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We welcome the opportunity to make a 
submission to the Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs in response to their public 
consultation, ‘Improving the Lives of Children 
and Young People’. The development of 
national strategies for children, especially for 
young children, is essential for joined-up 
policy-making, and it is important that 
strategies are informed by consultation 
processes such as this. 
  
Our submission is on children under 6 years 
old. In the coming months we will also make a 
separate submission specifically on the 
National Early Years Strategy, in which we will 
make more detailed recommendations on a 
number of key policy issues. 
  
This submission falls into two parts. In the first 
introductory part we outline the rationale for 
focusing on high quality early care and 
education for all children under 6, we provide a 
summary of our key recommendations, and 
we make some brief comments on our 
approach to the consultation. In the second 
part, we respond to the questions in the 
Department's consultation form. 
   
Rationale 
  
1. Early care and education brings long-
lasting positive benefits - if it's of high 
quality.  
 
The Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
has indicated that the forthcoming National 
Children and Young People’s Policy 
Framework will be framed around outcomes 
for children. A focus on outcomes is welcome, 
given the importance of evidence-based 
policy-making.  
 
The evidence shows that children’s 
experiences in their early years have a long-
lasting effect on outcomes. The evidence also 
shows that positive outcomes depend on the 
quality of relationships and interactions 
between young children and the adults caring 

for them – both within families and in settings 
outside the home. 
  
The importance of quality for positive 
outcomes is a consistent finding of research. 
For example, the EPPE / EPPSE study is a 
longitudinal study of 3,000 children in England 
which has tracked the children's progress 
since 1997, when they were 3 years old. The 
report from the age-14 phase of the study was 
recently published.

1
 It shows that the benefits 

of high quality early care and education persist 
to at least age 14 in relation to both academic 
outcomes (especially maths and science) and 
social-behavioural outcomes (e.g. motivation, 
self-confidence, empathy, impulsiveness, anti-
social behaviour). As with previous research, 
the EPPSE study has found that the benefits 
depend on the quality of pre-school 
experiences. At age 14, most of the lasting 
benefits are only statistically significant for 
children who attended early care and 
education services that were measured to be 
high quality.   
  
2. Children have rights in their early years 
too.  
 
While outcomes are hugely important, the 
strategies that the Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs develops should also be based 
on children’s rights, as set out in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC), which Ireland ratified in 1992. All 
children – of all ages – hold rights under the 
Convention, including: the right to education, 
play, and recreation; the right to safeguards 
from abuse and neglect; and the right to have 
a say in matters that affect them.  
  
In 2005 the UN Committee on the Rights of 
the Child examined children's rights in their 
early years.
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 The UN Committee concluded 

that ‘young children are holders of all the rights 
enshrined in the Convention’. In particular, the 
Committee viewed ‘the right to education 
during early childhood as beginning at birth’ 
and stated that it is a right that places 
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responsibilities both on parents and on the 
State.  
 
In a concluding statement that makes clear the 
need for a National Early Years Strategy and 
which calls for a focus on children's rights 
within the Strategy, the UN Committee 
recommended that: ‘In order to ensure that 
young children’s rights are fully realized during 
this crucial phase of their lives (and bearing in 
mind the impact of early childhood 
experiences on their long-term prospects), 
States parties are urged to adopt 
comprehensive, strategic and time-bound 
plans for early childhood within a rights-based 
framework.’ 
 
3. Prevention and early intervention are 
good for children - and for the economy.  
 
A large and growing body of evidence has 
demonstrated that prevention and early 
intervention are more effective and more cost-
effective than remedial interventions. This is 
particularly true of interventions in early 
childhood, given what we now know about 
brain development in children’s earliest years.
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Investing in high quality services and supports 
for children in their early years can save public 
funds many times over in areas such as the 
criminal justice system, public health-care, and 
remedial education.
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In January 2011, the Scottish Parliament’s 
Finance Committee issued a report at the end 
of a major inquiry into preventative spending. 
The committee concluded that: ‘Early 
intervention … can significantly help to prevent 
or reduce the likelihood of children developing 
future social problems that may otherwise 
have necessitated an intervention by the state. 
The approach has the potential to save 
relevant public bodies significant sums of 
money as the number of interventions that 
they have to provide is thereby significantly 
reduced.’ 
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Prevention and early intervention approaches 
should include high quality early care and 
education, as well as the further development 
of mechanisms to ensure effective access 
routes to additional supports for children and 
families who need them. We welcomed the 
statement by the Minister for Children and 
Youth Affairs, made when the Government 
announced the formation of her Department, 
that prevention and early intervention would be 
one of the ‘core principles’ underpinning the 
Department.

6
 We call on the Government to 

live up to that commitment by putting 
prevention and early intervention at the centre 
of the strategies it is now developing. 

  
4. Policies must relate to young children of 
all ages, in all settings.  
 
Young children learn and develop from their 
very first days, and they do so in many 
settings: in their own homes – with their 
parents and families – in the homes of their 
grandparents, other relatives and 
childminders, and in centre-based services 
such as crèches, playgroups and naíonraí. 
Throughout children's early years, their care 
and their education are inseparable.  
 
