play as being pro-active. Play can
naturally stagnate as children replay situations
and activities with little development in their
play (although, as we have already seen,
repetition is a valid and important learning
strategy for children). The adult has a role in
guiding and enriching learning by ensuring that
children’s play experiences are challenging and
show development and increasing sophistication,
while remaining enjoyable and purposeful,
reflecting an appropriate stage in their
development and learning.
Strategies for the adult
Adult involvement in children’s play sees the
adult alternate between manager, enabler/guide
and player. In fulfilling these roles, he/she uses a
number of strategies. Common to all these
strategies is the idea of the adult ‘scaffolding’
learning (see subsection 3.3) making it
challenging and achievable for each child.
Modelling
The adult is an active participant in the children’s
play and in their discussions. This might involve
him/her modelling how a role might be enacted,
how an object might be manipulated or used, or
introducing new words/phrases in a meaningful
context. This strategy can be particularly helpful

Facilitating
The adult provides materials and props,
appropriate nudges, cues, suggestions and so
forth without dominating children’s play or
imposing a passive role upon them. Facilitating
and encouraging play also happens through the
positive and focused use of conversation. Using
children’s own ideas as a starting point, the adult
provides suggestions and alternatives to develop
and extend their play and language. He/she can
also provide new words/phrases which can add a
new direction or dimension to the play. This
richer base opens up more play and language
possibilities for the children, and in turn more
learning.
Enabling
Play, particularly with peers, does not come
naturally to all children. Some children can feel
unsure in the play situation, for example, they
can have difficulty exploring or manipulating
objects and materials, expressing thoughts and
ideas or in entering into roles. An observant and
sensitive adult adopts the role of enabler to assist
these children in playing with others, and in
being seen and accepted by peers as a
contributing player. This may involve becoming a
player and remaining with the child for an
extended period of time, eventually reducing
his/her involvement as the child gains in
confidence and ability to contribute to the play. It
may also involve the adult in the process of task
analysis where he/she breaks the play activity into
simple discrete steps for the child. Alternatively,
the adult may need to revert back to a previous
play experience to build the child’s confidence
and to make a concrete link with the new play
experience. For example, if a child is
experiencing difficulty with the action of jumping,
the adult may encourage him/her to bounce on a
trampoline to experience the sensation of
jumping, and to learn to master the necessary
movements.

Playing
The adult, on invitation by the child, or by his/her
own initiative, becomes an active participant in
the child’s play. In this role, he/she may model
new actions/movements, introduce new
ideas/characters, ask questions, or suggest new
directions to encourage the children to take risks,
to be adventurous and curious, and to express
their ideas and thinking to consolidate their
learning. This articulation can require children to
think through their actions and ideas, to be clear,
to sequence their thoughts, and to be analytical,
bringing them towards higher-order thinking,
when learning is potentially deep. Initiating,
encouraging, and extending talk and discussion in
this way can be very helpful in extending
children’s learning. Direct involvement in
children’s play as a player is a particularly
effective strategy for children whose capacity
for play is impacted by disability/developmental
delay or illness. In this case, the adult is an
important partner in the child’s play, building
his/her confidence and using insights into the
child’s learning, focusing on critical learning
moments in the play.
Observing and listening
The child is not the sole learner in the play
situation. The adult too is a learner. He/she is an
observer of children’s play and a listener of their
play scripts and discussions. These strategies
help the adult to understand the play – its
context, its ‘story’, the children’s thinking and
ideas, their command and range of language, as
well as interests and emotions. This information
enables the adult to enter the play at opportune
points, with sensitivity. But it also allows him/her
to extend and enrich the play in the most
appropriate way for each child. As an observer
and listener, the adult will also be aware of
breakdowns in play, and where necessary,
intervene to facilitate children in their
resolution of conflict.
Structuring
Careful and attentive planning, designing,
organising, resourcing, and evaluating are
important if the environment is to help all
children to learn through play. These tasks involve
the adult in structuring the outdoor and indoor
environments so that there is challenge,
relevance, and progression in learning. This
responsibility to provide an appropriate
environment is explored in more detail in
the next subsection.
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No one strategy will help individual children to
learn optimally. It is only through a careful mix of
the different strategies that each child can be
supported in a way which meets his/her individual
learning needs.
Level and intensity of adult involvement
This document repeatedly emphasises the
particular importance of the adult-child
relationship in supporting children’s learning.
It equally highlights the fact that the level of
input by the adult to the child’s learning varies
considerably from one child to another.
As articulated in section one, the Framework for
Early Learning will support all children in their
learning. Each child is a unique individual
requiring levels of support and encouragement
dictated by his/her ability, strengths and needs
as a learner. Some children require significant
adult input for extended periods of time, while
others will require less, and for different
timeframes. Through continual assessment of
the child at play, the sensitive and caring adult
makes informed decisions about how best he/she
can support the child in a responsible and
nurturing manner.
In making these key decisions, the adult focuses
on reciprocity, a principle outlined earlier in
subsection 3.3. This strategy foregrounds respect
for the child’s own play as a context for learning,
while recognising the important contribution to be
made by the adult in enabling learning at a
deeper level. Adult involvement then varies along
a continuum from no intervention, to
prompted/guided discovery and learning, to
directed discovery and learning (Dempsey and
Frost, 1993).
Even though some children require sustained
periods of adult support, opportunities for selfinitiated play, discovery and adventure are crucial
for all children. The adult may intervene
periodically at opportune times for certain
children during this learning. In other situations,
the adult may prompt the child or direct him/her
towards new skills, ideas, language and
information. This places the adult in the role
of a catalyst (Bruce, 2001) so that the child
incorporates new learning into his/her own play.
The level of direction by the adult will be based
on his/her observations of the child, in tandem
with the learning goals the adult is working

towards. Whether the adult is prompting or
directing, or standing back, the child and adult
each have opportunities to lead and to initiate
learning. This approach ensures that the child’s
own play agenda is respected and facilitated,
while the adult is enabled to utilise the learning
opportunities presented in the play to extend and
enrich the child’s learning.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Does the role identified for the adult
capture the impact that children’s differing
experiences of childhood may have on
their learning?
What challenge(s), if any, do you think the
adult experiences in this role?

these feelings, the outdoor and indoor
environments develop children’s confidence to
express themselves, to make choices, to test
ideas, to develop and practise skills, to make
discoveries, and to persevere in the face of
difficulty and uncertainty.

3.8 Conclusion
Reflecting the importance of relationships and
play as central contexts for learning, both the
outdoor and indoor environments should support
interactions between children, and between
children and adults. As expressed in subsection
3.6, children’s ready access to the adult for
assistance, assurance and encouragement is
critical. In this way, the adult is an integral part
of the environment. The environment should also
support the range of children’s play. One common
strategy in out-of-home settings is to organise
the environment in ‘learning
areas/corners/centres/bays’ with each
supporting a particular type(s) of play.

3.7 The learning environment
Early learning takes place in outdoor and indoor
environments. Both of these environments can
support all areas of learning by meeting certain
criteria (Bilton, 2002). The adult comes into
focus again as a key figure.

…it is the teacher’s responsibility to
create a learning environment that is
appropriate for (a child’s) development…
(Heaslip, 1989, p.156)
Outdoor and indoor learning environments should
be motivating and inviting to all children, so that
they are encouraged and helped to explore and to
use all the possibilities offered for fun, adventure,
challenge and creativity. This is achieved by
ensuring that the playthings, equipment,
resources, stories, songs, music and games,
language, and everyday routines and activities
reflect the diversity of children’s identities. This
is especially important in out-of-home settings
which increasingly have children of different
cultures, languages and abilities. These children
will have different interests, needs and
experiences. The learning environment needs to
support each child’s developing sense of selfworth, as well as nurturing an understanding of
and respect for difference. As section two
highlights, the evolution of a positive sense of
well-being, identity and belonging is critical for
each child’s success as a learner. In nurturing

from the adult. Time for planning, designing,
organising, resourcing and evaluating should be
an integral part of his/her daily routine. A variety
of curriculum guidance used in Ireland provides
support and advice for the adult in these tasks.

Time and space are also important
considerations. Children need sufficient time to
enter into play, to develop and sustain it in order
to reach a level of intense concentration and
involvement. This is when deep level learning or
learning of a high quality occurs. Alongside this,
the environment needs to cater for children’s
resting, toileting, and feeding needs, as well
as their need to be physically active and to
expend energy.
Planning is required to ensure that the
environment is inclusive. This may involve
making resources and equipment accessible at
certain heights. For example, resources should
be stored/accessible at an appropriate height
suitable for children in wheelchairs. Specific
types of resources may be desirable, for example,
equipment and playthings with strong visual,
kinaesthetic or auditory qualities. This is
especially important for children with sensory
impairments. The size of playthings may be
particularly important for children who experience
difficulty with co-ordination and manipulative
skills. Retaining resources and equipment in the
same areas of the learning environment is
especially important for children who are blind or
who have a sight loss. As before, the adult who is
sensitive to children’s individual needs is able to
shape the environment to meet those needs.
Creating an optimal learning environment for
each child requires significant energy and time

Relationships and play are two central contexts
for all children’s early learning. The adult-child
relationship, in particular is critical. The adult
carefully scaffolds the child’s learning so that
he/she has exciting, fun and positive experiences
through which new ideas and skills are
developed, and new thinking emerges. Much of
this learning occurs through play. Skilled and
thoughtful intervention by the adult can enrich
and extend children’s play in ways that support
all aspects of their learning and development.
This is achieved through respectful, loving and
caring relationships between the child and the
adult. Both relationships and play are ideal
contexts for supporting learning organised
through the themes of well-being, identity and
belonging, communication, and exploring and
thinking.

Box 3.2: Contexts for learning –
emerging key principles in this section
-

Children learn through actions and
interactions with others.

-

The adult is central in supporting children
to learn through quality interactions.

-

Parents/guardians play a key role in
supporting their children’s early learning.

-

Effective communication between
parents/guardians and
childminders/practitioners
enhances children’s learning.

-

Play is a powerful context for learning.

-

Language is a major vehicle for learning.

-

The play environment_whether outdoor or
indoor_warrants careful consideration to
support both relationships and play as key
contexts for learning.
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4.1 Introduction to
section four

4.1 Introduction to section four

4.2 The role of
assessment

This section highlights the valuable educational
potential of assessment in supporting and
extending early learning. It begins with an
outline of the role and functions of assessment,
and proceeds by exploring the importance of
assessing learning in context. It identifies and
discusses some of the primary sources of
information on how well children are learning.

4.3 Functions of
assessment
4.4 What to assess
4.5 Assessment for
learning
4.6 Early
identification of
children with
special
educational needs
4.7 Keeping a record
4.8 Reflective
practice
4.9 Reviewing and
planning for
learning
4.10 Conclusion

The section continues with a discussion on the
importance of documenting assessment
information. It then focuses on the role of
assessment in identifying children with special
educational needs and in planning for appropriate
learning strategies and resources. The section
includes an examination of the role of reflective
practice in improving the quality of children’s
learning. In concluding, the section addresses
the interlocking relationship between assessment
and planning for learning.

4.2 The role of assessment
Assessment in early childhood should primarily
be informal, forming a routine part of day-to-day
interactions and observations. Drummond’s
definition is helpful in capturing the essence of
assessment in the early childhood setting. She
sees assessment as being

the ways in which, in our everyday
practice, we observe children’s learning,
strive to understand it, and then put our
understanding to good use.
(1993, p.13)
This approach reflects not only how practitioners
use assessment information, but also how
parents/guardians and childminders naturally
and instinctively use it in enhancing children’s
learning.
Identifying and monitoring learning forms an
integral part of the dynamic process of planning
for learning. In early childhood, we are primarily
concerned with how the assessment process can
lead us to a deeper level of understanding of
learning from the perspective of a baby, toddler
and young child. This deeper understanding
better enables us to nurture and enhance learning
in the early years through responding to children’s
changing abilities, interests and needs. Such an

approach results in an individually responsive
curriculum. Future learning is facilitated and
supported while past and present learning is
celebrated, affirmed and praised.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
What are the benefits in assessing children’s
early learning?
What challenge(s), if any, does this
assessment pose?

4.3 Functions of assessment
Assessment can have formative, summative,
evaluative, and diagnostic functions. It helps the
adult to understand, appreciate and identify what
the child is learning, the connections he/she is
making while interacting with people, places and
things, and the ways in which this learning is
occurring. Each child’s progress should be seen
in terms of his/her previous learning, taking into
account all the factors that might influence
learning at a particular time.
Formative assessment is a continuous process
that informs the next stages in children’s
learning, and this has considerable relevance
in the early learning context. Summative
assessment, or assessment of learning, is
concerned with a more formal, cumulative
record of the child’s learning at different stages
in his/her development. Assessment can also have
an evaluative function, enabling practitioners to
appraise the effectiveness or appropriateness of
their practice. The diagnostic function of
assessment is important in the early diagnosis
of special educational needs, the identification
of necessary resources and the formulation of
suitable learning strategies. All of these functions
can be accommodated in the context of
‘assessment for learning’. The next subsections
explore the functions of assessment in
more detail.

4.4 What to assess
In exploring what should be assessed, it is
necessary to make the important assessable,
rather than making the assessable important.
Assessment practices in early childhood have
often succumbed to downward pressure from later
educational stages, both in the design and
purpose of their tools and processes.

In this way, practices have often reflected a
concentration on checklists and tick-boxes as a
means of summarising and understanding a
child’s progress and achievement in learning.
This approach is underpinned by a view that
learning is linear and sequential, and fails to
appreciate the complexity and dynamism of
early learning.
The developmental milestones model is
contentious in its presentation of developmental
achievements by certain ages in a child’s early
life. Nonetheless, it is valuable in assisting the
early identification of children with special
educational needs. Adults therefore should be
familiar with broad developmental milestones as
general indicators of a child’s development while
exercising caution in the application of these.
While close observation and monitoring are
important, consideration should always be given
to the individuality of each child. This
individuality results in children arriving at
developmental milestones in their own time and
at their own pace. Such personal variations in
development are to some extent influenced
by individual learning dispositions and
environmental factors.
Profiles such as those developed in the Curricular
Guidelines for Good Practice for the Early Start
Preschool Intervention Project (1998) can help to
focus the adult’s assessment observations and
provide guidance in relation to starting points for
planning strategies for learning. As this
consultative document has already highlighted in
section two, the Framework for Early Learning will
support all aspects of the child’s early learning
and development. Assessment should further this
learning and development across all four themes:
well-being, identity and belonging,
communication, and exploring and thinking.
This thematic approach necessitates a shift in
thinking about assessment. In early childhood,
the traditional forms of assessment are not
sensitive enough to yield a complete picture
about children’s real abilities. It is important that
assessment focuses not simply on the knowledge
constructed and discovered and the skills
developed, but also on the dispositions nurtured
and the attitudes developed. The child’s
plurilingual identity also needs to be considered.
Assessment of all of these aspects of learning
will create a more accurate picture of each child
as a learner.

