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Summary: 

As part of the National College of Ireland (NCI), the Early Learning Initiative (ELI) is a community-based 

educational initiative, which provides ‘world-class’ educational support programmes at each stage of 

a child’s/young person’s educational journey.   This is in line with NCI’s mission to change lives through 

education. 

On the 23rd June 2016, ELI hosted an early-years conference titled ‘Enriching the Home Learning 
Environment’.  Research in Ireland and internationally consistently finds that the early Home 
Learning Environment (HLE) is a powerful influence on children’s educational and social 
development. 

The conference aimed to: 

o raise awareness of the vital role of the Home Learning Environment (HLE) for children’s 
development and learning 

o highlight how early years and family support services can support and enhance the HLE 
o showcase quality practice-based research projects from across Ireland. 

There were approximately 140 attendees, comprised of early-years practitioners, educators, Home 
Visitors, family support services, community and statutory organisations, students and prospective 
students, parents and researchers, policy makers and interested parties. 

The format included two international keynote speakers, each followed by a response from an Irish 
policy perspective, two sets of parallel interactive workshops, and two plenary sessions based on the 
feedback from workshop participants. The full conference programme can be seen in Appendix 1. 

Key policy recommendations from the conference include:  

o the need to continue to raise awareness of the importance of parents’ role in their 
children’s education 

o the need for further support and resources for the early years sector to enable better 
communication, collaboration and engagement with parents 

o The vital role of prevention and early intervention services – home visiting programmes 
that build parents confidence and capacity will save the Government and society money 
in the long run 

o Change mind-sets around mathematics and how early years practitioners see 
themselves. 

This Report is a summary of the conference proceedings, outlining details of the contributors, key 
policy recommendations and feedback from delegates.  

The complete Book of Abstracts and slides from the keynotes and the parallel sessions are available 
by request from Brigina O’Riordan at Brigina.oriordan@ncirl.ie or 01 4498618. 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Brigina.oriordan@ncirl.ie
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Conference Programme: 

Welcome and Introduction: 

Dr. Phillip Matthews, President of National College of Ireland (NCI) formally welcomed delegates to 

the conference on behalf of NCI and ELI. Phillip outlined NCI’s commitment to Early Childhood 

Education and its vital role in helping to address the problem of educational underachievement in 

marginalised communities. 

Keynote Speakers: 

There were two international keynote speakers: 

Brenda Taggart, one of the Principal Investigators and Research Coordinator for the Effective Pre-
School, Primary and Secondary Education Project (EPPSE) in the UK. The Effective Pre-school, 
Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE 1997-2014) project was Europe's largest longitudinal study 
to focus on the short, medium and long term influences on children's outcomes. The research 
investigated the effects of good early years experiences on children's later academic and social-
behavioural development. EPPSE studied not only the benefits of high quality pre-school but also 
child's backgrounds. Brenda’s presentation reported on the findings of an important aspect of 
parenting: the home learning environment and the long term impact this has on children.  

 

 

 

 

 

Michele Morrison, Training and Programme Support Director with the Parent Child Home 
Programme (PCHP) in the United States of America. Michele’s presentation includes an overview of 
the PCHP; an overview of Executive Function and the importance of Executive Function skills to 
school success; and how the Parent-Child Home Program supports Executive Function in two and 
three-year-old children. The presentation briefly touched on the concepts of toxic stress and “serve 
and return,” and emphasized the importance of the parent-child relationship and the social-
emotional development of the child for school, and life, success. 

 

Brenda Taggart making her keynote presentation 

on the home learning environment. 
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Irish Policy Responders: 

Each keynote presentation was followed by a response from the Irish context. 

Dr. Maresa Duignan spoke on behalf of the Early Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI) service in 
the Department of Education and Skills, on the importance of the home learning environment for 
children and how early-years services can support it through adopting a partnership in learning 
approach.  

 

 
 

Dr. Aisling Gillen, National Specialist in Family Support, Túsla, spoke about the role of family support 
services in supporting parents to provide a positive home learning environment for their children. 