Indeed, much of the most important learning in 
early childhood takes place in children's first 3 
years.
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 Economists such as Professor James 

Heckman – the Nobel Prize winner – argue 
that the economic rate of return on educational 
investment in children is even greater in 
children’s first 3 years than in the pre-school 
year. The National Early Years Strategy should 
therefore be based on an integrated approach 
to the 0-6 age-range, and should mark a break 
with the 0-3 (‘care’) / 3-6 (‘education’) 
distinction that was built in to past policies. 
  
The quality of services and supports matters at 
all ages of early childhood. Quality and a 
professional workforce are just as important in 
settings for under-3s as in settings for over-3s. 
And play is just as central to the way children 
learn at ages 4 or 5 (including in school) as it 
is at younger ages. 
 
 
Key recommendations 
  
Our submission is informed by our vision of 
what early care and education in Ireland 
should look like at the end of the decade, as 
set out in our report Children 2020: Planning 
Now, For the Future, preparation of which was 
informed by an extensive consultation with 
young children,

8
 as well as consultation with a 

large number of organisations and individuals 
concerned with early care and education in 
Ireland.  
 
Our submission also includes short-term 
recommendations that can move us in the 
direction of Children 2020 through measures 
that are achievable in the current economic 
climate.  Specific recommendations that we 
make include: 
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Immediate actions 
  

 Consult with young children (aged under 
6) in developing the National Early Years 
Strategy. 

 Publish all inspection reports on early 
years services. 

 Move towards a second full Free Pre-
School Year by initially introducing a 
second year for children with disabilities 
and children in disadvantaged areas. 

 Include paid childminders as designated 
professionals in the Children First 
legislation. 

 Ensure that child protection training is 
rolled out fully in all early years services. 

 Ensure all early years services have 
access to outdoor play areas and use 
them on a daily basis. 

 Use the opportunity of the new EU 
Directive on Parental Leave (on which 
Irish legislation is required by March 2013) 
to make unused maternity leave 
entitlements transferable, to introduce 2 
weeks’ statutory paid paternity leave, and 
to extend the right to request changes in 
working hours /patterns to all families with 
young children.  

 Include the infant classes of primary 
school within the scope of the forthcoming 
National Early Years Strategy. 

 Extend the remit of the National 
Educational Welfare Board to children 
aged 4-5 who are already attending 
primary school. 

 Maintain a universal Child Benefit 
payment. 

  
  
Actions to be achieved within 5 years 
  

 Maintain and incrementally increase public 
investment in children’s early years. 

 Link public funding of early years services 
more closely to the outcome of 
inspections, while enhancing the 
inspection system (including broadening 
the composition of inspection teams). 

 Introduce a second, universal Free Pre-
School Year, for 2-3 year olds. 

 Extend minimum qualification 
requirements to all early years services for 
young children of all ages, not just in the 
Free Pre-School Year(s). 

 Incrementally increase minimum 
qualification requirements for early years 
services over time. 

 Roll out Síolta and Aistear – together – to 
all early years services. 

 Continue with the steps the Government 
has already begun to bring the infant 

classes in primary schools in line with the 
Aistear curriculum framework. 

 Roll out the Diversity and Equality 
Guidelines to all early years services. 

 Move from a notification system to a 
registration system for all early years 
services (including childminders). 

 Develop and roll out tools for early years 
services and primary schools to use 
together in supporting children's transition 
to primary school. 

 Require any extension of affordable 
services – whether pre-school or school-
age – to be of high quality, including the 
regulation of school-age services, and 
avoiding the use of Community 
Employment as the basis for any scheme. 

 Make high-quality parenting supports 
available locally and free of charge for all 
parents and guardians of young children. 

 Ensure that publicly supported parenting 
programmes are evidence-based. 

 Support public information campaigns on 
the importance of early learning and on 
practical ways in which families can 
support young children’s development. 

 Review the structure of the PHN service to 
ensure Public Health Nurses have a 
dedicated role in supporting families with 
young children. 

 Regulate all paid childminders, regardless 
of the number of children they care for. 

 Examine the possibility of using 
childminders who have been evaluated as 
offering a high quality service to provide 
temporary support for families going 
through periods of difficulty, such as post-
natal depression. 

 Introduce the regulation of school-age 
care. 

 Implement the Programme for 
Government commitment to area-based, 
integrated responses to child poverty. This 
should include the development of 'early 
childhood hubs' that link together a wide 
range of services outside the home and 
supports for young children and their 
families inside the home. 
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Approach to the consultation questions 
  
The consultation form, ‘Improving the Lives of 
Children and Young People’, involves 8 
questions. With the exception of the first 
question, the questions take a different 
outcome in turn, and in each case ask for 
suggestions of what can be done (a) by 
families, (b) by communities, and (c) by 
Government. In responding to these 
questions, we have adopted the following 
approach: 
  
Families: Families are children's first 
educators. Research evidence shows that the 
home learning environment and the parenting 
style within families have a large impact on 
children’s cognitive development, their 
enjoyment of learning, their social and 
emotional development, and their educational 
attainment. In addition, the material resources 
in children’s families and the opportunities 
open to them have a large impact on children’s 
development and life-chances and affect their 
expectations of success in life. In particular, 
children who grow up in poverty have the odds 
stacked against them from the start. 
  