Learning in context
In assessing children’s early learning, the adult
attempts to understand learning from the child’s
perspective. In doing this, it is necessary for the
adult to remember that each child lives in and
learns from a particular social, cultural and
physical environment. This environment has a
significant impact on what the child learns and
understands.
Awareness and consideration of the many
different factors that influence what a child
learns helps to avoid the risk of oversimplification. Understanding learning as a
series of unrelated, isolated incidents does not
appreciate the richness and intricacy of learning.
This can in turn result in a lack of recognition for
the actual learning being achieved by the young
learner. It is therefore imperative that
assessments are made over time and in the
context of a wide range of meaningful learning
opportunities.
As play and relationships are key contexts for
learning (as detailed in section three), they offer
valuable opportunities for the adult in supporting
early learning through the process of assessment.
Hayes (2003) asserts that while the child is
making sense of the world through play, the
adult can use play to make sense of the child’s
learning. She argues that this dual role for play

…allows for positive interactions
between child and adult, but also allows
for planning by the adult for future
opportunities that might extend the
child’s own learning; it gives a role to the
adult which takes the child as central.
(2003, p. 79)

4.5 Assessment for learning
Assessment for learning is concerned with using
the information gained through the various modes
of assessment to extend and enhance the child’s
learning in a way that is meaningful and relevant
to the young learner. The different functions of
assessment need to be accommodated in as
informal and as natural a way as possible.
Assessment for learning is best carried out in the
context of a supportive, trusting, respectful and
caring relationship between the adult and the
child. This relationship better enables the adult
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to observe the child, to talk meaningfully with
the child, and to share purposefully in his/her
learning. By interacting with the child in this way,
the adult can support, gently challenge and draw
out the child’s ideas about activities and
concepts, about situations and relationships
between objects and people in the child’s
environment. Using these approaches the adult
becomes adept at observing and noting critical
moments where he/she can extend the child’s
learning through sensitive guidance and
cooperation. Such shared activities should move
towards empowering the child as a learner where
‘the balance of power gradually shifts in favour
of the developing person’ (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). In reflecting, the adult tries to understand
what he/she is seeing and hearing. He/she then
uses these insights to affirm the present learning
and to plan for its progression in a positive
direction that is meaningful to the young learner.
In this way, assessment is an essential and
natural part of the daily routine of adults working
with children.
There are many different sources of information
on the child’s learning. It is through an eclectic
combination of these that an accurate picture is
created of each child’s learning, showing the ways
in which learning can be supported appropriately
into the future. These sources include
-

assessment by practitioners
self-assessment (child’s own assessment
of learning)
assessment by parents/guardians
assessment by other professionals.

Practitioners
Carr (2001) suggests that a narrative approach
(a story-telling approach) to assessment helps to
identify and reflect more accurately the learning
as experienced and displayed by the young
learner. In her work in developing appropriate
assessment strategies for use with children from
birth, she looked for a way to ‘find something
that was part of enjoying the company of young
children’ (2001, p.x). Her narrative approach
places learning in a particular social and cultural
context, at a particular time and in the presence
of particular people and objects. This makes it
easier for the observed learning to be understood
from the learner’s perspective.
Narrative assessment requires the ‘story of
learning’ to be known and understood. This

means that learning is seen as a process, evolving
and changing over time. Judgements are therefore
made over a prolonged period and in
collaboration with the children and, where
possible, with other adults. To understand the
‘story of learning’ the adult must observe, actively
listen and talk with the child. The practitioner’s
experience and training assist him/her in
structuring and deciding on what to document.
This informed judgement, based on an
understanding of children’s general and particular
learning needs, enables the adult to construct the
learning stories and to use these to promote
further learning.
A team effort helps to validate interpretations and
co-construct the way forward. Where children
attend settings outside the home, it is essential
that parents/guardians are involved in this
assessment. Making judgements in this way
helps the adult to arrive at an in-depth
understanding of how learning is actualised by
the young learner. Assessment therefore should
be a continuous, informal process.
Self-assessment
As children progress through early childhood,
they become increasingly able to assess their
own learning, to set their own goals, and to
decide how to achieve these goals. They work
hard to achieve goals such as throwing a ball
accurately, communicating effectively, and
forming letters and numbers. They show
tremendous commitment and perseverance in
working towards these goals.
The adult should enable children to play an
increasingly active part in setting and pursuing
their own learning goals. Care should be taken to
ensure that these goals are achievable (with adult
support) for the individual child. This is essential
to maintain and strengthen a positive self-image
and self-esteem. The children should also be
encouraged to reflect on whether or not they
have achieved their goals, and to understand that
where a goal wasn’t achieved, the effort made
was important and should be commended. They
should also be helped to plan the way forward
with small steps.
The ability to think critically, to apply and adapt
knowledge to new situations, and to be creative
in problem-solving are essential for the child in
today’s world of change. Self-assessment can
help to develop the child’s ability to look at

information, to question, and to suggest a
solution. These skills and abilities can be
promoted and enhanced by engaging the child in
the practice of self-assessment from an early age.

*

The child’s self-assessment can often give
insights into aspects of learning missed by the
adult and can highlight for adults what children
see as salient in relation to their learning. It can
also inform the practitioner about what the child
sees as being difficult, possibly giving an early
indication of learning needs.
Very importantly, learning how to learn empowers
children as learners. They develop a sense of
control over their learning, understanding
difficulties that might exist and seeing a possible
way forward. This ultimately enhances their selfesteem and promotes independent learning.
Parents/guardians
One of the natural roles parents/guardians play
is that of assessor. Most parents/guardians note
every new achievement/success in their child’s
learning with pride and delight. Equally, they
attend to and worry about achievements that they
consider to be delayed. These are natural aspects
of caring for and loving children.
When children attend settings outside the home,
parents/guardians and childminders/practitioners
have a joint role to play in the assessment
process. An open, communicative relationship
between parents/guardians and
childminders/practitioners facilitates
the exchange of information about the child’s
progress and development. In this relationship,
parents/guardians are respected as partners in
the assessment process. They have a wealth of
intimate information about their children’s early
learning which greatly enhances the
childminder’s/practitioner’s picture of the
children’s learning and development. Equally,
childminders/practitioners can share general and
specific insights with parents/guardians on their
children’s progress. This two-way communication
helps to ensure continuity and progression in
learning as the children move between their home
and their out-of-home settings. This sharing of
observations strengthens the partnership between
the early childhood setting and families, and
thereby benefits the child.

One of the
natural roles
parents/guardian
play is that of
assessor. Most
parents/guardian
note every new
achievement/suc
ess in their child
learning with pri
and delight.
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Other professionals
All children are assessed at certain stages
during their early years by adults other than their
parents/guardians and childminders/practitioners.
These assessments and screenings are generally
carried out by professionals in the health sector.
They focus on children’s general development so
that where delays or disabilities exist, the
children may be given the appropriate support
and care. This is dealt with in detail in the
following sub-section.

4.6 Early identification of children with
special educational needs
Adults have a responsibility to identify children
whose learning is, or will be, compromised for
any number of reasons. This early identification
is vital so that children are given all the supports
necessary to enable them to progress in their
learning, to experience learning as an enjoyable
and interesting process, and to minimise the
potential impact of the delay/disability on
subsequent learning and development.
Where there are concerns about potential
difficulties experienced by children, diagnostic
assessment and screening tools are useful. These
help to identify learning needs that compromise
early opportunities to establish relationships and
to learn. Early detection by practitioners is an
important part of the process in order to refer
children where necessary. Where there is such a
concern, further diagnostic assessment needs to
be carried out by specialists in early intervention.
This type of assessment, when used by
experienced and skilled professionals, is helpful
in identifying children who would benefit from
additional support and attention in their
early learning.
Assessment of children’s learning provides the
basis on which appropriate early intervention can
be planned. One approach to early identification
could involve initial assessment of the child’s
abilities, learning approaches and physical
maturation, the identification of priority goals,
and intervention through daily learning activities
and ongoing evaluation. Specialised
resources/equipment such as hearing aids,
walking frames, or special seating equipment may
be required. In this way, learning is enriched and
is responsive to the specific needs and
circumstances of each child.

Early intervention often involves people from
many different professional backgrounds working
together as part of a team, for example, an
occupational therapist, a physiotherapist, a
speech and language therapist, a psychologist,
a nurse, a paediatrician, and a specialist teacher.
While the child is the most important
consideration in any intervention, the family also
needs to be involved in the design of learning
programmes. Having a good understanding of
their child’s needs and knowing what help is
available enables parents/guardians to make
decisions and communicate more effectively
about their child. The management and provision
of support services to children who learn Irish
as a first language or who attend Irish-medium
settings should reflect the children’s spoken
language.
Professional help is very necessary and is usually
welcomed by parents/guardians of children with
special educational needs, but dealing with a
range of professionals can be stressful for the
family. Finding a way to transcend professional
boundaries and to exchange accurate and helpful
information improves support to
parents/guardians and can assist all involved in
formulating an overall agreed plan for the child.
Professionals can also make it easier for the
family to give lasting help to the child by working
through the family’s established and preferred
routines. A key worker model, such as that
described by Barnardos (2000), supports
parents/guardians in their attempts to integrate
the services of individual professionals and to
have a central role in planning and managing
a learning programme.
An individual educational plan may be needed
for some children with special educational needs.
This is a comprehensive record of the child’s
learning needs, goals and progress that is
developed by professionals and parents/guardians
in partnership. It is concerned with the priority
needs of the child, and the resources and
learning approaches required to work towards
meeting those needs. It is essential to nominate
a key person within the team to
co-ordinate and monitor the process.

FOCUS QUESTION
What strategies do you use to help children with
special educational needs in realising their
learning potential?

4.7 Keeping a record
While much assessment is spontaneous and
unplanned, and often initiated by the young
learner, it is important that key aspects of the
information gleaned are documented.
Parents/guardians tend to note their child’s
achievements such as the first smile, the first
time to sit unaided, the first step, the first word,
the drawing, the tune played on the drum and
so forth. This information is very important,
especially where developmental delays and/or
disabilities are detected. The information details
the child’s developmental history which is
important in understanding the challenges
potentially facing the child and his/her family
in the future, and in deciding how these can
be addressed most appropriately.
Where children attend out-of-home settings,
documenting assessment information is important
and fulfils many purposes. Keeping a record can
involve the practitioner and the child keeping a
diary, portfolio or learning story together, with
pictures and photographs, including digital
photographs, augmenting or substituting for text
in representing events and progress. Audio and
video recordings can also be used to create a
dynamic and user-friendly record.
The written, pictorial, and audio record serves as
a celebration of the young learner’s personal
accomplishments, achievements, challenges and
progress. It also provides the practitioner with a
comprehensive ‘picture’ of each young learner’s
successes, abilities and progress which can be
developed into a learning story. In this sense, the
record provides the basis for planning for future
learning and can also be used as an informal
summative record. It is important to remember
that the ‘finished products’ in children’s learning
will not tell the full story. The child’s journey of
learning is equally important and, in this respect,
creating shared records shows this journey and
actively encourages the child to evaluate progress
and set future goals. It also demonstrates to
the child the extent of the adult’s interest in
his/her learning.

Documentation enables the sharing of information
and insights between practitioners and
parents/guardians. In this way, co-decisions can
be made regarding how learning can be supported
and enhanced. At times, it may be necessary to
share this information with other professionals
when a child requires specialised support and
assistance in order to progress learning. Keeping
a record should be a dynamic part of the learning
process focusing on documenting selected
information in a format that is accessible,
manageable and useful. In this way, it becomes
a natural part of the practitioner’s daily work
and responsibility in out-of-home settings.

4.8 Reflective practice
Assessment benefits the adult as well as the
child. It helps to illuminate areas of practice
that could benefit from attention. In this way,
practitioners are empowered to raise the quality
of their work and, ultimately, the quality of
children’s learning. Evaluating practice is a
cornerstone to this improvement of quality.
Evaluating practice is a continuous process and
includes keeping abreast of current happenings,
through ongoing professional development and
reflecting on good practices, as advocated
throughout early childhood literature. The
reflective practitioner is continually engaged
in determining the effectiveness of existing
practices with a view to improving future
practices and ultimately to improving learning
from the child’s perspective. Through analysis
and discussion, practitioners as a group can
identify areas where practice needs to be
improved as well as recognising areas of strength.
These areas can be used as the basis for focused
attention and development to continually raise
the quality of provision for children’s learning.
This process of promoting ongoing, professional
activity directed at a constantly rolling cycle of
evaluation and improvement is highly democratic
and empowering, as the ability to influence
change and improvement resides with the
practitioner.
Documented assessments can provide the
impetus for this reflection and ensuing review.
In its Good Practice Self-assessment Manual
(2000), the National Children’s Nurseries
Association presents self-assessment as a positive
and rewarding educational activity, and looks at
the process in terms of a learning experience for
the adult.
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The manual emphasises the developmental
nature of self-assessment, so that the process is
just as important as the outcomes or end results.
Working successfully towards improving the
quality of provision is very rewarding for the
adult and highly beneficial for the child.
Likewise, IPPA, the Early Childhood Organisation
in its Quality Improvement Programme, strongly
advocates evaluation and reflection. It promotes
a ‘Quality Cycle’ approach consisting of an
ongoing cycle of evaluation, reflection, action
planning and implementation. The ongoing,
aspiring nature of this cycle becomes a spiral as
it progresses, moving gradually onwards and
upwards towards continual improvement.

being worked on in the out-of-home setting
can be reinforced at home, and vice versa.
-

Use information about a child’s strengths to
plan for activities that challenge the child
generally and in particular areas of learning.

-

Use informal information about a child’s
possible difficulties in a particular area to
plan for more formal observation and
recording of that child’s learning.

-

Use formal information on a child’s area/areas
of difficulty to plan long-term and short-term
goals for meeting identified needs. Use the
information to identify the types of support
the child will need and how these will be
made available to the child: human and
material resources, the learning opportunities
and experiences, and the intensity and level
of adult support.

Such reflective practice is to be encouraged and
supported in the case of all those working in early
childhood settings outside the home.

4.9 Reviewing and planning for learning
One of the challenges for practitioners,
childminders and parents/guardians alike is that
of knowing how to put the information gathered
through assessment to good use. This information
is translated into plans to support future learning.

Use information from observations of the
child’s interactions in the learning
environment to review the physical
environment and plan improvements in terms
of amount of space, positioning and suitability
of furniture, type and positioning of materials.

Assessment information serves many purposes,
ranging from facilitating informal planning on
how best to capture a child’s attention through
interesting and motivating experiences to the
more formal purpose of diagnosing children with
special educational needs. Barnardos (2000)
recommends that all adults who work with
children should be involved in the planning
process, as this helps to develop a sense of
ownership and ensures a consistent approach.
The following list highlights some of the practical
ways that assessment information might be used
in reviewing and planning for learning.

-

-

4.10 Conclusion

Use information on how a child relates
socially with his/her peers to plan adult
support for him/her in a group activity if
needed, or to plan ways in which that child
might help other children in the group.

-

Use information to plan learning across all
four themes (well-being, identity and
belonging, communication, exploring and
thinking).

-

Use information to explore and discuss with
parents/guardians how projects/concepts/skills

Use information from a child’s selfassessment to take account of what the child
sees as important in his/her learning. Help the
child review his/her progress so far and work
out what his/her next short-term and longterm goals in a particular area of learning
might be. Co-plan activities to help him/her
meet those goals.

This is by no means an exhaustive list of how
assessment information might, on a practical
level, be used to enhance early learning for
each child.

Assessment provides the adult with the
knowledge to recognise and celebrate progress,
and to plan for and support the child’s learning
in the most appropriate manner. Continuous,
informal assessment of the child through
observing, listening, and talking, better enables
the adult to plan experiences and activities which
will nurture and encourage learning as an
enjoyable process. Planning for learning through
assessment should include all dimensions of the
child’s learning, and take account of individual
interests and learning dispositions.