 

 

Left to Right: Beth Fagan and Dr. Josephine Bleach  of 

the Early Learning Initiative and keynote presenter 

Michele Morrison from the Parent Child Home 

Program in the U.S. 
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Morning Parallel Sessions 

The first set of parallel sessions were held in the morning and focused on how early-years services 
can support and enhance the home learning environment. The presentations are listed below: 

I be worried’: Experiences of anxiety in young children 
with a neurodevelopmental condition 

Dr. Fionnuala Tynan, Mary 
Immaculate College 

Meeting Parental Expectations in Culturally Diverse Early 
Years Settings 

Heino Schonfeld, Barnardos 

Engaging and Supporting Fathers Dorothy Keane, Home School 
Community Liaison Service, 
Túsla 

Just Dance Andrew Dineen, Dublin 
Institute of Technology 

Happy Parents, Happy Talk; How Happy Talk Partners 
with Parents to achieve language development for 
children aged 0-6 years 

Sarah Lin, Aoife O’Shea and 
Niamh Sheehan, Happy Talk, 
Cork City Partnership 

How can I support children’s mathematical learning Cathy Steenson, Little 
Treasures Community Créche 

Supporting Transitions – an evaluation of an interagency 
pilot project supported by Galway and Roscommon 
Children and Young People’s Services Committees 

Caroline Duignan and Bridie 
Thornton, Galway and 
Roscommon CYPSCs 

Social and Emotional Development in the Early Years: 
Providing an Incredible Beginning for Every Child 

Claire Gleeson, The Genesis 
Programme 

Responding to Children’s Challenging Behaviour Val Mullally, Koemba 
Parenting 

The Write Book; To Build a Nation of Readers, Not Simply 
a Nation of People who can Read 

Geraldine Nolan, Trinity 
College Dublin 

 

 

 

 

Andrew Dineen describing his Just Dance 
project to engage with parents and families 
in an early years service. 
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Morning Plenary Session 

The morning plenary session was chaired by Professor Sheila Greene, (Fellow Emeritus, Psychology) 
Trinity College Dublin, with a panel which included the morning keynote speaker Brenda Taggart and 
the responder Dr. Maresa Duignan, Department of Education and Skills. A rapporteur from each 
session brought back key policy recommendations from the group, as well as one burning question 
for the panel. 

 

Policy Recommendations from the Morning Plenary Session 

 Paid non-contact time for early-years practitioners to allow for more 
communication, collaboration and engagement with parents 

 The potential for a role like Home School Community Liaison in the early years 
sector 

 Continue to raise awareness of the importance of parents role in their children’s 
education 

 Large number of high quality projects happening across the country which people 
feel they are unaware of, and the need for a central place where further 
information can be accessed. 

 Change mind-sets around mathematics and how early years practitioners see 
themselves. 

 Programmes like Dance can offer an opportunity to engage with parents in a 
different way and the benefits for mental health and dealing with stress in families. 

 Importance of including fathers in their children’s development and learning and 
the need for more discussion and explicit policies on best practice ways of doing 
this. 

 Support for all adults caring for and working with young children, parents, 
grandparents, childminders, especially 0-3 years, in managing children’s challenging 
behaviours. 

 How adults can restrict children’s reading and the need to give more choice to 
encourage more creative minds. 
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Maresa Duignan pointed to parent consultation in development of Síolta and Aistear, the 
National Parents Council have started to engage with a number of groups around giving 
parents a voice in the early years, and that while currently there is no parent survey in the 
Department of Education’s Early-Years Education-focused Inspections (EYEI) due to 
administrative barriers, it hasn’t been ruled out in the future.  

With regard to non-contact time Maresa Duignan outlined how as the sector evolves in 
Ireland, and in particular with evidence from the EYEI reports, this will help to build the 
argument for paid non-contact time. 

 

 

 

Question 2: How to change mind-sets about maths amongst parents, practitioners and wider 

community? 

Brenda Taggart responded to this question along with the next one. In terms of maths, she 
argued for the importance of increasing parental involvement and understanding of maths 
given the importance of the home learning environment. Parents should be encouraged to do 
maths as well as reading activities with young children.  She also commented that all of the 
research evidence shows that the institutional effects are stronger for maths than for 
language/literacy. In terms of the wider society, Brenda pointed to some of the good work 
being done by the likes of Professor Brian Cox and Dara Ó’Briain in promoting the public 
understanding of science.  The same needs to be done for maths so it is seen as sexy, exciting, 
funny and part of the natural discourse. 

 

. 

 

Question 3: How to more effectively engage fathers in their children’s learning and in the early 

years sector itself? 

In terms of fathers, Brenda argued that there has been some shift and parenting is being seen 

more as universal now. Further development of the sector in terms of pay and conditions, and 

status would attract more men which would be very beneficial for all. 