Communities: In our response, we interpret 
‘communities’ to include services and supports 
within the community, such as both private and 
community-based early care and education 
services. All early years settings matter – not 
just centre-based services, but also 
childminders, as well as services providing 
supports to parents and families. Quality is of 
crucial importance in all these settings, both to 
achieve positive outcomes for children and to 
protect children's rights. 
  
Government: Government not only directly 
impacts on children’s lives, it also has 
responsibility for the supports, funding and 
regulations that enable families and 
communities to play their part in helping young 
children. For this reason, most of our 
suggestions are policy recommendations for 
the Government. Our recommendations are in 
particular intended to help the Government 
develop the National Early Years Strategy. It is 
essential that the National Early Years 
Strategy is ambitious and that it provides a 
clear roadmap for how early years services 
and supports will be strengthened over the 5 
years of the strategy. The Strategy must be 
ambitious if it is to drive positive change for 
children, build the foundations of a strong 
economy, and help Ireland reach international 
standards in early care and education.

9
  

  
  
  

1(a) Three best things about life for (young) 
children in Ireland 
 

 Growing awareness of the importance of 
children's early years. 

 Growing awareness of children's rights. 

 The growing range of services and 
supports for young children and their 
families. 

  
  
1(b) Three worst things about life for 
(young) children in Ireland 
 

 Not enough awareness of the positive role 
families can play in supporting children’s 
early learning. 

 Quality in early years services and 
supports is much too variable - while many 
children benefit from high quality services 
and supports, others do not. 

 Poverty – a fact of life for 100,000 
children. 

  
  
2. What can be done so that (young) 
children are safe and protected? 
  
Families:  
  
Families have the primary responsibility to 
ensure that children are safe and protected, 
but Government also has a central role in 
supporting families to do this. 
  
Communities:  
  
Early years services have important roles to 
play, both (1) in ensuring that children are safe 
and protected when in those services, and (2) 
in providing support for families.  
  
In regard to ensuring that children are safe 
and protected within services, it is essential 
that early years services should meet the 
standards required of them in the Pre-School 
Regulations. In addition, child protection 
training is a crucial step in building services' 
capacity to ensure children are safe and 
protected. These points apply equally to 
childminders. Figures from the CSO indicate 
that 12% of pre-school children and 7% of 
primary school children have a (non-relative) 
childminder,

10
 which implies approximately 

75,000 children in total are cared for by 
childminders. Childminders often care for 
children for long hours, in the childminder’s 
home, typically with little supervision or 
support.  
  
In regard to providing support for families, 
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early years services are often felt to be a non-
threatening and non-stigmatising setting for 
engaging with families with young children. In 
many cases, they are the first service parents 
engage with and they are well placed to 
provide information and support to families at 
a time when families are often very open to 
support and at a critical stage in their child's 
development.

11
  

  
Government:  
  
(a) Centre-based services: Firstly, Start Strong 
urges the Government to ensure child 
protection training is rolled out fully to all 
early years services.  
  
Secondly, the Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs and the Pre-School Inspectorate 
must work together to develop a new, robust 
approach to ensure that all early years 
services achieve a sufficient level of 
compliance with inspections. One aspect of 
this is prosecuting services that fail to comply 
with basic regulations, as already happens in 
some cases. But we recommend the 
Government go further and link public 
funding of early years services more 
closely to the outcome of inspections, 
while enhancing the inspection system. 
(See also our response to Question 3 below.)    
  
Thirdly, we recommend the Government move 
from a notification system to a registration 
system for all early years services 
(including childminders), with standards to 
be met in advance of registration and a clear 
mechanism for de-registration - as was 
originally proposed in the 1999 National 
Childcare Strategy.

12
 

  
(b) Childminding: There is no justification for 
giving children who are cared for by 
childminders any less protection than is given 
to children in centre-based services. There are 
major child protection concerns in relation to 
the lack of regulation and the absence of 
requirements for Garda vetting or child 
protection training for most childminders. 
Childminders' inclusion in child protection 
legislation is also warranted on the grounds 
that childminders are well-placed to identify 
concerns around children’s welfare at home, 
as they have close and frequent contact with 
young children and their families, playing a 
large and active role in children’s daily lives.  
 
Start Strong recommends the Government 
include paid childminders as designated 
professionals in the new Children First 
legislation.

13
 Further, we recommend the 

Government move to regulate all paid 

childminders, regardless of the number of 
children they care for. We recommend the 
Government require all paid childminders to be 
Garda vetted and to undertake child protection 
training. We also recommend the Government 
examine the possibility of using childminders 
who have been evaluated as offering a high 
quality service to provide temporary support 
for families going through periods of difficulty, 
such as post-natal depression, as is done in 
the Community Childminding Scheme in 
Scotland.
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3. What can be done so that children enjoy 
learning in all aspects of their lives? 
  