The context for learning is also an important
factor, and information about the child’s social,
cultural and physical environment should be
taken into consideration. The child
himself/herself plays an active part, and
parents/guardians have a central role in the
whole planning process, as they have intimate
information and knowledge about their child.
The early identification of special educational
needs, in all their diversity, is crucial. Assessment
is essential in establishing individual needs, and
it plays a central role in determining the supports
and resources that are necessary to develop and
deliver an appropriate learning programme.

*

Box 4.1: Supporting early learning through the
assessment process – emerging key principles
in this section
-

Assessment of children’s early learning is
integrated into the adult’s daily observations
of, and interactions with, the child.

-

Assessment celebrates the child’s progress
and achievements, and enables the adult to
plan for enhanced learning building on the
child’s strengths and meeting his/her needs.

-

Assessment facilitates the early identification
of children with special educational needs,
enabling planning for necessary resources and
appropriate approaches to support learning.

-

Children should be actively involved in
assessing their own learning and setting their
own goals, empowering them as confident,
capable, life-long learners.

-

Parents/guardians have valuable insights and
information about their child that are
important aspects in the creation of a
whole picture of the child’s development
and learning.

-

Reflective practice and assessment go
hand-in-hand, and together provide a
mechanism through which the partners
in the learning process benefit.
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*

The play environment-whether
outdoor or indoor-warrants
careful consideration to support
both relationships and play as key
contexts for learning.

*Building

the
framework
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5.1 Introduction to
section five

5.1 Introduction to section five

5.2 Influences on
a national
framework

The section begins by identifying some of the
factors that might influence a national framework
for early learning. Drawing on both international
and national frameworks, it proposes a possible
model for the Framework for Early Learning. The
proposed model has been designed and presented
as a means of focusing the consultation process
planned by the NCCA to accompany the launch
of this consultative document. The ultimate
nature and design of the framework will emerge
following this consultation and subsequent work
directed by the NCCA.

5.3 The Framework
for Early Learning the proposed model
5.4 Components of
the framework
5.5 Exemplifying
the model
5.6 Conclusion

5.2 Influences on a national framework
There are many factors which influence the
types of early learning experiences children have
(Bredekamp, Knuth, Kunesh, and Shulman,
1992; Hayes, 1999). The choices we make for
children have a profound impact on their
experiences of childhood and on their experiences
later in life. These choices emerge from societal
beliefs about what children should learn, how
they should learn, and where they should learn.
These beliefs and values may vary quite a lot
within society, depending on the socio-cultural,
political, and philosophical contexts. New
insights from research in areas such as
education, health, psychology, and neuroscience
further influence us by enhancing our knowledge
and understanding of early learning. Children’s
learning experiences will also be dependent on
the actual setting in which they spend their time,
as well as on the people with whom they interact.
The Framework for Early Learning will
understandably be informed by this diversity in
ideas and practices. This will mean that the
framework will be descriptive rather than
prescriptive, reflecting the uniqueness of each
child, as well as the diverse nature of early
childhood in Ireland. This should ensure all
learning continues to be negotiated between the
child and the adult in the context of a trusting,
respectful and caring relationship, while being
supported and informed by a national framework.

5.3 The Framework for Early Learning –
the proposed model
Subsections 5.3 - 5.5 present the NCCA’s
proposed model for the Framework for Early
Learning. This model has been implicit

throughout this document and reflects a
particular understanding of children as young
learners, as well as the role of the adult in
supporting and extending their learning. The
model represents a possible approach for the
development of the framework. It is not complete
and requires much development. However, it is
hoped that its inclusion in this consultative
document will enhance the accompanying
consultation process, which paves the way for
the beginning of the development work on the
framework itself.
The philosophical and value base of the
framework
The emerging key principles, as they are currently
articulated in earlier sections of this document,
are a start in providing the framework with a
philosophical and value base.
Among the principles that have been identified
thus far is the belief that each child is unique
and is a capable and competent learner. Section
two in particular outlines the importance of this
uniqueness for determining the types of learning
experiences that will best support and extend
each child’s learning. This includes the nature
and level of adult support the child may require
to experience learning as a fun, positive and
meaningful experience.
The framework will also recognise early childhood
as an important stage in life in its own right, and
as a critical period in a person’s development. By
prioritising the social and cultural nature of early
learning, and the crucial role that language plays,
it can emphasise the importance of children
learning with and from other children and adults.
The principles also highlight the important role
children themselves play in shaping and directing
learning which is personally appealing, motivating
and relevant, as well as the need for informed
adult support. The principles also represent a
commitment to children of all abilities, cultures,
languages, faiths, ethnicities and socio-economic
backgrounds.

5.4 Components of the framework
A number of suggested components for the
framework are outlined. These should elucidate
how the framework could be of use
and relevance to all those in the early
childhood sector.

The framework should
-

present the vision of children as early
learners upon which it is based

-

articulate its philosophical and value
base and its aims

-

present the principles which underpin how
children’s early learning should be supported
in a manner which respects how they learn,
and the importance of that learning

-

outline learning through the four themes
discussed in section two (well-being, identity
and belonging, communication, and exploring
and thinking)

-

present a set of aims within each of
the four themes

-

present learning goals within each aim

-

identify and describe a range of learning
experiences that could be used to achieve
these goals, taking account of children’s
different abilities, cultures, languages, faiths,
ethnicities and socio-economic backgrounds

-

include exemplars (or case studies) of good
practices in supporting early learning, which
reflect the diversity of Irish early childhood
care and education (for example, diversity of
setting, age of child, philosophy, and
pedagogical approach)

-

outline interaction styles/methodologies for
parents/guardians, childminders and
practitioners in supporting early learning

-

promote the importance of partnerships with
parents/guardians in supporting children’s
learning in out-of-home settings and/or where
children are supported by other professionals
including therapists

-

advise how parents/guardians and
childminders/practitioners can support each
other in using assessment for the benefit of
individual children

-

promote reflective practice (by practitioners)
which empowers the adult in his/her role as
educator, but also as learner

-

provide practical advice on planning (by the
practitioner) for early learning so that
children’s strengths as well as their needs
shape the experiences they are offered.

*

The framework will a
recognise early childhoo
as an important stage
life in its own right,
as a critical period in
person’s development.
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This consultative document has already presented
some of these components in sections one to
four. Section one presented the aims of the
framework, while sections one and two described
the broad philosophical base. Section two
presented early learning as an integrated process
and described the four themes being proposed.
Section three demonstrated the centrality of
relationships and play as contexts for learning.
Section four discussed the role of assessment in
supporting children’s learning.

FOCUS QUESTIONS
Do you think the proposed components could
help you in providing appropriate learning
experiences for all children in
your setting?
What additional types of guidance, if any,
would you find useful in the framework?

5.5 Exemplifying the model
Frameworks developed in both Ireland and in
other jurisdictions show many similarities with
the model proposed in this document. For
example, Te Whariki (1996), the New Zealand
framework mentioned earlier, is grounded in a
set of principles, and presents learning through
strands, goals and broad learning outcomes for
children from birth to school age (generally five
years). The Swedish Curriculum for the pre-school
(1998) (children aged from one to six years)
likewise outlines learning through goals.
Guidelines inform practitioners in working
towards these goals. The Primary School
Curriculum (1999a) presents learning through
principles, curriculum areas and enabling
objectives. It advises on appropriate approaches
and methodologies to be used by the teacher to
support children in their learning. It endorses the
view that the teacher is central in planning and
providing learning experiences which suit each
child.

Within the framework of the curriculum
schools are afforded flexibility to plan a
programme that is appropriate to the
individual schools’ circumstances and to
the needs, aptitudes and interests of the
children.
(Introduction to the Primary School
Curriculum, 1999a, p.11)

It is proposed that the Framework for Early
Learning will present learning using the four
themes of well-being, identity and belonging,
communication, and exploring and thinking. In
the model which follows, each theme is presented
through a set of aims, with each aim having a
series of learning goals. Suggestions for learning
experiences to assist the child in working towards
these goals are also given. Some exemplars (case
studies) of good practices in early learning are
included. These exemplars are based on the
principles articulated in this consultative
document, and demonstrate ways in which the
adult can support the child’s learning.
It is hoped that the consultation process will
generate valuable feedback in relation to the
usefulness of the themes being proposed, as well
as the way in which each theme is presented in
the pages that follow using aims, goals and
learning experiences. The consultation may also
generate other ideas on improving the proposed
model, including other examples of learning
experiences and exemplars.

*

It is proposed that the
Framework for Early Learning
will present learning using the
four themes of well-being,
identity and belonging,
communication, and exploring
and thinking. In the model which
follows, each theme is presented
through a set of aims, with
each aim having a series of
learning goals.
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THEME WELL-BEING
Aims
The child’s physical, emotional and intellectual well-being is nurtured within
the context of warm and supportive relationships with others.

*

Children should learn in comfortable and safe surroundings where
- their emotional and intellectual well-being are nurtured
- their physical well-being and health are nurtured
- they feel safe and secure
- their moral and spiritual well-being is nurtured
- they can learn in a positive, and enjoyable way
- they are valued and affirmed as individuals, as learners
and as group members.

Learning experiences such
as these can help in
working towards the goals
and aim outlined above.
The needs of children are
diverse and varied and the
level of adult assistance
they require in order
to participate and learn

The following sample demonstrates how these aims could be developed in the framework.
Sample Aim
Children learn in comfortable and safe surroundings where their physical well-being and health are nurtured.

Exemplar

Goals
The adult should support the child to:
- develop an awareness of his/her body,
its functions and changing capabilities

Age group: Young children
Liz is a childminder who has a fenced-in play
area outside her house. She sets up a slide for the
children to have fun and experience in climbing
and sliding.

-

gain increasing control and co-ordination
of body movements

-

explore, discover, and experiment
with his/her physical skills

-

refine his/her physical skills through
challenging and pleasurable experiences

-

develop self-help skills in caring for his/her
own body with regard to hygiene,
nourishment, and routines such as resting,
washing and dressing

-

make healthy choices and develop positive
attitudes about nutrition, hygiene, and
routines.

Learning experiences
Learning experiences such as these can help in working towards the goals and aim outlined above.
The needs of children are diverse and varied and the level of adult assistance they require in order
to participate and learn from their experiences will vary accordingly.

Babies
Babies explore objects in a multi-sensorial way –
through taste, touch, smell, hearing and sight.
Through the careful choice of objects, the baby
not only learns sensorially, but also strengthens
the muscles of the hand and gains increasing
control and co-ordination of body movements.
The baby develops a growing understanding of
his/her physical capabilities by being encouraged
to imitate adult actions such as clapping hands,
nodding, smiling, and waving.
Toddlers
The toddler has opportunities to physically
interact with objects such as kicking a ball,
carrying and throwing toys, gathering fallen
leaves, pouring water and building sandcastles.

The toddler has opportunities to express
preferences for different types of food, while
being encouraged to develop an awareness of
healthy eating.
Young children
The young child has opportunities to develop
gross and fine motor skills, for example,
catching, balancing, bouncing a ball, making
marks, scribbling, drawing and threading.

Liz encourages the children to take turns on the
slide, supporting them in learning the importance
of sharing. She keeps a close watch to ensure
that each child is included in the play, and that
he/she has opportunities to explore and develop
the skills of climbing and sliding. Listening
intently, she learns how the younger children
justify their immediate re-appearance at the top
of the queue for the slide with ‘It’s my turn
because I want to…’ To her surprise, this
behaviour is tolerated by the older children.
Following many opportunities to climb the steps
and slide down the slide, the children begin to
introduce new and exciting challenges for
themselves. With Liz’s encouragement, and

physical support for some children, they climb
up on the slide itself, and slide down on their
tummies. The steepness of the climb brings a
new sense of adventure to the play.
Seán, one of the younger children, experiences
difficulty pulling himself up along the slide
without the help of the steps. Knowing this from
conversations with his dad and observing this
first-hand, Liz holds his hand to support him in
his climb to the top of the slide. Seán delights in
his arrival at the top. He shouts with joy as he
lets go and whizzes his way to the bottom to
begin the adventure once again.
The children continue their play for another
while, shouting words such as ‘up,’ ‘down,’
‘faster,’ ‘higher’ ‘steep,’ and ‘slippy’ as they
climb up and slide down. Liz gently introduces
new words to the group to help them talk about
their actions, and to express their feelings.

Some principles which are supported by this exemplar.
-

Assessment of children’s early learning is integrated into the adult’s daily
observations of, and interactions with, the child.

-

Parents/guardians have valuable insights and information about their child
that are important aspects in the creation of a whole picture of the
child’s development.

-

Play is a powerful context for learning.

Support is given to the young child to refine
self-help and self-care skills during routines such
as eating, drinking, toileting, resting, washing
and dressing.
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THEME IDENTITY AND BELONGING
Aims
Strong feelings of identity and belonging contribute to inner well-being and security.
Children should feel that they have a place within a community where
- they feel accepted and affirmed and where their diverse needs are catered for
- they can make and express choices
- they can plan co-operatively, take turns, and share resources
- they are encouraged to learn with and alongside others
- links with the family and the wider world are affirmed and extended
- they can identify and feel comfortable with routines, customs and regular events
- symbols and representations of their own culture are promoted and respected.

*

Learning experiences such
as these can help in working towards t
goals and aim outlined.
The needs of children are diverse and
varied and the level of adult assistance
they require
in order to participate and learn from
their experiences will vary accordingly.

The following sample demonstrates how these aims could be developed in the framework.
Sample Aim
Children should feel that they have a place within a community where they can identify and
feel comfortable with routines, customs, and regular events.
Goals
The adult should support the child to
- become confident and self-assured through
daily routines within close and trusting
relationships
-

become aware of and respect the needs and
feelings of others in their behaviour, and
understand the limits and boundaries of
acceptable behaviour

-

develop positive attitudes towards others
whose gender, language, faith or culture,
for example, is different from his/her own

-

become aware that the celebration of
cultural and religious festivals is important
in people’s lives.

Learning experiences
Learning experiences such as these can help in working towards the goals and aim outlined.
The needs of children are diverse and varied and the level of adult assistance they require
in order to participate and learn from their experiences will vary accordingly.

Babies
The learning programme includes familiar rhymes
and songs. Babies have a personal place and
personal artefacts. They are encouraged to play
independently with these artefacts.
Babies enjoy a sense of routine and familiarity
with both the people and objects in their
environment. It is comforting for them to hear
familiar sounds and to have their caregiver near.
Toddlers
Toddlers have opportunities to listen to and sing
along with others, and to make their own
contribution to the day’s activities.
Toddlers have opportunities to play with other
toddlers whose language and culture are different

from their own. They learn to develop positive
attitudes to difference, and to appreciate their
own distinctive culture.
Young children
Young children talk about themselves, their
home, their family and friends, and other items
and events that interest them. They learn to
listen to other children expressing their interests.
Young children have opportunities to learn about
cultural and religious festivals. This helps them
to become aware of the beliefs and traditions of
their own family, and the way of life of others in
their community.