 

Question 1: How to ensure more information, communication and engagement with parents in the 

early-years sector in Ireland, and the need for paid non-contact time to facilitate this. 
 
 

Burning Questions from the Morning Plenary Session 
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Professor Sheila Greene, (Fellow Emeritus, Psychology) Trinity College Dublin, chairing 

the morning plenary session. 
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Afternoon Parallel Sessions 

The second set of parallel sessions in the afternoon were focused on how home based services can 
support and enhance the home learning environment. The presentations are listed below: 

The Development and Impact of the Parent Child 
Home Programme in Ireland 

Dr. Grainne Kent and Adrianne 
Anene, Early Learning Initiative 

Growing Child: Delivering a proven evidence based 
parenting programme through a home visiting 
service 

Dr. Pauline McClenaghan,  Lifestart 
Foundation 

Preparing for Life Sarah-Jane Leonard and Vicki 
Monkhouse, Preparing For Life 

Parent Carer Facilitator. In partnership with Parents Marian Quinn and Mary Dolan, CDI 
Tallaght 

Parenting Under Pressure Anita Harris & Catherine Meleady, 
Coolmine Therapeutic Community 

Evaluation of the Parent Child Home Programme Emma Conlon, London 
Metropolitan University 

A Review of My Baby and Me Pilot Project, Co. 
Clare 

Mary Flanagan, Clare Family 
Learning Project, Limerick and 
Clare Education and Training Board 

Community Mothers programme in Tipperary: A 
Case Study 

Helen Beatty, Community 
Foundation for Ireland and Jill 
Sandvoss, Community Mothers 
Clonmel Nenagh Partnership 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Gráinne Kent and Adrianne Anene from the Early Learning Initiative, presenting on 

“The Development and Impact of the Parent Child Home Programme in Ireland”.  
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Afternoon Plenary Session: 

The afternoon plenary session was chaired by Elizabeth Canavan, Assistant Secretary, Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs, with a panel which included the afternoon keynote speaker Michele 
Morrison and the responder Dr. Aisling Gillen, Túsla. A rapporteur from each session brought back 
key policy recommendations from the group, as well as one burning question for the panel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Policy Recommendations from the Afternoon Plenary Session 

 The need for a meta-analysis of quality evidence based home visiting programmes 
operating in Ireland that communities can choose from 

 

 The vital role of prevention and early intervention services – home visiting programmes 
that build parents’ confidence and capacity will save the Government and society money 
in the long run 

 

 There is a cost saving from children attending two years of free preschool instead of 
starting school at aged four, could this saving be spent on home visiting services for 0-3 
age group 

 

 More investment is needed to implement these innovative programmes, so more 
children, families and communities in need can benefit  

 

 Pockets of innovation in services funding by Education and Training Boards e.g. Clare 
Family Learning Project, could be extended to the rest of their network 

  

 The importance of parents understanding that their own emotional status has a big 
influence of their children and family, and the policy commitments to ensure parents are 
supported in their role. 
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Dr. Aisling Gillen responded by outlining Túsla’s commitment to family support services 

and their awareness of these innovative prevention and early intervention programmes. 

The Centre for Effective Services (CES) have gathered and continue to gather a huge 

amount of data in terms of the impact and learning from the prevention and early 

intervention programmes funded by The Atlantic Philanthropies (AP) including the 

National Early Years Access Initiative (NEYAI) and the Area Based Childhood Programme 

(ABC).  

 
The Children’s Research Network for Ireland and Northen Ireland (CRNINI) is also 
currently undertaking the Prevention and Early Intervention (PEI) Research Initiative, 
funded by AP to archive the research data from the evaluations of the 52 Prevention and 
Early Intervention AP projects in Ireland and Northern Ireland in the national archives. 
 

Question 2: How can we ensure that these programmes are mainstreamed so that 

all communities are given access to these supports? 

 

Dr. Aisling Gillen spoke of Túsla’s commitment to evidence based programmes and their 
role in delivering outcomes for children and families. Túsla’s new commissioning 
approach will be one mechanism for how communities can gain access to services. There 
is also a need to recognise the existing network of family support services within Túsla, its 
infrastructure and significant staffing numbers and to ensure that prevention and early 
intervention approaches and programmes are incorporated. 