Families:  
  
Children’s first educators are their families. 
The foundations of literacy are laid from the 
beginning of a child’s life, and the ‘home 
learning environment’ has a large impact on 
children’s learning and subsequent 
educational attainment. Families can help 
children’s early learning through the way they 
talk with children when very young, through 
reading books to them, and through the 
learning opportunities they create in everyday 
home life.  
  
Research from the US has shown the 
vocabulary of 3 year olds from professional 
families to be double that of 3 year olds from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, reflecting greater 
exposure to oral language. By the time they 
begin kindergarten in the US, children from 
professional families have heard 30 million 
more words than children from socially 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

15
 The EPPE / 

EPPSE study in the UK, which has tracked 
3,000 children from the early years through to 
secondary school, has found that the ‘home 
learning environment’ has a large impact on 
many outcomes and is key to understanding 
why some children succeed ‘against the 
odds’.
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Communities:  
  
Early years services have an important role in 
supporting children's early learning, laying the 
foundations for their later learning. In 
children’s earliest years, children develop 
essential skills or dispositions, such as self-
control, curiosity and perseverance – skills that 
are both important in themselves and that help 
children make the most of their later 
education. That is why international research 
on human capital has concluded that the 
economic return to investment in children’s 
early years is higher than the return to 
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investment in later childhood.
17

   
  
The effectiveness of early years services 
depends on their quality. The research 
evidence is consistent in showing that early 
care and education services must be of high 
quality if they are to have the positive impact 
that research on child development has 
demonstrated.

18
 

  
The positive impact of high quality early care 
and education on children's learning is found 
in all types of early years setting and at all 
ages. In the early years, care and education 
are wholly interconnected, and services for 
under-3s play just as big a role in children's 
learning as do services for over-3s.   
  
Early years services can also play an 
important role in parental engagement, 
building strong, supportive links between the 
home environment and services outside the 
home. Early years services are most effective 
when they see themselves as working in 
partnership with families. Partnership is a two-
way process: services supporting families to 
engage with their children’s early 
development, and families engaging actively in 
services’ daily work. 
  
Government:  
  
To ensure the right supports are in place for 
children's early learning - and thereby for their 
later learning - we set out below 
recommendations for ways in which the 
Government should (a) prioritise public 
investment in children's early years; (b) 
support the home learning environment; (c) 
make quality the cornerstone of early years 
policy; (d) make early years services more 
affordable; and (e) make early years services 
accessible and genuinely inclusive: 
  
(a) Prioritise public investment in children's 
early years. In preparing the National Early 
Years Strategy and planning forthcoming 
Budgets, Start Strong urges the Government 
to make a commitment to maintain and 
incrementally increase public investment in 
children’s early years. As shown in Start 
Strong’s cost-benefit analysis report,

19
 the 

benefits of this investment readily outweigh the 
costs. Indeed, based on the evidence of high 
returns to investment in children’s early years, 
the OECD’s 2010 report Doing Better for 
Children argued that public spending on 
services and supports for children should be 
front-loaded on children’s early years. 
According to the OECD, ‘Early investment in 
children is vital. Investment needs to rise in the 
‘Dora the Explorer’ years of early childhood 

relative to the ‘Facebook’ years of later 
childhood.’
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(b) Support the home learning environment. 
Given the importance of families and the home 
environment in children's early learning, we 
recommend the Government set out plans in 
the National Early Years Strategy to make 
high-quality parenting supports available 
locally and free of charge for all parents 
and guardians of young children, as well as 
for others who provide informal care for young 
children, such as grandparents and other 
relatives. 
  
Given the wide range of parenting 
programmes that are available, the 
Government should ensure that publicly 
supported programmes are evidence-
based. These should include a combination of 
parenting courses - which could be delivered 
through a range of services including early 
years services - and programmes of home 
visits for families seeking additional support. 
Through the Public Health Nurse service and 
home  visiting  programmes, it should be made 
possible for any family to receive quality 
support in the home in a child’s first years in 
relation to children’s health  and  development, 
relationships, early learning, safety, parenting 
styles, and the early identification of additional 
needs. 
  
Government supports for the home learning 
environment should also include public 
information campaigns on the importance 
of early learning and on practical ways in 
which families can support young 
children’s development.  
  
(c) Make quality the cornerstone of early years 
policy. There is little data on the quality of early 
years services in Ireland. What evidence there 
is suggests that quality is variable. While some 
services meet the highest standards, some 
services fail to meet minimum standards set 
out in the Pre-School Regulations. We already 
have a number of national quality supports 
and frameworks (the Síolta quality framework, 
the Aistear curriculum framework, the Diversity 
and Equality Guidelines, and the Workforce 
Development Plan), but new policies are 
needed to ensure their effective roll-out to all 
early years services, and to every room within 
each of those services (so that all children 
benefit, not only children in the Free Pre-
School Year). In particular, we recommend that 
the Government should: 
  
(i) Extend minimum qualification 
requirements to all early years settings - 
not just the Free Pre-School Year - and 
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incrementally increase qualification 
requirements over time. The quality of early 
care and education lies above all in the 
interactions between adults and children, and 
the research evidence shows that high-quality 
adult-child interactions are most consistently 
found where practitioners are highly qualified 
and where wages are sufficiently high to 
reduce staff turnover to a low level.