Exemplar
Age group: Babies
Alyssa is fourteen months old. She is babbling
contentedly to herself as she explores some
cardboard tubes and experiments with dropping
her bricks into the tubes. Her mother is nearby
labelling some new photographs and placing
them in the album. Alyssa, noticing her mother’s
actions, crawls towards her mother and expresses
an interest in seeing the photographs.
Her mother helps her onto her knee and together
they look at the photographs, most of which
show Alyssa with her mother and Sam the dog.
Her mother points to Alyssa, herself, and Sam,
repeating the names as she does so. Alyssa in
turn points at the various faces. Watching and
interpreting Alyssa’s facial expressions, her body
movements, and her attempts at words, her
mother questions and talks to Alyssa about the
people in the photographs – their faces and what

they are doing. Alyssa delights in seeing herself
in the photographs and claps her hands to
express excitement and joy at seeing her own
image. (This excitement is evident in many other
instances, including when Alyssa sees herself in
a mirror and her reflection in a window). She
moves her attention from one photograph to
another as she turns the pages of the album,
and babbles while pointing to each photo. In
seeing Alyssa’s reaction, her mother chooses
some photographs and proceeds to make a
simple collection of photographs for Alyssa to
‘play’ with. These form part of the ‘reading’
material Alyssa shares with her mother in the
coming week. Conversations and stories based
on the occasions/events in the photos emerge
as they look through the photographs, and talk
about them during their routines.

Some principles which are supported by this exemplar.
- The child learns within the context of warm and supportive attachments
and relationships which encourage interaction, exploration and communication.
- Language is a major vehicle for learning.
- Each child should develop a positive self-image and strong sense of self-esteem.
- Parents/guardians play a key role in supporting their children’s early learning.
- Assessment of children’s early learning is integrated into the adult’s daily
observations of, and interactions with, the child.
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THEME COMMUNICATION
Aims

*

The child’s ability to communicate is at the very heart of early learning and development.
Children should be enabled to develop the ability to communicate in comfortable and
safe surroundings where
- they develop and use non-verbal communication skills
- they develop and use language for a variety of purposes
- they make sense of their own experiences through language
- they develop respect for and understanding of communication by others
- they broaden their understanding of the world through language they see and
experience, and use language in its symbolic form
- they can express themselves creatively and imaginatively
through media such as paint, dance, and music as well as language.
The following sample demonstrates how these aims could be developed in the framework.
Sample Aim
Children should be enabled to develop the ability to communicate in comfortable and safe surroundings where
they develop and use language for a variety of purposes.
Goals
The adult should support the child to
- become a socially competent language user
in a range of contexts such as play, and
day-to-day routines
-

use language with increasing confidence

-

develop and extend vocabulary

-

develop listening and responding skills

-

develop his/her use of language in an

increasingly sophisticated manner such as naming,
asking, describing, planning, story-telling, predicting,
recounting and sequencing
-

become a proficient user of at least one language,
while developing an increasing awareness and
appreciation of other languages

-

use language in a fun, creative and playful way
through the use of conversation, rhyme, story,
song and nonsense words.

Learning experiences
Learning experiences such as these can help in working towards the goals and aim outlined above.
The needs of children are diverse and varied and the level of adult assistance they require in order to
participate and learn from their experiences will vary accordingly.

Babies
The baby learns to use sounds to convey
messages and share meanings, for example,
when he/she is hungry, happy, or wants an
object. The adult supports this learning by
responding appropriately and consistently.
The baby develops his/her use of language by
listening, imitating and engaging in meaningful
‘communicative exchanges’ with adults. For
example, the adult adds the name to the object
that is the baby’s point of reference and later
extends the vocabulary to enrich the meaning –
‘ball’ becomes ‘big blue ball’. In this way, he/she
conveys the power of words to specify meaning.
Toddlers
The adult extends the toddler’s use of language
by responding to his/her words and phrases, by
introducing new words in meaningful contexts,

Learning experiences such
as these can help in working towar

Exemplar
Age group: Young children
Declan, the infant teacher is reading the story
‘The Three Little Pigs’ to his group of twentythree four and five year old children. The group
visited a farm the day before and was particularly
excited by the pigs. Noting their interest, Declan
plans language, music, visual arts, drama and
science activities based on the theme of pigs.
He chooses the story ‘The Three Little Pigs’ as
the context within which to begin the work.
Declan uses a ‘big’ story book so that all the
children can see the illustrations and the words.
As he reads, he asks many open-ended questions
encouraging the children to understand the
reasons for the pigs’/wolf’s actions, to assist them
in taking the perspective of the pigs/wolf, and to
encourage them to speculate about alternative
actions for the pigs/wolf. These questions are
both individual and group orientated, supporting
the children in developing their thinking and
problem-solving skills, and helping them to use
language for a variety of purposes.
In the following days, the children retell the story
along with Declan, and on their own, using finger
puppets as prompts. They also use pictures from
the book to help them to sequence the story. A
child who is shy to speak out in the group is
supported by Declan in taking responsibility for
sequencing the story for other children, using the
prompts. This helps to build the child’s
confidence and to give the child a rich language

experience. With each retelling of the story, the
children take more and more of the lead until
they are able to tell the story without any help
from their teacher. Some children create sound
effects and compose songs for the story, using
objects and musical instruments from around
the classroom.
Other children make models of the pigs’ houses
using marla, straw, twigs, and pebbles. They feel,
smell, and describe the materials they are using.
They devise ways to test these houses for
strength and waterproofing (science). Throughout
all this work, Declan carefully structures
conversations with individual children and with
small groups about the work in progress and the
children’s intentions, in order to extend their
thinking, to encourage them to learn from each
other, and to develop their expressive language.
Through planned and purposeful interactions
with the children, he assists them in reasoning
and in justifying, in speculating and in
hypothesising as they develop their thinking
skills. Declan observes them as they do this,
noting the social interaction of the children, their
use of language and their sequencing skills. He
uses this information to plan further learning
opportunities for the children. The children are
also encouraged to tell the story to their
parents/guardians at home, and to describe their
related activities. The parents/guardians further
familiarise themselves with the children’s work
when they visit the classroom.

and by initiating interesting conversations.
The toddler expands and enriches his/her
vocabulary through talking with others, and
telling and listening to stories.
Young children
The young child learns to use his/her language in
increasingly complex ways through opportunities,
to narrate, to sequence, to plan, to predict and to
reason. He/she gains wider experience of the
second language, naming objects of interest and
learning some simple phrases and songs.
The young child becomes increasingly aware of
language in print. The adult helps the child
develop an understanding of the meaning and
messages conveyed through print by experiencing
and exploring print in books, posters, signs,
menus and labels.

Some principles which are supported by this exemplar.
-

Children are active learners, making sense of their environments through
the senses, movement and language.

-

Children learn through actions and interactions with others.

-

Language is a major vehicle for learning.

-

The adult is central in supporting children to learn through quality interactions.

-

Assessment celebrates the child’s progress and achievements, and enables the adult
to plan for enhanced learning building on the child’s strengths and meeting his/her needs.
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THEME EXPLORING AND THINKING

*

Aims
The child explores and makes sense of his/her environment in a multi-sensorial way.
Through active exploration, the child has opportunities to develop in many different ways,
including cognitively and physically.
The child should have opportunities to
- use senses and movement to make connections and recognise patterns
- develop the skill of observation using the senses
- become playfully involved in investigating and finding out about the environment
- develop creative and imaginative skills
- develop an appreciation of the natural beauty and wonder of creation
- develop physically in interacting with the environment
- refine and develop more elaborate ways of thinking, exploring, and understanding
- explore and use symbols and marks to make and represent meaning.
The following sample demonstrates how these aims could be developed in the framework.
Sample Aim
The child should have opportunities to use senses and movement to make connections and recognise patterns.

Goals
The adult should support the child to
- recognise objects by sight, sound, touch,
smell, and taste
-

-

ask questions, experiment, design, make
and solve problems
recognise patterns, shapes, and colours
in the environment

-

sort and categorise into groups

-

understand some properties of materials,
for example, soft/hard

-

develop an understanding of measure,
and an awareness of words to describe
measure (time, capacity, volume, weight,
length, money).

Learning experiences
Learning experiences such as these can help in working towards the goals and aim outlined above.
The needs of children are diverse and varied and the level of adult assistance they require
in order to participate and learn from their experiences will vary accordingly.

Babies
Young babies are adept at making connections
and recognising patterns from a very early stage,
for example, the shape of the face and the sound
of the human voice, and they soon associate one
with the other. The baby listens to the human
voice and explores his/her own capacity to
reproduce sound in response.
The baby’s capacity to learn through the senses
and his/her growing strength and mobility lead to
pleasurable activities such as using water,
textured materials, music and musical
instruments, along with messy play opportunities.
These experiences lay the foundations for more
formal learning with this material at a later stage.
Toddlers
Toddlers explore how things work and how things
affect each other, for example, rolling a ball to

Learning experiences such
as these can help in working towards t
Exemplar
Age group: Toddlers
Vivienne works in a crèche. She takes the toddler
class out to the garden. The children have their
coats and scarves on. Some of the toddlers dig
with their spades in the earth. ‘Wet!’ says Eve.
‘Sticky!’ shouts Mary. ‘My dad said he could hear
the rain all night last night,’ exclaims Jack. On
overhearing the conversation developing, and on
the children’s invitation, Vivienne joins the group
in their digging. She poses questions about why
the earth is so sticky and what this might mean
for all the little creatures living in it. The children
share their thoughts and theories with her.
Vivenne responds imparting some information
about how some creatures cope with these
conditions. The children continue their
conversation questioning the validity of Vivienne’s
information.
In another group, Jack picks up a worm with his
two hands and puts it in his bucket. He spends
time watching it wriggle, and proceeds to show it
to his friends as he explains how it moves. At the
sand and water table, which is placed at the top
of the garden, Vivienne notes Jason’s
concentration and absorption as he pours water
from a full plastic watering can into a red plastic

Young children
Young children engage with real objects, and
construct working theories about how these
objects work and how they can be manipulated.
For example, they investigate the effects of water
on plastic bottles, stones, kitchen paper, and
cork. They discover how heat affects materials
such as chocolate, bread, metal, and water.
Young children learn by comparing the length of
time certain tasks take, for example, walking to
the shop versus going there by car, filling a basin
with water using cups, jugs, saucepans, and
so on.

Siobhán comes over to the sand and water table,
and pours sand into a sieve. She holds up the
sieve and shakes it to make the sand drop
through. She repeats this activity over and over.
Vivienne notes that Katie is watching Siobhán’s
sand-pouring activity with interest. She knows
that Katie will need some physical help in order
to participate. Vivienne brings another sieve over
to the sand table and begins to sieve side-by-side
with Siobhán. Eventually, Katie approaches the
table and indicates that she would like a try.
Together, Vivienne and Katie sieve and talk about
the sand falling. Both Katie and Siobhán are
completely immersed in their tasks and show no
desire to go inside twenty minutes later, when
Vivienne suggests they wash their hands in
preparation for snack time.

Some principles which are supported by this exemplar.
-

The play environment–whether outdoor or indoor–warrants careful consideration
to support both relationships and play as key contexts for learning.

-

Play is a powerful context for learning.

-

The cultivation of learning dispositions such as curiosity, risk-taking, concentration,
resilience, creativity, and fairness has positive life-long implications.

-

Assessment of children’s early learning is integrated into the adult’s daily observations
of, and interactions with, the child.

-

Each child is unique, developing and learning at different rates. Learning should be
meaningful and relevant and linked to the child’s interests, strengths, and life experiences.

knock skittles.
Toddlers learn by matching, sorting and
classifying, for example, sorting and counting
fallen leaves into groups by colour and by size.

saucepan. He is very pleased with himself as he
doesn’t spill any of it. When he finishes he pours
the water back into the watering can. ‘It’s full
again!’ he shouts and proceeds to pour the water
into the saucepan again. Vivienne extends
Jason’s play by making more containers (of
different sizes and shapes) available to him.
Gradually, he refines his skill of pouring and
filling.
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FOCUS QUESTIONS
The proposed model for the framework presents
learning through four themes (well-being, identity
and belonging, communication, and exploring
and thinking). Each theme has a number of
aims, goals, suggested learning experiences and
an exemplar of learning.
How useful do you think this model would be
in helping you to support all children’s
learning?
What change(s), if any, would you make
to this model?

5.6 Conclusion
The launch of this consultative document
represents a unique opportunity to develop a
national framework to support and enhance early
learning for all children throughout the whole
early childhood period in this country.
This section offers a proposed model for the
Framework for Early Learning. The model that
will eventually be used for the framework will be
determined by the consultation process and will
inform the subsequent work which will be
undertaken under the direction of the NCCA.
The proposed model is presented here to help
focus discussions during the accompanying
consultation process. Rather than using
developmental domains or areas of learning, the
model presents early learning holistically using
four themes. It emphasises the importance of the
learning process, and prioritises the role of the
adult in ensuring that learning experiences cater
for the uniqueness of the child.
The next section outlines plans for the
consultation process, which will support the
development of the framework itself.

*

- The play environment whether outdoor or indoor
warrants careful consideration
to support both relationships and play as key
contexts for learning.
- Play is a powerful context for learning.
- The cultivation of learning dispositions such as
curiosity, risk-taking, concentration,
resilience, creativity, and fairness has positive
life-long implications.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 87

*Bibliography

BIBLIOGRAPHY 89

Abbott, L. (1994)
“Play is fun, but it’s hard work, too!
The search for quality play in the early years.”
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Abbott, L. and Moylett, H. (eds.) (1999)
Early Education Transformed
London: Falmer Press.
Abbott, L. and Nutbrown, C. (2001)
Reggio Emilia, implications for pre-school provision
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Abbott, L. and Rodger, R. (eds.) (1994)
Quality Education in the Early Years
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Alcock, S. (1996)
“Quality Systems in Early Childhood Centres.”
Report from Margaret May Travel Study Fellowship.
(accessed at http://www.ecdu.govt.nz/ece/index.html).
Alvarez, A. (1992)
Live Company: Psychoanalytic Psychotherapy with
Autistic, Borderline, Deprived and Abused Children
London: Routledge.

Atkin, J. (1991)
“Thinking about Play.”
In Hall, N. and Abbott, L. (eds.)
Play in the Primary Curriculum
London: Hodder and Stoughton.
Bailey, R. and Farrow, S. (1998)
“Play and Problem-solving in a new light,"
International Journal of Early Years Education,
6, 3, pp.265-275.
Ball, C. (1994)
Start Right: The Importance of Early Learning
London: RSA.
Bandura, A. (1977)
Social Learning Theory
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.
Barnardos (2000)
Supporting Quality: Guidelines for best practice
in early childhood services
Dublin: Barnardos.
Barnardos (2002)
Diversity in Early Childhood, A Collection of Essays
Dublin: Barnardos.

Bee, H. (1992)
The Developing Child
NY: HarperCollins.

Bloom, B.S. (1964)
Stability and Change in Human Characteristics
New York: Wiley.

Benedict, H. (1979)
“Early lexical development comprehension
and production,”
Journal of Child Language, 6, pp.183 –200.

Bloom, L. (1973)
“Adult-Child discourse:
Developmental interaction between linguistic
processing and linguistic knowledge,”
Cognitive Psychology, 8, pp.521-552.

Berk, L. and Winsler, A. (1995)
Scaffolding Children’s Learning:
Vygotsky and Early Childhood Education
Washington DC: National Association for the
Education of Young Children.

Bonvillian, J.D. (1999)
“Sign Language Development.”
In Barrett, M. (ed.) The Development of Language
Hove: Psychology Press.

Bertram, A.D. (1996)
Effective Educators of Young Children:
Developing a Methodology for Improvement.
Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Coventry University.