Michele Morrison clarified also that programmes like PCHP are not intended to be 
universal but are targeted to families/communities in need. There is a distinction to be 
made between standardised universal services and additional supports for children and 
families who need them.  However, this is always concern about those who might fall in 
to the gap and therefore some flexibility is needed.  

Finally, Elizabeth Canavan gave an overview from the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs, again outlining their commitment to prevention and early intervention. Elizabeth 
urged organisations to continue to focus on evidence based services and to work 
collaboratively. There is a need to recognise that many of the innovative programmes 
showcased at the conference are addressing similar needs and have grown organically in 
specific communities, and this is good as it means there is ownership and it takes account 
of the uniqueness of communities. 

Question 1: How can we address the need for a meta-analysis of quality evidence 

based home visiting programmes and what works in Ireland?  

 

Burning Questions from the Afternoon Plenary Session 
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Poster Presentations: 

Four Poster presentations were showcased in the main Atrium area of the conference and were 

available during registration, break time and lunchtime. The poster presentations were as follows: 

 

Finding your Social Tribe in the Digital Age Caroline Carswell - Sound 
Advice 

Research/HighScope Implementation in Co. Mayo Elaine Sterritt - HighScope Irl. 
Institute/Early-Years 

Tús Nua Model Eimear Carron - Longford 
County Childcare Committee 

Emotional Well-being, an element of the Healthy Ireland Smart 
Start Programme 

Michelle Hart - National 
Childhood Network 

 

Exhibitors 

A number of organisations, commercial and educational, availed of the opportunity to take a stand 
to at the conference. The exhibitors engaged with conference attendees during registration, coffee 
break and lunch break, and it really added to the atmosphere of the event. 

Blythe Spirit Ltd. – Educational Toy Suppliers 

Barnardos Learning and Development Service 

Early Childhood Research Group (sub group of 
the Children's Research Network Ireland and 
Northern Ireland (CRNINI)) 

Little Vista Software – Software for childcare 
services  

Lifestart Sligo – Home Visiting Programme 

ABC School Supplies - Educational Toy Suppliers 

NCI Early Childhood Education Degree 
Programme 

Happy Talk , Cork City Partnership  

Help My Child Learn – National Adult Literacy 
Agency (NALA) 

 

 

 

Exhibitors engaging with attendees 

at the conference. 
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Conference Feedback 

Feedback from conference attendees was very positive, with 100% of those who completed the 
evaluation (n=63) saying that they enjoyed the conference and would attend another conference 
hosted by ELI again and 98% saying they found it useful to them (n=62). 

 

 

Highlights mentioned included:  

“The focus on the home learning environment. It was great to see this valued and 

evidenced. The size of the crowd allowed everyone to participate and engage” 

 

“The opportunity to hear evidence based programmes in both Ireland and overseas” 

 

“Learning that the parents are the most important people in children’s lives” 

 

 “It was very easy to understand and the workshops were very interactive and enjoyable” 

 

“Key speakers were passionate and descriptive about topics” 

 

“The icing on the cake for me was the calibre of the women presenting the Irish response and in 

particular Liz Canavan who was in a position to indicate the priorities and future direction under 

consideration by senior policy makers” 

 

“Range of topics to inspire us to work harder, to support parents” 

 

“The breadth of topics covered by presentations and parallel sessions but the highlight for 

me was Brenda Taggart. Elizabeth Canavan DCYA was also very good speaker and an 

important voice and perspective” 

Suggested improvements included: 
 

“Will you have all the PowerPoint available and it was hard to choose what session to 

go to more time in parallel sessions - a bit rushed” 

 

“Less emphasis on the methodologies used during the research in terms of collecting 

data. More emphasis on tools to use in the educational setting” 

 

“More time for discussion” 
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Key messages attendees were taking away from the conference: 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

“Parent/child interactions between 0-3 are critical to establishing a positive basis for 

improved outcomes for children” 

 

“The importance of home learning and involving parents in children’s learning” 

 

 “Interactions drive development. (serve and return). Keep doing what we are doing on 

our home visits as the parent and child benefit greatly” 

 

“Research in the field is essential to help us understand progress made and also to be 

able to substantiate why funding in this field is crucial” 

 

“Home Learning Environment is so important. That even parents from lower social 

classes can be empowered to narrow the gap through the HLE. The work we are doing in 

Ireland is so important and hopefully we are moving in the right direction” 

 

“The home learning environment can change”  

 

“That we know what works in an early learning context and that the challenge is to reach 

more families” 
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