21
  

 
While Start Strong welcomed the minimum 
qualification requirements introduced through 
the Free Pre-School Year, it is unfortunate that 
they only apply to staff delivering the Free Pre-
School Year. So children who are less than 3 
years old do not benefit. In fact, the Free Pre-
School Year currently incentivises services to 
put their least qualified staff with under-3s. 
 
(ii) Roll out Síolta and Aistear – together – 
to all early years settings. Six years on from 
the publication of the Síolta National Quality 
Framework, it is disappointing that there is still 
no published plan for the full national roll-out of 
Síolta. A plan for the full roll-out of Síolta 
should be developed alongside plans for the 
roll-out of Aistear, reform of the inspection 
system and strengthening the Workforce 
Development Plan.  
  
We are pleased to see revised wording in the 
contracts that commence this September for 
delivery of the Free Pre-School Year. Firstly, 
the contract now refers not just to Síolta, but 
also to the Aistear curriculum framework. 
Secondly, rather than simply asking services 
to ‘adhere to the principles of Síolta’, the new 
contract requires services actually to ‘use’ 
Síolta and Aistear. While this revised wording 
is an important call for higher quality 
standards, however, it makes it even more 
important that resources are put in to rolling 
out Síolta and Aistear to all services, with 
adequate training and mentoring. Until this roll-
out happens, there will be services that are not 
in a position to fulfil this term of their contract. 
Furthermore, Síolta and Aistear should be 
rolled out and supported for all children aged 
0-6 - in all settings - not just in the Free Pre-
School Year.  
  
(iii) Link public funding of early years 
services more closely to the outcome of 
inspections, while enhancing the 
inspection system (including broadening 
the composition of inspection teams). The 
introduction of the Free Pre-School Year has 
shown the potential for raising quality 
standards across centre-based services 
through imposing contractual requirements 
(e.g. minimum qualifications) as a condition of 
funding. To help push up quality standards, we 

recommend the Government tie public funding 
more closely to the outcome of inspections, 
while enhancing the inspection system to 
ensure the inspection system rests on a 
broader understanding of quality that 
encompasses Síolta and Aistear. While the 
contract for participation in the Free Pre-
School Year already refers to the need for a 
‘satisfactory level of compliance’ with the 
Regulations, mechanisms should be 
developed to ensure that low quality standards 
– including in relation to Regulation 5 – result 
in a credible threat to withdraw funding (and 
where necessary the withdrawal of funding if 
services do not raise quality standards within a 
given time-frame).  
 
We also recommend that the Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs ensure that all 
inspection reports are published. This 
could be done at no cost by requiring the 
Pre-School Inspectorate to publish all 
inspection reports on the internet. 
  
(iv) Move to regulate all paid childminders, 
regardless of the number of children they 
care for. Child protection concerns alone 
suggest it is unacceptable that most paid 
childminders are exempt from regulation. It is 
also a missed opportunity to engage with 
childminders to help them support children’s 
early learning and development. Where 
childminders are unregulated, there is no 
assurance of the quality of care and education 
they provide, and no mechanism to enhance 
quality.  
 
Regulation should involve compulsory 
notification to the HSE (or its equivalent, if this 
role is transferred), which should then become 
a registration system as part of a wider move 
to a registration system for all early care and 
education services. The conditions of 
registration should include not only Garda 
vetting but also basic training, such as 
participation in the Quality Awareness 
Programme, as well as first aid training and 
child protection training. 
  
(d) Make high quality early years services 
affordable. Financial assistance from the 
Government for early care and education is 
mostly for 3-6 year olds, through the Free Pre-
School Year and the infant classes of primary 
school. Early years services for under-3s are 
unaffordable to many families in Ireland and 
are among the most expensive in Europe and 
the OECD, amounting to more than 50% of the 
net income of some families.

22
 As a result, 

many children who would benefit from earlier 
participation in high quality early years 
services do not have the opportunity to do so. 
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At the same time, the high cost to parents is a 
major barrier to many parents’ ability to seek 
employment, education or training, which in 
turn raises the level of child poverty.  
  
The EPPE / EPPSE study in the UK has 
shown that every additional month of pre-
school experience from the age of 2 is linked 
to better intellectual development, improved 
independence and social skills.