Border Counties Childcare Network (1997)
Border Counties Childcare Network (BCCN)
Information Pack for Pre-School Service Providers
Monaghan: BCCN.

Bertram, T. and Pascal, C. (2002)
Early Years Education, Interim Report for the
International Review of Curriculum and Assessment
Frameworks Thematic Study
London: NFER and QCA.

Bowerman, M. (1978)
“Systematising semantic knowledge,”
Child Development, 49, pp.977-987.

Best Health for Children (2002)
Investing in Parenthood to achieve best health for
children, The Supporting Parents Strategy
Dublin: Best Health for Children.

Bowerman, M. (1985)
“Beyond communicative adequacy:
From piecemeal knowledge to an integrated system in
the child’s acquisition of language.”
In Nelson, K.E. (ed.) Children’s Language,
5, pp.369-398, Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Alvestad, M. and Samuelsson, I.P. (1999)
“A Comparison of the National Preschool Curricula
in Norway and Sweden,”
Early Childhood Research and Practice, 1, 2
(accessed at http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v1nz/alvestad.html).

Barnardos (2003)
Supporting Quality: Guidelines for best practice
in early childhood services
Dublin: Barnardos.

Ainsworth, M.D.S. (1982)
“Attachment and dependency: A comparison.”
In Gewirtz, J.L. (ed.) Attachment and dependency
Washington, DC: V.H. Winston.

Barnett, D.W., Bell, S.H. and Carey, K.T. (1999)
Designing Preschool Interventions:
A Practitioner’s Guide
New York: The Guildford Press.

An Comhchoiste Réamhscolaíochta (1979)
Lámhleabhar do Stiúrthóirí Naíonraí
Dublin: An Comhchoiste Réamhscolaíochta.

Bates, E., Bretherton, I. and Snyder, L. (1988)
From First Words to Grammar
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Anning, A. (1998)
“Appropriateness or Effectiveness in the
Early Childhood Curriculum in the UK: Some
research evidence,”
International Journal of Early Years Education,
6, 3, pp.299-314.

Beaver, M., Brewster, J., Jones, P., Keene, A.,
Neaum, S. and Tallack, J. (1999)
Babies and Young Children,
Book 1: Early Years Development
Cheltenham: Stanley Thornes Ltd.

Blenkein, G. and Kelly, V. (eds.) (1988)
Early Childhood Education:
A Developmental Curriculum
London: Paul Chapman.

Bredekamp, S., Knuth, R.A., Kunesh, L.G.
and Shulman, D.D. (1992)
What Does Research Say About
Early Childhood Education?
Oak Brook: North Central Regional
Educational Laboratory.

Beaver, M., Brewster, J., Jones, P., Keene,
A., Neaum, S. and Tallack, J. (1999)
Babies and Young Children,
Book 2: Early Years Care and Education
Cheltenham: Stanley Thornes Ltd.

Blenkein, G. and Kelly, V. (1996)
“Education as development.”
In Blenkein, G. & Kelly, V. (eds.) Early Childhood
Education: a Developmental Curriculum
London: Paul Chapman.

Bredekamp, S. and Copple, C. (eds.) (1997)
Developmentally Appropriate Practice
in Early Childhood Programs
Washington D.C.: National Association for the
Education of Young Children.

Anning, A. and Edwards, A. (1999)
Promoting Children’s Learning from Birth to Five
Buckingham: Open University.
Athey, C. (1990)
Extending Thought in Young Children
London: Paul Chapman.

Bilton, H. (2002)
Outdoor Play in the Early Years,
Management and Innovation
London: David Fulton Publishers.
Blakemore, S.J. and Frith, U. (2000)
The implications of recent developments in
neuroscience for research on teaching and learning
London: Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience
(accessed at http://www.ex.ac.uk/ESRCTLRP/docs/mainreport.doc).

Bowlby, J. (1979)
The Making and Breaking of Affectional Bonds
London: Tavistock.
Bowman, B.T., Donovan, M.S. and Burns, M.S. (eds.)
(2001)
Eager to learn: Educating our preschoolers
Washington DC: Committee on Early Childhood
Pedagogy, National Research Council.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 91

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979)
The Ecology of Human Development
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Brown, R. and Hanlon, C. (1970)
“Derivational complexity and order
of acquisition in child speech.”
In J.R. Hayes (ed.) Cognition and
the Development of Language
New York: Wiley.
Bruce T. (1987)
Early Childhood Education
Sevenoaks: Hodder and Stoughton.
Bruce, T. (1991)
Time to Play in Early Childhood Education
Sevenoaks: Hodder and Stoughton.
Bruce, T. (1996)
Helping Young Children to Play
London: Hodder and Stoughton.

Bruner, J. & Haste, H. (1987)
“Introduction.”
In Bruner, J. & Haste, H. (eds.)
Making sense: The child’s construction of the world
London: Methuen.
Bruner, S. and Bornstein, M.H. (1989) (eds.)
Interaction in human development
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Bruner, J. (1996)
The Culture of Education
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Cahn, S.A. (1970)
The Philosophical Foundations of Education
New York: Harper and Row.
Caldwell, B.M. (1989)
“All day kindergarten – assumptions,
precautions, and over-generalisations,"
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 4, pp.261-266.

Chomsky, N. (1965)
Aspects of a Theory of Syntax
Cambridge MA: MIT Press.

Cornbleth, C. (1998)
“An American Curriculum?”
Teachers College Record, 99, 4, pp.622-646.

Chomsky, N. (1975)
Reflections on Language
New York: Pantheon Books.

Costello, P.M. (2000)
Thinking Skills and Early Childhood Education
London: David Fulton Publishers.

Clarke, A.D.B. and Clarke, A.M. (1972)
“Consistency and variability in the growth
of human characteristics.”
In Wall, W.D. and Varma, V.P. (eds.)
Advances in Educational Psychology, 1.
London: University of London Press.

Cullen, J. (1994)
“Why Retain a Developmental Focus
in Early Education.”
In Mellor, E.J. and Coombe, K.M. (eds.)
Issues in Early Childhood Services:
Australian Perspectives
Dubuque, Iowa: Wm. C. Brown.

Clarke, E. (1982)
“The young word-maker: A case study
of innovation in the child’s lexicon.”
In Wanner, E. and Gleiman, L.R. (eds.)
Language Acquisition: State of the Art
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Carr, M. (1998)
Technological practice in early childhood
as a dispositional milieu.
Ph.D. thesis, University of Waikato.

Clavero, S. (2001)
Parenting Support, An International Review Report
commissioned by the Investing in Parenthood to
achieve best health for children Strategy
Dublin: Best Health for Children.

Bruce, T. and Meggitt, C. (1999)
Child Care and Education
London: Hodder and Stoughton.

Carr, M. (2001)
Assessment in Early Childhood Settings –
Learning Stories
London: Paul Chapman Publishing.

Clay, M.M. and Cazden, C.B. (1990)
“A Vygotskian interpretation of reading recovery.”
In L. Moll (ed.) Vygotsky and Education
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bruce, T. (2001)
Learning through play: Babies, Toddlers
and the Foundation Years
London: Hodder and Stoughton.

Carswell, D. (2002)
Child’s Play? An Exploration into the
Quality of Childcare Processes
Dublin: IPPA.

Commission on the Family (1998)
Strengthening Families for Life: Final Report of the
Commission on the Family to the Minister for Social,
Community and Family Affairs
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Bruner, J. (1976)
“Functions of Play.”
In Bruner, J., Jolly, A. and Sylva, K.
Play and its Role in Evolution and Development
Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.

Case-Smith, J. (1998)
Paediatric Occupational Therapy
and Early Intervention (2nd ed.)
Boston: Butterworth-Heinemann.

Coolahan, J. (1981)
Irish Education: Its History and Structure
Dublin: IPA.

Centre National de Documentation
Pédagogique (1995)
Programmes de l’école primaire
Paris: CNDP.

Coolahan, J. (ed.) (1998)
Report on the National Forum for
Early Childhood Education
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Childminding Ireland
Guidelines for the Provision of
Quality Family Day-care
(accessed at www.childminding-irl.com/guideline).

Cornali-Engel, I. (1995)
“The quality of pre-school education in
French-speaking Switzerland and the
concept of involvement.”
In Laevers, F. (ed.) An Exploration of the
Concept of Involvement as an Indicator for
Quality in Early Childhood Care and Education
Dundee: CIDREE & SCCC.

Bruce, T. (1999)
"In Praise of Inspired and Inspiring Teachers."
In Abbott, L. and Moylett, H. (eds.)
Early Education Transformed
London: Falmer Press.

Bruner, J. (1977)
The Process of Education,
A landmark in educational theory
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Bruner, J. (1983)
Child’s Talk, Learning to Use Language
London: W.W. Norton.

Chomsky, N. (1957)
Syntactic Structures
The Hague: Mouton.

Cullen, J. (1993)
“Preschool children’s use and perceptions
of outdoor play areas,”
Early Childhood Development and Care,
89, pp.45-56.
Cullen, J. (1998)
“Promoting Positive Partnerships.”
Keynote Address to Early Childhood Development
Unit Seminar, Massey University Auckland,
23 April, 1998
(accessed at http://www.ecdu.govt.nz/ece/index.html).
Curtis, A.M. (1986)
A Curriculum for the Pre-school Child:
Learning to Learn
London: Routledge.
Dahlberg, G., Moss, P. and Pence, A. (1999)
Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Care and
Education: Post-modern Perspectives
London: Falmer Press.
Damon, W. (ed.) (1989)
Advances in developmental research:
Child Development Today and Tomorrow
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
David, T. (1999)
“Valuing Young Children.”
In Abbott, L. and Moylett, H. (eds.)
Early Education Transformed
London: Falmer Press.
Dempsey, J.D. and Frost, J.L. (1993)
“Play environments in early childhood education.”
In Spodek, B. (ed.) Handbook of research
on the education of young children
New York: Macmillan.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 93

Department of Education and Science,
London (1990)
The Rumbold Report: Starting with Quality,
Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the
Quality of Educational Experiences offered
to Three and Four Year Olds
London: H.M.S.O.
DETE (2001)
South Australian Curriculum, Standards
and Accountability (SACSA) Framework
South Australia: Department of Education,
Training and Employment, and Catholic Education.
Derman-Sparks, L. and A.B.C. Task Force (1989)
Anti-bias curriculum: Tools for empowering
young children
Washington, DC: National Association for the
Education of Young Children.
Devine, D. and Swan, T. (1997)
School Effectiveness in Irish Primary Schools,
Unpublished Report of the International School
Effectiveness Research Project – The Irish Study.
Dinneen, F.E. (2002)
“Joint Involvement Episodes with Babies: Lessons
from research for the new millennium.”
In Horgan, M. & Douglas, F. (eds.) Lessons for the
21st Century: Research, Reflection, Renewal,
Proceedings of the Conference held in Dublin
Institute of Technology, Dublin 2, 20th April 2002.
Dublin: OMEP Ireland.
Dinneen, F.E. (2002)
The Concept of Educare in Public Day-Care
Facilities in Ireland and in the Irish Psyche at the
Start of the Third Millennium,
Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, University College Cork.
Dinneen, F.E. (2003)
“Work-based learning (or experiential learning)
as a teaching technique and a learning strategy in
Higher Education with specific reference to the
training of the Early Years Practitioner,”
Proceedings of the Conference held in UCC, 5th
April 2003. Dublin: OMEP Ireland.
Dockett, S. and Fleer, M. (1999)
Play and Pedagogy in Early Childhood
Marrickville, New South Wales: Harcourt Brace.

Dockrell, J. and Mercer, D. (1999)
Children’s Communication and Language
Difficulties: Understanding, Identification
and Intervention
London: Cassell.

Dunn, L. and Kontos, S. (1997)
Developmentally Appropriate Practice:
What Does Research Tell Us?
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed413106.html).

Dolan, J. (2002)
“Children with disabilities.” In Diversity in Early
Childhood: a collection of essays
Dublin: Barnardos’ National Children’s
Resource Centre.

Dunn, W. (2000)
Best Practice in Occupational Therapy
Thorofare, NJ: Slack.

Donaldson, M. (1978)
Children’s Minds
London: Fontana Press.
Donaldson, M., Grieve, R. and Pratt, C. (1983)
Early Childhood Development in Education:
Readings in Pschology
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Douglas, F. (2003)
The Breath of Life: The Young Child
and Self-Esteem,
Paper presented at the OMEP (Ireland)
Conference, Cork.
Douglas, F. & Sammon, M. (2000)
“Evaluation of Curriculum Change:
Executive Summary.” In Evaluation of the
Moyross Intervention Education Pilot Project
Limerick: Mary Immaculate College.
Douglas, F., Horgan, M. and O’Brien, C. (eds.)
(2000)
Project Early Years Education (E.Y.E.).
An Irish Curriculum for the Three to
Four Year Old Child
Cork: The Early Years Unit,
Education Department, UCC.
Doverborg, E., Pramling, I. and Qvarsell, B. (1987)
Inlarning och utveckling [Learning and development]
Stockholm: Utbildningsforlaget.
Dowling, M. (1992)
Education Three to Five
London: Paul Chapman.
Drummond, M.J. (1993)
Assessing Children’s Learning –
Primary Curriculum Series
London: David Fulton Publishers.
Drummond, M.J. and Rouse, D. (1992)
Making Assessment Work
London: National Children’s Bureau.

Dunphy, L. (1999)
“Pedagogy in Early Childhood Education
Teacher Preparation,”
Paper presented at the Third Warwick International
Early Years Conference 12-16 April 1999, Warwick
University, U.K.
Dunphy, L. (1999)
“Oral Language Development in the
Early Years at School,”
Paper presented at the Reading Association of
Ireland Spring Conference, February 1999, Church
of Ireland Teacher Education College, Dublin.
Dunphy, L. (2000)
“Early Years Learning in the Primary School:
A Response to the White Paper on
Early Childhood Education.”
In Early Years Learning: Proceedings of Early
Childhood Conference St. Patrick’s College of
Education, Drumcondra February 2000
Dublin: INTO/St. Patrick’s College.
Dunphy, L. (2000)
“Oral Language Development in the
Early Years at School.”
In Sheil, G., Uí Dhálaigh, U. and Kennedy, E.
(2000) Language and Literacy for the New
Millennium Dublin: Reading Association of Ireland.
Early Childhood Education Forum (1998)
Quality in Diversity in Early Learning: A Framework
for Early Childhood Practitioners
London: National Children’s Bureau.
Early Childhood Education Working Party (2000)
“A way forward in early childhood education
and care in Australia,”
Discussion document, Australia: CESCEO (Council
of Education Systems Chief Executive Officers).
Educational Research Centre (1998)
Early Start Preschool Programme,
Final Evaluation Report
Dublin: Educational Research Centre.

