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IntroductIon

Introduction 

Environments can be many things to children. They can be places of exploration, of fun, of 
familiarity, of challenge, of nurture, of wildness and of wonder. Early years educators, through 
the environments they offer in their service, can provide children with opportunities for a 
wonderland, an assortment of experiences that will invite and engage them in their thinking 
and learning. As well as being of immediate value for the child now, these experiences will 
also bank important memories and pathways within the child’s brain, leading to a store of 
confidence in their own abilities and resilience for dealing with life’s challenges. 

Through this publication, early years educators will discover how to create quality 
environments. They will be supported as to how best to examine all aspects of the 
environment, such as the structural aspects, design features, role of the adult, types 
of play, resources required and, above all, the interplay between each child and the 
environment, which is dynamic and ever-changing. 

The impact of environments on children is discussed – 
how poor environments can stifle learning and creativity 
while rich, challenging and stimulating environments can 
enhance all aspects of the child’s experience. Guidance 
on how to structure and equip rich environments that 
support children’s development and how to bring them 
to life through the dynamic of interactions is defined and 
illustrated throughout. 

This publication provides tips, ideas, thought-provoking 
stories and thinking points. These will help encourage 
educators to have a fresh perspective on the environment, 
recognising that it must not be a static entity, rather it 
should be fluid, malleable and responsive to the needs, 
hopes and dreams of those being nurtured within it. 

The challenge for childcare practitioners is to create such child-friendly areas within our 
own indoor and outdoor environments, to foster places of freedom and delight where 
the enchantments and mysteries of childhood can be given full expression.

(Community Playthings, 2010) “

Note: The focus of this book is on providing environments that enrich children’s lives. 
While references and links to further information are given, this publication does not 
cover in any detail wider issues such as building regulations, staffing and HR issues.
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Who is this publication for?
 
This publication is for all those working in and with early years services who wish to offer 
indoor and outdoor environments that are enriching, stimulating, nurturing and full of 
wonder. It will also be a useful resource for development staff who work in a support or 
training capacity with these services, childminders and students of early years education  
and care.

Aims and ethos of this publication
 
This publication is written with the aim of supporting early years educators with the ideas, 
knowledge and resources that will enable them to provide quality environments for the 
children with whom they work. Síolta, The National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 
Education (Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education [CECDE], 2006) and 
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (National Council for Curriculum 
and Assessment [NCCA], 2009), both written for children ages 0–6 years, are referenced 
throughout. 

The ethos of this publication centres on the idea that environments must be inclusive, child-
centred and a space for play. Play is part of life’s processes, it is something that children do, 
and need to do, as a core element of their lives. The importance of varied opportunities and 
affordances for many types of play is emphasised throughout. 

This publication will support educators to reflect and be refreshed in their practice, building 
upon their many skills and years of experience. It encourages reflection on all aspects of 
the environment, both indoors and outdoors, natural and man-made. It includes the hard 
and soft features, the interactions, and the equipment and resources that educators should 
provide in their endeavours to make their environments as stimulating, rich and nurturing in 
response to children’s needs as they can. 



Section 1 defines what is meant by environments in early years settings 
and shows the connection with legislation. It examines the importance 
of the quality of the environment provided and the impact this quality 
has on children's experiences and development. This section also looks 
at the nature and role of inclusive environments. 

About Environments
Section 1
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Have a look around your environment, both inside and outside. 
	What are the functions of the spaces in your setting? 
	Are these spaces inviting?

What We Mean By Environments

Children may spend a considerable amount of their time in an early years setting, whether 
pre-school, crèche or with a childminder. The environment of the setting is therefore of 
crucial importance in terms of its potential impact upon children. As well as being the 
physical space, the environment is also made up of the interactions, the daily routines, the 
atmosphere and the synergy created between all within. 

There are standards set for early years environments through the Child Care (Pre-school 
Services) Regulations (Department of Health and Children, 2006) regarding ratios and spaces, 
which are a useful starting point in determining essential features and basic necessary 
considerations. Consideration of environments, however, needs to also address the ethos 
of the setting and the principles informing decisions, offering the child opportunities and 
enabling a dynamic to develop between each child and their surroundings. 

Children will participate in many ways in their early years environment. They will rest, they 
will interact with other children and with adults, they will eat, perhaps sleep, they will 
experience nurturing and support from adults other than their family. Children will also 
influence the environment and what goes on in it simply by being there. Above all, children 
will play, discover and grow in every way.

The environment incorporates all 
of the various elements of each 
setting. It includes play spaces, both 
indoors and outdoors, staff spaces, 
functional areas such as corridors 
and bathroom facilities, and entrance 
areas. The environment also includes 
the resources, the equipment and 
the use of time. How secure and 
supported children feel, and how they 
play, learn and express themselves 
are all affected by the quality of 
provision and the knowledge and 
skills of the educators in a safe, warm 
environment. 
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The Impact of Quality Environments 

An inviting environment encourages and helps children to explore and to take 
advantages of opportunities for fun, choice, freedom and challenge.