23
 In order to 

make high quality early years services more 
affordable, we recommend the Government 
make a commitment in the National Early 
Years Strategy to introduce a second, 
universal, free pre-school year, for 2-3 year 
olds, within the lifetime of this 
Government. We warmly welcome recent 
statements by the Minister for Children and 
Youth Affairs, Frances Fitzgerald TD, that she 
would like to move in this direction. While 
there are significant costs associated with a 
second universal free pre-school year, it can 
be introduced in stages. We therefore 
recommend the Government introduce this 
measure on a phased basis, initially by 
rolling it out to children with disabilities 
and to children in disadvantaged areas 
(e.g. in the ten areas the Government has 
indicated for new area-based, child poverty 
initiatives).    
  
(e) Make early years services accessible and 
genuinely inclusive for children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, including 
children with disabilities, children from migrant 
backgrounds, and Traveller children. For all 
children to benefit from high quality early care 
and education, especially children from 
minority or disadvantaged backgrounds, it is 
essential that early years services should be 
accessible to all and genuinely inclusive of all 
children in all their daily activities. Ensuring 
that services are inclusive is a core aspect of 
high quality provision, and it is a key element 
within both the Síolta national quality 
framework and the Aistear curriculum 
framework. We recommend the Government 
roll out the Diversity and Equality 
Guidelines to all early care and education 
services.

24
 The importance of this has been 

further increased with the introduction of the 
Free Pre-School Year - which rests on a 
Government commitment to universal pre-
school provision - as well as the requirements 
of the Equal Status Acts. 
  
  

4. What can be done so that children are 
healthy and active?  
  
Families:  
  
Families have a vital role in helping young 
children develop the habits that lay the 
foundations for healthy, active lifestyles, 
through encouraging young children to eat 
healthily, engage in active play, and take part 
in outdoor activities.  
  
In the UK, a major Government-commissioned 
review was published in 2010 on evidence-
based strategies for reducing health 
inequalities. Chaired by Professor Michael 
Marmot, the Marmot Review points to a 
striking ‘social gradient’ in health – ‘people in 
different social circumstances experience 
avoidable differences in health, well-being and 
length of life’. The Review identifies six 
evidence-based strategies for reducing health 
inequalities, the first of which is to ‘give every 
child the best start in life’.

25
  

  
Communities:  
  
Early years services can complement the role 
of families through actively promoting healthy 
eating among young children, encouraging 
active play, and ensuring that children spend 
time outdoors on a daily basis. In children's 
early years, care and education are 
inseparable, as are the different facets of 
children's development - cognitive, social, 
emotional and physical. Helping young 
children to be healthy and active is a core 
characteristic of a high quality early care and 
education service.  
  
Government:  
  
Observing the close links between early years 
experiences and later health outcomes, the 
Marmot Review argues for early years policies 
to be prioritised. Specific policies 
recommended in the Marmot Review (p.22) 
include: 

 Increase the proportion of overall 
expenditure allocated to the early years. 

 Provide paid parental leave in the first year 
of life. 

 Provide routine support to families through 
parenting programmes, children's centres 
and key workers. 

 Develop programmes for the transition to 
school. 

 Provide good quality early years education 
and care, combined with outreach to 
increase the take-up by children from 
disadvantaged families. 
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In relation to forthcoming strategies for 
children in Ireland, improving health outcomes 
through investing in children’s early years 
requires:  
  
(a) Health and parenting supports for young 
children and their families. The range of 
supports for families discussed in Question 3 
are equally relevant here, including parenting 
courses, home visiting programmes, and 
public information campaigns, as well as the 
work of Public Health Nurses. 
  
In relation to the work of Public Health Nurses 
(PHNs), given the wide scope of the PHN role, 
Start Strong recommends that the 
Government review the structure of the PHN 
service to ensure PHNs have a dedicated 
role in supporting families with young 
children.
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(b) Leave and work-life balance supports for 
families with young children. Start Strong 
recommends the Government use the 
opportunity created by the requirement to turn 
the new EU Directive on parental leave into 
law by March 2013 to:

27
  

 Make it possible for parents to transfer 
unused maternity leave entitlements, 
so that children do not lose if out if 
their mother returns to work before 
using all her leave entitlements.  

 Introduce a statutory entitlement to 2 
weeks’ paid paternity leave. 

 Extend the right to request changes in 
working hours /patterns (required by 
the new EU Directive on parental leave) 
to all families with young children. 

 
The long-term aim should be the international 
standard of one year’s paid leave in a child’s 
first year.

28
 

 
(c) High quality early care and education 
services for all. Early care and education 
services need to be high quality, affordable 
and inclusive. Our responses to Questions 3 
and 5 include recommendations in these 
areas.          
  
In addition, we specifically recommend that the 
Government take steps to ensure that all 
early care and education services have 
access to outdoor play areas and use them 
on a daily basis. We recommend the 
Government should examine mechanisms for 
ensuring this (possibly in conjunction with the 
Department of the Environment) as part of a 
wider review of the Pre-School Regulations 
and the inspection system. 

  
(d) Mechanisms to ensure effective 
connections between care, education and 
health services. In the Start Strong report 
Children 2020: Planning Now, For the Future, 
we recommend the Government develop 
'early childhood hubs' that would link 
together a wide range of services outside 
the home as well as supports for young 
children and their families inside the home, 
using existing resources differently rather than 
creating new organisations. An early childhood 
hub would involve both:  

 Close working relationships between 
providers of services and supports, so that 
there are effective referral systems, so that 
different services complement each other, 
and so that services cooperate to help 
families with particular needs. 