Edwards, C.P. and Springate, K.W. (1995)
“Encouraging Creativity in Early Childhood
Classrooms,”
ERIC Digest
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed389474.html).
Egan K. (1988)
Primary Understanding
London: Routledge.
Eisner, E.W. (1985)
The Educational Imagination: On the Design and
evaluation of Educational Programmes (2nd edition)
New York: Macmillan.
Elkind, D. (1986)
“Helping Parents make Healthy
Educational Choices for Their Children,”
Educational Leadership, 44, pp.36-38.
Erikson, E.H. (1980)
Identity and the Life Cycle
New York: Norton.
Erikson, M.F., Sroufe, L.A. and Egeland, B. (1985)
“The relationship between quality of
attachment and behaviour problems in
preschool in a high-risk sample.”
In Bretherton, I. and Waters, E. (eds.)
Growing Points of Attachment Theory and
Research. Monographs of the Society for
Research in Child Development, 50, pp.147-166.
Expert Working Group on Childcare (1999)
National Childcare Strategy,
Report of the Partnership 2000
Expert Working Group on Childcare
Dublin: The Stationery Office.
Farquhar, S. (1995)
Massey University, at the Early Childhood
Development Unit National Hui
on Thursday, 27th July 1995 in Taupo
(accessed at http://www.ecdu.govt.nz/
ece/index.html).
Fernie, D. (1988)
“The Nature of Children’s Play,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at
http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed307967.html).
Ferri, E. and Saunders, A. (1991)
Parents, Professionals and Pre-School Centres:
A Study of Barnardos’ Provision
London: National Children’s Bureau.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 95

Flavell, J.H. (1985)
Cognitive Development (2nd edition)
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Goleman, D. (1996)
Emotional Intelligence
London: Bloomsbury.

Fogel, A. (ed.) (1993)
Developing through Relationships:
Origins of Communication, Self and Culture
Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf.

Gomez, R.A. (1991)
“Teaching with a Multicultural Perspective,”
ERIC Digest
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed339548.html).

Fontana, D. (1988)
Psychology for Teachers (2nd edition)
Leicester: Macmillan.
French, G. (2003)
Supporting Quality – guidelines for best practice
in early childhood service (2nd edition)
Dublin: Barnardos’ National Children’s
Resource Centre.
Gardner, H. (1993)
Frames of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligence
New York: Basic Books.
Gesell, A. (1925)
The mental growth of the preschool child
New York: MacMillan.
Gettinger, M., Elliot, S.N. and
Kratochwill, T. (eds.) (1992)
Preschool and Early Childhood Treatment Directions
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Gilligan, R. (1991)
Irish Child Care Services: Policy,
Practice and Provision
Dublin: IPA.
Giordan, A. and De Vecchi, G. (1990)
Les origines du savoir – des conceptions des
apprenants aux concepts scientifiques
Neuchâtel: Delachaux et Niestlé.
Gleason, J.B. (1985)
The Development of Language
Columbas OH: Merrill.
Gleitman, H. (1991)
Psychology (3rd edition)
New York: Norton & Co.
Goffin, S.G. (2000)
“The Role of Curriculum Models in
Early Childhood Education,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at
http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed443597.html).

Gopnik, A., Meltzoff, A. and Kuhl, P. (1999)
How Babies Think
London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.
Griffin, B. (1994)
“Look at me – I’m only two. Educare for the under
threes: The importance of early experience.”
In Abbott, L. and Rodger, R. (eds.)
Quality Education in the Early Years
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Griffin, B. (1997)
“The child should feel good enough –
nurturing a sense of self in young children.”
In L. Abbott and H. Moylett, (eds.), Working with
the Under – 3s: Responding to Children’s Needs
Berkshire: Open University Press.
Gunnar, M.R. (1990)
“The psychobiology of infant temperament.”
In Colombo, J. and Fagen, J. (eds.)
Individual differences in infancy:
Reliability, stability, prediction
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Guralnick, M. (ed.) (1997)
The Effectiveness of Early Intervention
Baltimore: P.H. Brookes.
Hall, N. (1987)
The Emergence of Literacy
London: Hodder and Stoughton/UKRA.
Hall, N. and Abbott, L. (eds.) (1991)
Play in the Primary Curriculum
London: Hodder and Stoughton.
Harré, R. (1983)
Personal Being: A Theory for Individual Psychology
Oxford: Blackwell.
Harre, R. (1986)
“The steps to social constructionism.”
In Richards, M. and Light, P. (eds.)
Children of Social Worlds
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Hayes, N. (1999)
Partnership in Curriculum Development,
Paper presented at the Enhancing Quality in the Early
Years International Conference on Practice and
Policy in Early Childhood Care and Education,
Dublin, Nov. 19th/20th 1999.
Hayes, N. (2000)
“Early childhood education and cognitive
development at age 7 years,”
The Irish Journal of Psychology,
21, 3-4, pp.181-193.
Hayes, N. and Kernan, M. (2001)
Seven Years Old: School Experience in Ireland.
National Report of the IEA Pre-primary Project (II)
Dublin: Dublin Institute of Technology.
Hayes, N., O’Flaherty, J. and Kernan, M. (1997)
A Window on Early Education in Ireland: The First
National Report of the IEA Preprimary Project
Dublin: Dublin Institute of Technology.
Hayes, N. (2003)
“Play, Care and Learning: Creating an integrated
curriculum for early childhood education in Ireland,”
Researching Early Childhood Care, Play and
Learning - Curricula for Early Childhood Education,
5, pp.69-82.
Healy, S. and Reynolds, B. (eds.) (1998)
Social Policy in Ireland – Principles, Practice
and Problems
Dublin: Oak Tree Press.
Heaslip, P. (1989)
“Needs of teacher education for early years teaching.”
In Barrett, G. (ed.) Disaffection from school?
The early years
London: Falmer Press.

Hickey, T. (1999a)
Luathoideachas trí Ghaeilge sa Ghaeltacht
Gaillimh: Clódóirí Lurgan.
Hickey, T. (1999b)
“Parents and Early Immersion: Reciprocity between
Home and Immersion Preschool,”
Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism,
2, 2, pp. 94-113.
Hills, T.W. (1987)
“Hothousing Young Children: Implications
for Early childhood Policy and Practice”
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERIC_Digests/ed294653.html).
Hirsh-Pasek, K. and Golinkoff, R.M. (1996)
The Origins of Grammar
Cambridge MA: MIT Press.
Hohensee, J.B. and Derman-Sparks, L. (1992)
“Implementing an Anti-Bias Curriculum in Early
Childhood Classrooms,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at
http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed351146.html).
Hohmann, M., Banet, B. and Weikart, D. (1989)
Young Children in Action:
A Manual for Preschool Educators
Michigan: The High/Scope Press.
Holmes, J. (1993)
“Attachment theory:
A Biological Basis for Psychotherapy?”
British Journal of Psychiatry, 163, pp.430-438.
Horgan, M. (1991)
“Aspects of Play in the Junior Infant Classroom,”
Irish Education Studies, 10, pp. 67-81.

Heaslip, P. (1994)
“Making play work in the classroom.”
In J.R. Moyles (ed.) The Excellence of Play
Buckingham: Open University Press.

Horgan, M. and Douglas, F. (1995)
“Intellectual Development and Early Childhood
Education in the Republic of Ireland,”
Curriculum, 17, 2, pp. 102-116.

Hickey, T. (1997)
Early Immersion Education in Ireland: Na Naíonraí
Baile Átha Cliath: Institiúid Teangeolaíochta Éireann.

Horgan, M. (1999)
A Conceptual Analysis of Early Years Curricula
Related to Practice in the Republic of Ireland
Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University College Cork.

Hickey, T. (1998).
“Tuismitheoirí agus an Tum-Réamhscolaíocht
(Parents and Immersion Education),”
Teangeolas, 37, pp. 30-38.

Horgan, M. and Douglas, F. (2000)
Educating the Educators: Proceedings of Conference
on Teacher Education: The Training of Early Years
Educators in the Republic of Ireland
Dublin: Educational Studies Association of Ireland.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 97

Horgan, M. (2002)
"From Automaton to Activists:
A Conceptual Analysis of Early Years Curricula."
In Horgan, M. and Douglas, F. (eds.) Lessons for the
21st century-research, reflection, renewal, (pp.2648), Proceedings of the OMEP (Ireland) Conference.
Howe, M.J.A. (1984)
A Teacher’s Guide to the Psychology of Learning
Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
Howes, C. and Unger, O. (1989)
“Play with peers in child care settings.”
In Bloch, M.N. and Pellegrini, A.D (eds.)
The role of play in the development of thought
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Hughes, F.P. (1999)
Children, play and development
Needham Heights, MA: Allyn and Bacon.
Hutt, C. (1979)
“Play in the under 5s; form,
development and function.”
In Howells, J.G. (ed.) Modern Perspectives
in the Psychiatry of Infancy
New York: Brunner/Marcel.

Ireland (1993)
Report of the Special Education Review
Committee (SERC)
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (1997b)
Infant Education, Volume Two.
A Manual for Tutors on Infant Education
Dublin: INTO.

Ireland (1996a)
Child Care [Pre-school Services] Regulations
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (March 1998)
A Perspective on Early Childhood Education –
A Submission to the National Forum
for Early Childhood Education
Dublin: INTO.

Ireland (1996b)
Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations,
1996 and Explanatory Guide to Requirements
and Procedures for Notification and Inspection
Dublin: The Stationery Office.
Ireland (1998)
Education Act
Dublin: The Stationery Office.
Ireland (1999a)
Primary School Curriculum
Dublin: The Stationery Office.
Ireland (1999b)
Ready to Learn, White Paper on
Early Childhood Education
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Hutt, S.J., Tyler, S., Hutt, C.
and Christopherson, H. (1989)
Play, Exploration and Learning:
A Natural History of the Preschool
London: Routledge.

Ireland (1999c)
National Childcare Strategy:
Report of the Partnership 2000
Expert Working Group on Childcare
Dublin: The Stationery Office

In-Career Development Team (1998)
Early Start Pre-School Intervention Project –
Curricular Guidelines for Good Practice
Dublin: In-Career Development Unit,
Department of Education and Science.

Ireland, (1999d)
Children First – National Guidelines
for the Protection and Welfare of Children
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

IPPA, The Early Childhood Organisation (1998)
Position Document, National Forum on
Early Childhood Education
Dublin: IPPA.

Ireland (2000)
The National Children’s Strategy:
Our Children – Their Lives
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

IPPA, The Early Childhood Organisation (1999)
The IPPA Border Counties High/Scope Project
1997-1999 – Executive Summary
Dublin: IPPA.

Ireland (2002)
Model Framework for Education,
Professional Development for the
Early Childhood Care and Education Sector
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

IPPA, the Early Childhood Organisation,
The IPPA Quality Improvement Programme
(accessed at www.ippa.ie/programme).

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (1995)
Early Childhood Education – Issues and Concerns
Dublin: INTO.

Ireland (1991)
Child Care Act
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (1997a)
Infant Education, Volume One.
A Manual for Tutors on Infant Education
Dublin: INTO.

Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (2000)
Early Years Learning, Proceedings of Early
Childhood Conference
Dublin: INTO.
James, A. and Prout, A. (eds.) (1997)
Constructing and Deconstructing Childhood:
Contemporary Issues in the Sociological
Study of Childhood (2nd edition)
London: Flamer Press.
Jones, E. and Nimmo, J. (1995)
Emergent Curriculum
Washington DC: National Association
for the Education of Young Children.
Kagan, J. (1981)
The Second Year
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press.
Kagan, J., Reznick, J.S. and Snidman, N. (1990)
“The temperamental qualities of inhibition
and lack of inhibition.”
In Lewis, M and Miller, S.M. (eds.)
Handbook of developmental psychopathology
New York: Plenum Press.
Karmiloff-Smith, A. (1994)
Baby It’s You
London: Ebury Press
Karrby, G. (2002)
“How do you involve parents/carers
in children’s learning?”
Document presented at QCA International
Seminar on Early Years Education, Oxford.
Katz, L.G. (1987)
“What Should Young Children Be Learning?”
ERIC Digest
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed290554.html).

Katz, L.G. (1997a)
“A Developmental Approach to Assessment
of Young Children,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at
http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed407172.html).
Katz, L.G. (1999a)
“Another Look at What Young Children
Should be Learning,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at
http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed430735.html).
Katz, L.G. (1999b)
“Curriculum Disputes in Early Childhood Education,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at http://ericeece.org).
Keating, I., Fabian, H., Joran, P.,
Mavers, D. and Roberts, J. (2000)
“Well I’ve not done any work today,
I don’t know why I came to school:
Perceptions of play in the reception class,"
Educational Studies, 26, 4, pp.437-454.
Kellaghan, T. and Greaney, B.J. (1993)
The Educational Development of Students
following Participation in a Preschool Programme
in a Disadvantaged Area
Dublin: Educational Research Centre.
Kellmer-Pringle, M. (1986)
The Needs of Children (3rd edition)
London: Routledge.
Kelly, A.V. (1999)
The Curriculum Theory and Practice
London: Paul Chapman.
Kelly, M. (2000)
Good Practice Self-Assessment Manual
Dublin: National Children’s Nurseries Association.
Kennelly, B. (1978)
The Visitor
Dublin: St Beuno’s Press.
Kernan, M. (Spring 2000)
“Early Education in Ireland: Emerging Policy,”
Irish Educational Studies, 19, pp.175-188.
Kenny, M.
“Traveller Childhood in Ireland.”
In Cleary, A., Nic Ghiolla Phádraig, M.
& Quinn, S. (eds.)
Understanding Childhood, 2, Dublin.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 99

Key, E.S. (1900)
The Century of the Child
New York and London: Putman.

Letts, W.M. (1926)
More Songs from Leinster
London: John Murray

Kostelnik, M.J. (1993)
"Developmentally Appropriate Programs,"
ERIC Digest
(accessed at http://www.ed.gov/databases/
ERICDigests/ed356101.html).

Levy, A.K., Wolfgang, C.H. and Koorland, M.A.
(1992)
"Socio-dramatic play as a method for enhancing the
language performance of kindergarten age students,"
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 7, 2,
pp.245-262.

Kuhn, D. (1988)
“Cognitive Development.”
In M.H. Bornstein and M.E. Lamb (eds.)
Developmental Psychology:
An Advanced Textbook (2nd edition)
Hillsdale NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Kunjufu, J. (1984)
Developing Positive Self-Images and
Discipline in Black Children
Chicago: African American Images.
Labov, W. (1970)
"The logic of non-standard English."
In F. Williams (ed.) Language and poverty:
Perspectives on a Theme Chicago: Markham.
Laevers, F. (ed.) (1995)
An Exploration of the Concept of Involvement
as an Indicator for Quality in Early Childhood
Care and Education
(Consortium of Institutions for Development
and Research in Education in Europe [CIDREE])
Dundee: Scottish Consultative Council on the
Curriculum.
Lally, M. (1991)
The Nursery Teacher in Action
London: Paul Chapman Publishing.
Lambert, E.B. and Clyde, M. (2000)
Rethinking Early Childhood Theory and Practice
Australia: Social Science Press.
Lawrence, E. (1952)
Frederick Froebel and English Education
London: University of London Press.
Leach, P. (1997)
Your Baby & Child
New York: Knopf.
Leseman, P. (1998)
"Effective early education for children at risk:
timing, intensity, pedagogy,"
Paper presented to the Expert Conference on Early
Childhood Education, Utrecht, April 21, 1998.