 Accessible points of contact, information 
and referral for families, so that families 
know where to turn for advice and support, 
and receive support in accessing services 
that are available to them.  

   
  
5. What do children need to feel 
economically secure? 
  
Families:  
  
The material resources in children’s families, 
the services they can access, the opportunities 
open to them and the neighbourhoods they 
grow up in – all impact on children’s 
development and life-chances and all affect 
their expectations of success in life, and the 
effects often persist from one generation to the 
next. 
  
In particular, children who grow up in poverty 
have the odds stacked against them right from 
the start. Research in the UK has found that 
by the age of 5, children from the poorest fifth 
of homes are already nearly a year behind 
children from middle-income households in 
developmental outcomes.
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Communities:  
  
Universally available, high quality early years 
services help to reduce child poverty in two 
ways: 

 Where they are of sufficient quality, early 
years services have a beneficial effect on 
children’s development, both short-term 
and long-term. 

 Where they are affordable and accessible, 
early years services enable parents to 
access employment, education and 
training, which in turn helps families to 
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escape from poverty. 
  
Government:  
  
(a) Make high quality early years services 
affordable for all families. Most families with 
young children receive no financial assistance 
with childcare costs, other than Child Benefit, 
which has been cut significantly. A proportion 
of low-income families receive some help with 
costs, e.g. through the Community Childcare 
Subvention scheme – though that is only 
available for those who live close to a 
community service that participates in the 
scheme. The Free Pre-School Year was a very 
positive development, and its 94% uptake is 
proof of the value that families place on it. As 
noted in response to Question 3., Start Strong 
recommends the Government introduce a 
second, universal, free pre-school year, for 
2-3 year olds, within the lifetime of this 
Government and introduce this measure on 
a phased basis, initially by rolling it out to 
children with disabilities and to children in 
disadvantaged areas (e.g. in the ten areas 
the Government has indicated for new area-
based, child poverty initiatives). 
  
While affordable early years services can 
support families to access employment, 
education and training opportunities, thus 
helping to tackle child poverty, care for all 
young children (including school-aged care, as 
well as for the youngest children) must be of 
high quality if it is to benefit children. The 
Government should therefore require any 
extension of affordable services – whether 
pre-school or school-age – to be of high 
quality. This commitment should involve the 
regulation of school-age services, and avoid 
the use of Community Employment as the 
basis of any scheme of affordable care.  
  
(b) Tackle child poverty through a combination 
of income supports for families and quality 
services. Child poverty, especially in the early 
years, has very negative effects on children's 
development and life-chances. As argued by 
the End Child Poverty Coalition,

30
 tackling 

child poverty requires a multi-faceted 
approach that combines: 

 Prevention and early intervention 
approaches. 

 A balance of child income supports and 
services for children and families.  

 A meaningful target to reduce child 
poverty. 

  
Income supports should include both universal 
supports (including maintenance of a 
universal Child Benefit payment) and 

targeted supports (maintaining social welfare 
payments for families). Services should 
include not just affordable, high quality early 
years services, but also implementation of 
the commitment in the Programme for 
Government to develop ‘a new area based 
approach to child poverty, which draws 
on best international practice and existing 
services to tackle every aspect of child 
poverty. 
Initially,  this  model  will  be  rolled  out  to  up 
 to  ten  of  Ireland’s  most  disadvantaged 
communities,  in  cooperation  with  philanthro
pic  partners  to  co-fund  and  manage  the 
project.’ 
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 Start Strong recommends that this 

area-based approach should link to the 
concept of 'early childhood hubs' that we 
discussed in response to Question 4 above, 
and should draw on both international 
experience (such as Sure Start in the UK) and 
national experience (such as the Prevention 
and Early Intervention Programme sites). 
  
  
6. What can be done so that children have 
a say in decisions that affect their lives? 
  
Communities:  
  
Giving children a say in decisions about their 
daily activities is a feature of high quality in 
early care and education. It is an aspect of 
Síolta and Aistear, and is relevant to all early 
care and education services - for young 
children of all ages. 
  
Government:  
  
It is important that the Government consult 
with young children (aged under 6) in 
developing the National Early Years 
Strategy, just as they have already done with 
school-age children in relation to the 
forthcoming national children's strategy.  
  
Being younger than 6 years old does not 
preclude children’s participation in consultation 
on policies that affect them. On the contrary, 
while 3 year olds may not be as ‘mature’ as 13 
year olds, they still have views that matter and 
a right to express those views. When 
consulting young children, the challenge for 
the adults engaging with those children is to 
find ways to consult that are both appropriate 
and meaningful. As the UN Committee on the 
Rights of the Child has argued in relation to 
the participation of young children,
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 ‘To 

achieve the right of participation requires 
adults to adopt a child-centred attitude, 
listening to young children and respecting their 
dignity and their individual points of view. It 
also requires adults to show patience and 
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creativity by adapting their expectations to a 
young child’s interests, levels of understanding 
and preferred ways of communicating.’  
  