Lindon, J. (1993)
Child Development from
Birth to Eight – A Practical Focus
London: National Children’s Bureau.
Lindon, J. (2001)
Understanding Children’s Play
Cheltenham: Nelson Thornes Ltd.
Lodge, A. & Flynn, M.
"Gender Identity in the Primary School Playground."
In Cleary, A., Nic Ghiolla Phádraig, M. & Quinn, S.
(eds.) Understanding Childhood, 2.
Lu, M.Y. (2000a)
"Language Development in the Early Years,"
ERIC Digest (accessed at http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed446336.html).
Lu, M.Y. (2000b)
"Writing Development,"
ERIC Digest (accessed at http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed446341.html).
Lynch, K. (1998)
"The Status of Children and Young Persons:
Educational and Related Issues."
In Healy, S. and Reynolds, B. (eds.) Social Policy in
Ireland – Principles, Practice and Problems
Dublin: Oak Tree Press.
Lyons, S., Collins, C. and Staines, A. (2001)
"Are Universally Available Supports for Families
Effective and Efficient?"
Paper commissioned by Investing in Parenthood
to achieve best health for children strategy
Dublin: University College Dublin.
Mac an Iomaire, P. (1998)
Cúram agus Oideachas Luathóige
Treoirleabhar: Udarás na Gaeltachta.

Marcon, R. (1999)
“Differential impact of pre-school models of
development and early learning of inner-city
children: A three-cohort study,”
Developmental Psychology, 35. pp.358-375.
Martin, J.P. (June 2001)
“Starting Strong: Early Childhood Education
and Care,”
Introductory Presentation
Paris: OECD.
May, H. and Carr, M. (1997)
“Making a difference for the under fives? The early
implementation of Te Whariki, the New Zealand
National Early Childhood Curriculum,”
International Journal of Early Years Education,
5, 3, pp.225-235.
May, H. (1999)
Mapping the landscape of the century
of the child.
Keynote Address at 7th Early Childhood Convention,
Nelson, New Zealand (accessed
athttp://www.ecdu.govt.nz/where/
research/convention/May.pdf).
McCain, M. and Mustard, J.F. (1999)
Early Years Study: Reversing the real brain drain,
Final Report to Government of Ontario,
Toronto, Canada
(accessed at http://www.childsec.gov.on.ca).
McDonald, D. (1978)
“Children and Young Persons in
New Zealand Society.”
In Koopman-Boyden, P.G. (ed.) Families in New
Zealand Society New Zealand: Methuen.
McGough, A. (2002)
“Addressing Disadvantage: The Role of Teaching.”
In Primary Education: Ending Disadvantage,
Proceedings and Action Plan of National Forum
Drumcondra, St. Patrick’s College.
McKeown, K., Pratschke, J. & Haase, T. (2003)
Family Well-being: What makes a difference?
Report commissioned by the Céifin Centre, Shannon,
Co. Clare. (accessed at http://www.welfare.ie/
publications/famwelloct03.pdf).
McNaughton, S. (1996)
“Commentary: Co-constructing curricula: A comment
on two curricula (Te Whariki and the English
Curriculum) and their developmental bases,”
New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 31, 2,
pp.189-196.

Meadows, S. (1993)
The Child as Thinker, The Development and
Acquisition of Cognition in Childhood
London: Routledge.
Meek, M. (1991)
On Being Literate
London: Bodley Head.
Mhac an tSaoi, M. (1987)
An cion go dtí seo
Dublin: Sáirséal Ó Marcaigh.
Mhic Mhathúna, M. (1996)
“Is Liomsa é Leon. Ról na bPáistí agus na Stiúrthóirí
i Sealbhú na Gaeilge i Naíonraí,”
Oideas, 44, pp. 113-125.
Mhic Mhathúna, M. (1999)
“Early Steps in Bilingualism: Learning Irish in
Irish-medium Preschools,”
Early Years, 19, 2, pp.38–50.
Miller, L., Drury, R. and Campbell, R. (2002)
Exploring Issues in Early Years Education and Care
London: David Fulton.
Milner, D. (1983)
Children and Race ten years on
London: Ward Lock Educational.
Minett, P. (2001)
Child Care and Development (4th edition)
London: John Murray.
Ministry of Education and Science in Sweden, and
National Agency for Education (1998)
Curriculum for the pre-school
Stockholm: Fritzes kundservice.
Minuchin, P. (1987)
“Schools, Families, and the Development
of Young Children,”
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 2, pp.245-254.
Monkeviciene, O. (1996)
“The Relationship between families and pre-school
institutions in Lithuania in changing social and
economic conditions,”
International Journal of Early Childhood, 28, 1,
pp.63-66, (accessed at http://www.pedagogika.lt/elibrary.htm).

BIBLIOGRAPHY 101

Montessori, M. (1912)
The Montessori Method: Scientific Pedagogy
as Applied to Child Education in the ‘Children’s
Houses’
(translated by A.E. George)
London: Heinemann.
Montessori –
An Appreciation
(accessed at www.montessori.org).
Morgan, J. (1986)
From Simple input to Complex Grammar
Cambridge MA: MIT Press.
Morrow, L.M., O’Connor, E.M. and
Smith, J.K. (1990)
“Effects of a story reading programme on the literacy
development of at-risk kindergarten children,”
Journal of Reading Behaviour, 22(3), pp.255-275.
Morss, J. (1990)
The Biologising of Childhood: Developmental
Psychology and the Darwinian Myth
Hove: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Morss, J. (1996)
Growing Critical: Alternatives to
Developmental Psychology
London: Routledge.
Moss, P. (1996)
“Perspectives from Europe.”
In Pugh, G. (ed.) Contemporary Issues in the Early
Years (pp.5-12)
London: Paul Chapman.

Munn, P. and Schaffer, H.R. (1993)
“Literacy and Numeracy events in socially
interactive contexts,”
International Journal of Early Years Education,
1, 3, pp.61-80.
Murphy, B. (2002)
“Reading Development in the Early Years Curriculum
– Retrospect and Prospect.”
In Horgan, M. and Douglas, F. (eds.) Lessons for
the 21st century-research, reflection, renewal
Proceedings of the OMEP (Ireland) Conference.
Murray, C. and O’Doherty, A. (2001)
‘Éist’ Respecting diversity in early childhood care,
education and training
Dublin: Pavee Point Publications.

New, R.S. (1999)
“What Should Children Learn? Making Choices and
Taking Chances,”
Early Childhood Research and Practice, 1, 2.
Newcombe, N. (1996) (8th edition)
Child Development: Change over Time
London: Harper Collins College Publisher.
New Zealand Ministry of Education (1996)
Te Whariki: Early Childhood Curriculum
Wellington: Learning Media.

Mussen, P.H., Conger, J.J., Kagan, J. and Huston,
A.C. (1990)
Child Development and Personality (7th edition)
London: Harper and Row.

Ní Chathail, C. (2003)
Tógáil Clainne le Gaeilge i nGaeltacht
Chorca Dhuibhne
Dublin: Institiúid Teicneolaíochta Bhaile Átha Cliath
& Oidhreacht Chorca Dhuibhne.

Na Naíonraí Gaelacha (1994)
An Tuismitheoir agus an Naíonra (The Naíonra
Explained for Parents)
Baile Átha Cliath: Na Naíonraí Gaelacha.

Ní Chinnéide, M. (2001)
Ag tógáil Clainne le Gaeilge – treoirleabhar
do thuismitheoirí
Baile Átha Cliath: Comhluadar.

Nabuco, E. and Sylva, K. (1996)
“The Effects of Three Early Childhood Curricula on
Children’s Progress at Primary School in Portugal,”
Document presented at ISSBD, Quebec.

Nissani, H. (1993)
“Early Childhood Programs for Language
Minority Students,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed355836.html).

National Children’s Nurseries Association (1998)
Towards Quality Daycare
Dublin: National Children’s Nurseries Association.

Moss, P. (2001)
Presentation at launch of the Report Starting Strong:
Early Childhood Education and Care
Paris: OECD.

National Children’s Nurseries Association (2000)
Good Practice, Self-assessment Manual – A Personal
Resource Manual for Childcare Providers
Dublin: National Children’s Nurseries Association.

Moyles, J. (1989)
Just Playing? The Role and Status of Play in Early
Childhood Education
Buckingham: Open University Press.

National Conjoint Child Health Committee (1999)
Best Health for Children – Developing A
Partnership with Families
North Western Health Board.

Moyles, J. (ed.) (1994)
The Excellence of Play
Buckingham: Open University Press.

National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (1999)
Your child’s learning: Guidelines for parents
Dublin: The Stationery Office.

Muintearas (2002)
Gnéithe den Oideachas sa Ghaeltacht
Impleachtaí Polasaí
(accessed at www.muintearas.com).

Ní Dhomhnaill, N. (1988)
Rogha Dánta
Baile Átha Cliath: Raven Arts Press.

National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (2001)
Towards a National Framework of Qualifications – A
Discussion Document
Dublin: National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.

Northern Ireland Council for the Curriculum
Examinations and Assessment (1999)
Curricular Guidance for Pre-school Education
Belfast: NICCEA.
Nye, R. (1996)
“Childhood spirituality and contemporary
developmental psychology.”
In Best, R. (ed.) Education, spirituality and the
whole child
London: Cassell.
Oates, J. (ed.) (1995)
The Foundations of Child Development
Oxford: Open University Blackwell.
Ó Buachalla, S. (1980)
A Significant Irish Educationalist
Dublin: The Mercier Press.

Oden, S. (1987)
“The Development of Social Competence
in Children,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed281610.html).
OECD-CERI (2000)
Preliminary Synthesis of the First High Level Forum
on “Learning Sciences and Brain Research: Potential
Implications for Education Policies and Practices.”
In Brain Mechanisms and Early Learning,
New York: Sackler Institute.
Office of Education
Stakeholders speak: recommended principles
for early childhood in Tasmania
(accessed at http://www.doe.tased.edu.au/
ooe/publications/ecereport/stakehold.html).
O’Flaherty, J. (1995)
Intervention in the Early Years, An Evaluation
of the High/Scope Curriculum
London: National Children’s Bureau.
OMNA – DIT/NOW Early Childhood Project (2000a)
Guide to Essential Skills and Knowledge for Early
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)
Dublin: OMNA – DIT/NOW.
OMNA – DIT/NOW Early Childhood Project (2000b)
What is WBT in Early Childhood Care and
Education? (ECCE) – Work Based Training (WBT)
Trainee Information Booklet
Dublin: OMNA – DIT/NOW.
Ó Murchú, H. (1984-5)
“Smaointe ar an réamhscolaíocht,”
Teagasc na Gaeilge, 4, l.88-105.
Ó Murchú, H. (1985)
“Pre-primary education through the medium
of lesser used languages,”
Teanga, 5, l.83-97.
Ontario Ministry of Education and Training
The Kindergarten Program
(accessed athttp://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/
document/curricul/kinder/kinder.html).
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (1999a)
Country Note, Early Childhood Education and
Care Policy in Sweden (accessed at
http://www.oecd.org/pdf/
M00020000/M00020294.pdf)

BIBLIOGRAPHY 103

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (1999b)
Country Note, Early Childhood Education and
Care Policy in Norway
(accessed at http://www.oecd.org/pdf/
M00020000/M00020292.pdf)
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) (2000a)
Country Note, Early Childhood Education and Care
Policy in Portugal
(accessed at http://www.oecd.prg/pdf/
M00020000/M00020293.pdf)
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (2000b)
Country Note, Early Childhood Education and
Care Policy in Belgium
(Flanders) (accessed at http://www.oecd.org/pdf/
M00020000/M00020285.pdf)

Pavee Point (1998)
Travellers and Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) – Submission to the National Forum on Early
Childhood Education
Dublin: Pavee Point.
Pavee Point (2001)
‘Respect’ Education without Prejudice a challenge
for Early years educators in Ireland,
Documents presented at Pavee Point Conference
in Dublin Castle, 16th October 1998,
Dublin: Pavee Point Publications.
Pellegrini, A.D. and Boyd, B. (1993)
"The role of play in early childhood development and
education: Issues in definition and function."
In Spodek, B. (ed.) Handbook of research on the
education of young children
New York: Macmillan.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (2001a)
Starting Strong: Early Childhood Education and Care
Paris: OECD.

Pepler, D.J. (1982)
"Play and divergent thinking."
In Pepler, D.J. and Rubin, K.H. (eds.) The Play
of Children: Current Theory and Research
Basel: S. Karger.

O’Reilly, A.W. and Bornstein, M.H. (1993)
"Caregiver-child interaction in play."
In Bornstein, M.H. and O’Reilly, A.W. (eds.) The role
of play in the development of thought
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Phillips, D. and Stipek, D. (1993)
"Early formal schooling: Are we promoting
achievement or anxiety?"
Applied and Preventive Psychology, 2, 3,
pp.141-150.

Osborn, A.F. and Milbank, J.E. (1987)
The effects of early education: A report from the
Child Health and Education Study
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Piaget –
Biographies and Theories
(accessed at www.crystalinks.com/piaget.html).

Parham, L.D. & Fazio, L.S. (1997)
Play in Occupational Therapy for Children
Mosby Publishers.
Parker, S. (1997)
Reflective Teaching in the Postmodern World: A
Manifesto for Education in Postmodernity
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Parker-Rees, R. (1999)
"Protecting Playfulness."
In Abbott, L. and Moylett, H. (eds.) Early Education
Transformed New Millennium Series
London: Falmer Press.
Pascal, C. and Bertram, T. (1997)
Effective Early Learning – Case Studies in
Improvement, 0-8 years series
London: Hodder and Stoughton.

Pinker, S. (1994)
The Language Instinct
New York: W. Morrow and Company.
Postman, N. (1983)
The Disappearance of Childhood
London: W.H. Allen.
Pugh, G. and De’Ath, E. (1984)
The Needs of Parents
London: Macmillan.
Pugh, G. (1999)
Towards a Practice for Early Childhood: A View
from the U.K.
Paper presented at Enhancing Quality in the Early
Years conference, Dublin, 19-20 November.
Purves, D. (1994)
Neural Activity and the Growth of the Brain
New York: Cambridge University Press.

Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (1999)
Curriculum guidance for the foundation stage
London: QCA.
Queensland School Curriculum Council
Preschool Curriculum Guidelines
(accessed at www.qld.gov.au/preschool).
Quicke, J. (1999)
A Curriculum for Life, schools for a democratic
learning society
Buckingham: Open University Press.
Ramey, C.T. and Ramey, S.L. (1998)
“Early intervention and early experience,”
American Psychologist, 53, 2, pp.109-120.
Ramsey, P.G. (1986)
Teaching and Learning in a Diverse World
New York: Teacher’s College Press.
Ratcliff, N. (1995)
“The Need for Alternative Techniques for Assessing
Young Children’s Emerging Literacy Skills,”
Contemporary Education, 66, 3, pp.169-171.
Read, K.H. (1950)
The Nursery School: A Human
Relationships Laboratory
Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders.
Riley, S.S. (1973)
“Some reflections on the value of children’s play,”
Young Children, 28, 3, pp.146-153.
Robinson, J.L. and Acevedo, M.C. (2001)
“Infant reactivity and reliance on mother during
emotion challenges: prediction of cognitive and
language skills in a low income sample,”
Child Development, 72, 2, pp. 402-15.

Rogoff, B. (1990)
Apprenticeship in Thinking: Cognitive
Development in Social Context
Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Roskos, K. and Christie, J. (2001)
“Examining the play-literacy interface:
A critical review and future directions,”
Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 1, 1, pp.59-89.
Rothbart, M.K. (1989)
“Biological processes in temperament.”
In Kohnstamm, G.A., Bates, J.E. and Rothbart, M.K
(eds.) Temperament in childhood
Chichester, England: Wiley.
Rudel, J. and S. (1993)
Education Towards Freedom – Rudolf Steiner
Education. A Survey of the Work of Waldorf
Schools throughout the World
East Grinstead: Lanthorn Press.
Rutter, M. (1985)
“Family and School Influences on
Behavioural Development,”
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
26, pp.349-368.
Rutter, M. (1987)
“Continuities and discontinuities from infancy.”
In Osofsky, J.D. (ed.) Handbook of infant
development (2nd edition)
New York: Wiley-Interscience.
Santos, R.M. and Reese, D. (1999)
“Selecting Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate
Materials: Suggestions for Service Providers,”
ERIC Digest (accessed at http:///www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed431546.html).