For examples of innovative ways in which 
young children can be consulted on policy 
questions, we refer the Government to the 
Start Strong publication If I Had a Magic 
Wand, which was one stage in the 
consultation process we carried out during 
preparation of our report, Children 2020: 
Planning Now, For the Future. 
  
  
7. What can be done to help children 
behave positively and be good citizens? 
  
Families:  
  
Families have a crucial role in children's social, 
emotional and behavioural development, with 
both short-term and long-term impacts on 
children. Children’s earliest relationships with 
their families and carers are crucial for their 
emotional security.  And through their early 
interactions, children develop essential 
behavioural and social skills, including the 
ability to regulate their own emotions.  
  
Evidence from the Growing Up in Ireland study 
indicates children do best with a parenting 
style that is warm and responsive but that also 
demands appropriate behaviour from 
children.
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Children’s early emotional development can 
have a long-term impact, lasting through into 
adulthood. Research from New Zealand has 
shown a significant connection between 
difficulties in children’s behavioural 
development at the age of 3 and problems in 
adulthood such as depression, anti-social 
behaviour and criminal activity.
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Communities:  
  
High quality early years services support the 
whole child: both the child’s well-being and all 
aspects of the child’s development – social, 
emotional, behavioural, cognitive and physical. 
Research findings are consistent in showing 
long-lasting, positive benefits of high quality 
early care and education for children’s social 
and behavioural development.  
 
While some evidence has been found of 
negative effects on anti-social behaviour when 
children spend long hours in centre-based 
services, this finding relates particularly to care 
in children’s first year, and to care in services 
of lower quality.

35
 This evidence therefore 

strengthens the case for a combination of 

parental leave in children’s first year and high 
quality in early years services. 
 
Given the crucial role that families play in 
children’s social and emotional development, 
supports for parenting offer large potential 
benefits in long-term outcomes for children. 
There is a range of supports and programmes 
for families already in place in Ireland which 
needs to be built on and further developed. 
  
Government:  
  
High quality services and supports in 
children’s early years support all aspect of 
children’s development, not just cognitive, but 
social, emotional and behavioural too. Our 
responses to both questions 3 and 4 above 
include recommendations on ways in which 
the Government can support a wide range of 
positive outcomes for children both through 
affordable high quality early years services 
and through supports for families.  
  
To be effective, there should be no stigma 
attached to parenting supports, and they 
should include positive advice for families on 
how to support their children’s development.  
 
Parenting supports in Ireland have spread 
rapidly in recent years, but are still often seen 
as valuable only for ‘problem families’ or where 
children have significant behavioural 
difficulties. It is important to recognise that all 
families can experience times of difficulty and 
all families can benefit from advice and 
support. Very early childhood in particular is a 
time when many families look for and are 
receptive to parenting support. It is important 
therefore that parenting supports should be 
made available on a universal basis to all 
families with young children. 
  
  
8. What can be done to help young people 
move confidently into adulthood? 
  
Communities:  
  
Transitions can be very challenging, especially 
in the early years, e.g. the transition from 
home into out-of-home care and education 
services, or the transition to school. Children 
who struggle to make these transitions 
successfully are more likely also to struggle 
with later transitions, whether the transition 
from primary to post-primary, or the completion 
of school.  
 
A recent Oireachtas report identified early 
years services as one of the main educational 
supports to combat early school leaving. In 
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addressing early school leaving, the report 
noted the importance of a combination of 
targeted and universal supports in the area of 
early care and education, as well as the 
importance of supports for parental 
involvement in their children’s education from 
an early age.
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Government:  
  
In relation to young children, the transition to 
school is a key one, and the Government can 
take steps to support families, early years 
services and primary schools to work together. 
In supporting children to make the transition to 
primary school, however, it is important to 
focus not on the readiness of children for 
school, but on the readiness of schools for 
children. In particular, the Free Pre-School 
Year should not be viewed as a school 
readiness programme. Instead, the infant 
classes of primary schools should be viewed 
as early years settings. Start Strong 
recommends the Government:  
  

 Bring the infant classes of primary 
school within the scope of the 
forthcoming National Early Years 
Strategy. 

 Continue with the steps the 
Government has already begun to bring 
the infant classes in primary school in 
line with the Aistear curriculum 
framework through rolling out training in 
Aistear to primary school teachers and 
through the NCCA's work on revising the 
infant curriculum. 

 Implement the commitment in the National 
Literacy Strategy to develop and roll out 
tools for early years services and 
primary schools to use together in 
supporting children's transition to 
primary school.
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 Extend the remit of the National 
Educational Welfare Board to children 
aged 4-5 who are already attending 
primary school. Even though school is 
not compulsory until the age of 6, it is 
important to ensure children make a 
successful transition to school at whatever 
age they make this transition. To facilitate 
this, the full range of supports from the 
NEWB should be available. 
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