Robinson, M. (2002)
From Birth to One
Buckingham: Open University Press.

Sayeed, Z. and Guerin, E. (1997)
“Play, assessment and culture.”
In Wolfendale, S. (ed.) Meeting Special Needs
in the Early Years
London: David Fulton Publishers.

Rodger, R. (1994)
“A quality curriculum for the early years: Raising
some questions.”
In Abbott, L. and Rodger, R. (eds.) Quality
Education in the Early Years
Buckingham: Open University Press.

Sayeed, Z. and Guerin, E. (2000)
Early Years Play, A Happy Medium for
Assessment and Intervention
London: David Fulton Publishers Ltd.

Rodger, R. (1999)
Planning an Appropriate Curriculum for
the Under Fives
London: David Fulton Publishers.

Schonfeld, H. (2002)
“Introduction.”
In Schonfeld, H. (ed.) Diversity in Early Childhood
a collection of essays
Dublin; Barnardos’ National Children’s
Resource Centre.

BIBLIOGRAPHY 105

Schwartz, W. (1998)
“The Schooling of Multiracial Students,”
ERIC/CUE Digest, (accessed at http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERIC_Digests/ed425249.html).
Schweinhart, L. and Weikart, D. (1980)
Young Children Grow Up: The Effects of the Perry
Preschool Program on Youths through Age 15
Michigan: High/Scope Educational Research
Foundation.
Schweinhart, L.J., Barnes, H.V. and Weikart,
D.P. (1993)
Significant Benefits of the High Scope Perry
Preschool Study Through Age 2-7
Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press.
Schweinhart, L.J. (1997)
“Child-Initiated Learning Activities for Young
Children Living in Poverty,”
ERIC Digest (accessed a http://www.ed.gov/
databases/ERICDigests/ed413105.html).
Schweinhart, L.J. and Weikart, D.P. (1997)
Lasting Differences: The High/Scope Perry Preschool
Curriculum Comparison Study Through Age 23
Monographs of the High/Scope Educational Research
Foundation, 12, Ypsilanti, MI: High/Scope Press.
Scottish Consultative Council on the
Curriculum (1999a)
Curriculum Framework for Children 3 to 5
Dundee: SCCC.
Scottish Consultative Council on the
Curriculum (1999b)
The Reggio Emilia Approach to Early Years Education
Dundee: SCCC.
Shepard, L.A. (1994)
“The Challenges of Assessing Young
Children Appropriately,”
Phi Delta Kappan, 76, 3, pp.206-212.
Shore, R. (1997)
Rethinking the Brain: New Insights into
Early Brain Development
New York: Families and Work Institute (accessed at
http://www.familiesandwork.org).
Siraj-Blatchford, I. & Clarke, P. (2000)
Supporting Identity, Diversity and Language
in the Early Years
Buckingham: Open University Press.

Siegel, I.E. (1987)
“Does Hothousing Rob Children of their Childhood?”
Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 2, pp.211-225.
Skinner, B.F. (1957)
Verbal Behaviour
New York: Prentice-Hall.
Smilansky, S. (1990)
“Socio-dramatic play: its relevance to behaviour
and achievement in school.”
In Klugman, E. and Smilansky, S. (eds.)
Children’s Play and Learning: Perspectives
and Policy Implications
New York: Teachers’ College Press.
Smith, L.H. (1998)
How to Raise a Healthy Child: Medical & Nutritional
Advice from America’s Best-Loved Paediatrician
New York: M Evans & Co.
Smith, A.B. (1999)
“The Role of an Early Childhood Curriculum:
Promoting Diversity versus Uniformity,”
Paper presented at Enhancing Quality in the Early
Years Conference, Dublin 19-20, November, 1999.
Southern Health Board strategy document (2001)
Growing Confident Children- early
childhood strategy.
Sproule, L., Murray, R., Spratt, V., Rafferty, H., Trew,
K., Sheehy, N. and McGuinness, C. (2001)
A Review of Recent Research Relevant to the Early
Years Enriched Curriculum Project,
Extended form: Draft 1
Queen’s University Belfast: School of Psychology.
Sroufe, L.A. (1983)
“Infant-caregiver attachment and patterns of
adaptation in preschool: The roots of maladaptation
and competence.”
In M. Perlmutter (ed.) Minnesota Symposium on
Child Psychology, 16, pp.41-84,
Hillsdale, New Jersey: Erlbaum.
Sroufe, L.A. (1985)
“Attachment classification from the perspective of
infant-caregiver relationships and infant
temperament,”
Child Development, 56, pp.1-14.
St. Nicholas Montessori College (1996)
Early Childhood (21/2-6)
Dublin: St. Nicholas Montessori College.

Sure Start (2003)
Birth to three matters, A framework to support
children in their earliest years
London: Sure Start.
Sweden Ministry of Education
Curriculum for Pre-school
(accessed at http://www.skolverket.se/
english/publ.shtml).
Sylva, K. (1994)
“School influences on children’s development,”
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 35,
pp.135-170.
Sylva, K. (1994)
“A Curriculum for Early Learning.”
In Ball, C. Start Right: The Importance
of Early Learning
London: RSA.
Sylva, K. (1997)
“The early years curriculum: some
evidence-based proposals,”
Paper presented at School Curriculum and
Assessment Authority conference The Primary
Curriculum: the Next Steps
London: SCAA.
Tassoni, P. (1998)
Child Care and Education
Oxford: Heinemann.
Tassoni, P. and Beith, K. (2000)
Child Care and Education
Oxford: Heinemann.
Tayler, C. (2000)
“Transition in early education.”
In Briggs, F. and Potter, J. (eds.) The early years of
school, Learning and teaching
Melbourne: Addison Wesley Longman.
Texas Education Agency
Prekindergarten Curriculum Guidelines
(accessed at http://www.tea.state.tx.us/).
Tharp, R.G. and Gallimore, R. (1988)
Rousing Minds to Life
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
The European Commission Network on
Childcare (1996)
Quality Targets in Services for Young Children.

Thelen, E. (1984)
“Learning to walk: Ecological demands and
phylogenetic constraints.”
In Lipsitt, L.P. and Rovee-Collier, C. (eds.) Advances
in infancy research, 3,
Norwood, NJ: Ablex.
Thelen, E., Kelso, J.A.S. and Fogel, A. (1987)
“Self-organizing systems and infant motor
development,”
Developmental Review, 7, pp.39-65.
Tizard, B. and Hughes, M. (1984)
Young Children Learning
London: Fontana.
Turner, J. (1984)
Cognitive Development and Education
London: Methuen.
Valentine, M. (1999)
Reggio Emilia Approach to Early Years Education
Dundee: Scottish Consultative Council on the
Curriculum.
Vandermaas-Peeler, M. (2002)
“Cultural variations in parental support of
children’s play.”
In Lonner, W.J., Dinnel, D.L., Hayes, S.A. and
Sattler, D.N. (eds.) Online Readings in Psychology
and Culture (Unit 11, Chapter 3) Centre for CrossCultural Research, Western Washington University,
Bellingham, Washington USA (accessed at
www.ac.wwu.edu/~culture/index-cc.htm).
Vejleskov, H. (ed.) (1994)
Early Childhood Care and Education: 11 Countries,
Report from CIDREE’s collaborative programme on
early childhood education
(Consortium of Institutions for Development and
Research in Education in Europe [CIDREE])
Dundee: Scottish Consultative Council on
the Curriculum.
Victoria Department of Human Services
Babies Toddlers and Two Year Olds: A Curriculum
Resource for Developing Child Centred Programs for
Children Under 3
(accessed at http://hnb.dhs.vic.gov.au/
commcare/yafs_yf.nsf/TOC/519956CD2AE8BF614A
25673D000 1EA9).

Vygotsky, L. (1976)
“Play and its role in the mental development
of the child.”
In Bruner, J., Jolly, A. and Sylva, K. (eds.) Play: Its
Role in Development and Evolution (pp.537-554)
New York: Basic Books.
Vygotsky, L. (1978)
Mind in society: The development of higher
psychological processes
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (accessed
at www.oise.utoronto.ca/~gwells/NCTE.html).
Vygotsky, L. (1986)
Thought and Language
Revised and edited by Alex Kozulin,
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.
Wachs, T. (2000)
“Nutritional deficits and behavioural development,”
International Journal of Behavioural Development,
24, 4, pp.435-441.
Wall. E. (1999)
“Promoting Literacy in Children and Families: A
Review of Research,”
Paper commissioned by the National Parents
Council-Primary.
Dublin: NPC-Primary
Walsh, T. (2003)
An Audit of Research on Early Childhood Care and
Education in Ireland 1990-2003
Dublin: Centre for Early Childhood Development
and Education.
Wells, G. (1987)
The Meaning Makers. Children Learning Language
and Using Language to Learn
London: Hodder and Stoughton.
Whitehead, M. (1997)
Language and literacy in the early years
London: Paul Chapman Publ. Ltd.
Whitehead, M. (2002)
Developing language and literacy with
young children
London: Hodder and Stoughton.

Wijnroks, L. (1998)
“Early maternal stimulation and the development
of cognitive competence and attention of
pre-term infants,”
Early Development and Parenting, 7, 1, pp.19-30.
Woodhead, M., Faulkner, D. and Littleton, K. (1998)
Cultural Worlds of Early Childhood
London: Routledge.
Wood D. (1989)
“Social interaction as tutoring.”
In Bruner, S. and Bornstein, M.H. (1989) (eds.)
Interaction in human development
Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Zigler, E. (1987)
“Formal schooling for four-year-olds? No,”
American Psychologist, 42, pp.254-260.

CONCLUDING REMARKS 83

*

All aspects of early learning are
interconnected: children should experience
a broad and balanced range of learning
experiences where all dimensions of
development are equally important
and interwoven.

*Concluding
remarks
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Consultation and partnership
Developing the Framework for Early Learning
presents opportunities to build a shared
understanding of how all children from birth to
six years can be supported effectively in their
learning. Consultation and partnership lie at the
heart of this work.
The NCCA undertakes its work in close
partnership with the stakeholders in education.
As indicated in the introduction to this document,
consultation will be central to the development
of the Framework for Early Learning.
The framework will be developed in partnership
with the early childhood sector, including
-

parents/guardians

-

childminders

-

practitioners

-

representatives of relevant government
departments

-

other professionals in early childhood care
and education and related disciplines.

-

help ensure that the Framework for Early
Learning supports adults in their endeavours
to constantly improve their practices for the
benefit of all children.

The NCCA will use the following consultative
strategies to work with the early childhood sector.
1. The consultative document: Towards a
Framework for Early Learning
This current document was developed following
much research in the area of early learning,
together with an analysis of curriculum guidance
used both in Ireland and internationally. It
reflects contemporary thinking and draws on
practices here in Ireland. The NCCA has
significant experience in the area of early
childhood curriculum development, having
engaged in an extensive review and revision
of the infant curriculum during the 1990s. It
collaborated closely with the Centre for Early
Childhood Development and Education (CECDE)
during the writing of this document. It was also
assisted by leading academics in Ireland in the
field of early learning, as well as health
professionals and practitioners working with
children from birth to six years in a range of
settings. In this way, the document provides a
solid base for the NCCA to work in partnership
with the sector in developing the framework.

This partnership will
-

-

help create public awareness of the
importance of early childhood as a time of
tremendous personal development and
learning, and of the influence of this on all
subsequent learning
help create a more interactive culture between
parents/guardians, childminders, practitioners,
other relevant professionals and national
policy-makers, as well as between theory
and practice

-

highlight and promote discussion on the key
ideas which have been presented in this
consultative document

-

enable the NCCA to engage with and draw on
the range of practices, views and expertise in
the early childhood sector, as well as
international experiences

The document contains a number of focus
questions to help readers reflect on some of the
key ideas presented. It is hoped that readers will
share their thoughts on these ideas with the
NCCA. This will be facilitated through a number
of strategies including
- response forms (available at www.ncca.ie,
and in hard copy).
- regional seminars organised and hosted by the
NCCA. These will include a presentation on the
current document, Towards a Framework for
Early Learning and provide opportunities to
discuss its key ideas.
- briefings. The NCCA, on invitation, will present
to organisations, agencies, bodies and networks
working in the early childhood sector. As with
the regional seminars, these will include a
presentation on the document with
opportunities for discussion.

- written submissions. The NCCA will invite early
childhood organisations, agencies, bodies and
networks to present in detail their responses
to the key ideas contained in this consultative
document.

Work plan
The following table sets out the envisaged
timeframe for the consultation process.

- portraits. ‘Portraits’ will be created in a small
number of early childhood settings. Through
observations and discussions, the NCCA will
document and interpret the work of
childminders and practitioners in supporting
children’s learning. This will enable the NCCA to
explore how a theme based framework can
support existing good practices.

Date

Action

March 2004

Launch of the
consultative document
Towards a
Framework for
Early Learning

Information gleaned through these strategies will
greatly assist the NCCA in progressing the
development of the framework.

Timeline for the consultation

March – August 2004 Consultation with the
early childhood sector
(seminars, briefings,…)
Autumn 2004

2. Invitational seminar
The NCCA will organise an invitational seminar
to be held in autumn 2004. This will provide an
opportunity to inform the early childhood sector
of the outcomes of the consultation process.
These findings will be presented in a report to be
launched at the seminar. This report will note,
where necessary, areas for further attention, and
outline a revised plan of how the framework
might be structured, presented, and developed.
The seminar may include inputs from experts in
the field of early learning invited to speak on
ideas central to the development of the
framework.
3. Early Childhood Committee
The NCCA has established an Early Childhood
Committee. This committee is representative of
the private, public, and voluntary early childhood
sectors. It will support the NCCA in developing
the Framework for Early Learning.
In time, these consultative strategies should build
strong partnerships between parents/guardians,
childminders, practitioners, policy-makers, and
other relevant professionals. Such partnerships
should facilitate collective decision-making rooted
in knowledge, research, and best practices. This
approach should better ensure that all children in
this country receive the learning supports they
need and are entitled to.

Invitational seminar –
final report on the
findings from the
consultation, revised plan
for the framework

Conclusion
The last decade has seen significant
developments in policy with regard to children’s
rights in Irish society, as well as in early
childhood care and education service provision.
This has led to a growing appreciation of children
as capable and competent learners, and of the
benefits of supporting them in their learning
through quality provision.
The development of the Framework for Early
Learning is an important step in supporting
existing early childhood care and education.
The model of partnership and consultation,
described in this section, should enable the
NCCA to draw upon the expertise and
commitment within the sector.
By reading and commenting on the ideas
presented in this document, the sector can
support and input to the development work. In
time, this will help to ensure that we create a
national framework which can make a positive
contribution to all children’s lives as learners. The
Framework for Early Learning can also represent
the unprecedented coming together of different
philosophies, approaches and pedagogies.

*
Photographs
The NCCA would like to thank all those
who kindly consented to having their
photographs taken and used in this
document. The NCCA was granted
parental/guardian permission in the
case of the children in the photographs.
This was considered necessary and
appropriate with children in the age
group from birth to six years.
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