(Aistear, Learning Principles, NCCA, 2009) 

Whether an early years environment is of good or poor quality will have a strong impact 
upon the experience of the children attending them. Environments at their most basic will be 
functional, safe and comfortable. Poor quality environments are typified in a number of ways, 
such as inaccessible materials in poorly laid-out rooms, an atmosphere of rigidity where 
children may be expected to sit and do as adults tell them, and/or a lack of suitable, natural 
materials for play. Environments at their best will be attractive, inviting places of excellence. 
Síolta, the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood, in Standard 2: Environments, 
describes quality environments: 

Enriching environments, both indoor and outdoor (including materials and equipment) 
are well-maintained, safe, available, accessible, adaptable, developmentally 
appropriate, and offer a variety of challenging and stimulating experiences.

(Síolta, CECDE, 2006) 

In addition to the above description, quality environments will be pleasing to the eye, the ear 
and all the senses, offering a space that invites both child and adult to enter, to explore and 
to engage.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Imagine a room where there are bright splashes of colour and warm muted hues on 
carpets, floors, walls. Sunshine catches a prism of light in one corner... There are hanging 
baskets of trailing green plants, flowers, pussy willows and catkins, angel hair and dried 
grasses...there are the smells of fresh dirt, lilacs, garlic and baking bread... one hears 
laughter and singing, animated conversation...ticking clocks...chirping of birds...there is 
a breeze from the open window as one walks around feeling heavy dark wood and silky 
fabric; hard cold metal and warm fur; complex textures and watery, slippery, gooey things.

(Greenman, 1998)

“

“

Barnardos early years centre before and after. 

“
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Environments in Síolta and Aistear
 
Síolta challenges us to self-reflect on 
every aspect of the environment, and 
Standard 2: Environments links closely 
with other elements of quality, such as the 
Síolta Standards regarding interactions, 
transitions, health and welfare, parental 
involvement, play and the curriculum. 
Each of these Standards is affected by the 
quality of the environment. For example, 
parental involvement and transitions 
can be fostered and supported by a well 
thought out entrance area, where parents can interact with each other and with educators, 
and where the child can experience a gentle, relaxed transition as he moves from his 
home world to the early years world. The entrance to your service sends a message out to 
children and families, both explicit and implied, about what goes on and who belongs here. 
‘A carefully considered design for an entrance will amplify its meaning as the threshold into 
another world – that of being apart from the parent’ (Dudek, 2012). 

Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework, in the principle ‘The Learning 
Environment’, states that ‘The learning environment, inside and outside, influences what and 
how children learn’ (NCCA, 2009). 

Both Síolta and Aistear set out examples of how quality can be achieved in environments, 
acknowledging the essential role that quality plays in the lives of the children in attendance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The distinction between a good quality environment and one of poor quality may not be 
evident at first glance. It is through a deeper understanding of quality provision, especially 
through engaging with both Aistear and Síolta, that early years educators will be competent 
assessors of their provision. Poor quality in an environment may encompass all aspects of the 
environment, including the physical aspects and the interactions, or just one aspect of it. 

I learn best in a place which is: 
	warm and inviting, acknowledges my family background, and makes  
 me feel welcome and safe 
	well-kept, accessible, adaptable, and safe 
	well-resourced and well-organised 
	stimulating, challenging and empowering.  
Create this environment for me.   

(Aistear, Learning Principles, NCCA, 2009)
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Low quality environments can be characterised by limitations of space and materials, 
poor interactions, communication and reciprocal encounters between the adults 
and the children, and few opportunities for child participation. Although physically 
present, the adults in poor-quality early years settings appear to be more focused on 
keeping control and maintaining order than on engaging with the children or providing 
challenging and interesting learning opportunities for them.

(Hayes, 2013) 

Services that have worked through the full Síolta Quality Assurance Process will have evaluated 
their environments thoroughly, using the many helpful elements of Síolta such as the signposts 
for reflection and the thinkabouts. Often this leads to a re-assessment of current provision and 
invites changes that can range from simple to more complex ones.

“

Littlebugs crèche offered sessional pre-school in the mornings and after school  
for some children in the afternoons. The Síolta Mentor visited on a regular basis.  
The service had had challenges with two previous pre-school inspections due to 
a poorly laid out room, with old and unsuitable furniture and broken and missing 
equipment, and also with difficult operating circumstances due to vandalism and 
financial pressures. 

At first, it was difficult to overcome a defensive attitude that had developed among staff 
as a result of many negative experiences. There was, however, a genuine willingness to 
make changes with support from the Mentor. When trust had been established, it was 
possible for the Mentor to have a frank and open meeting with all the staff, and for them 
to contribute useful ideas. These were then delegated to staff members for action and 
followed up over the ensuing months. Eventually the Management Committee got behind 
the changes, and organised a thorough refurbishment and make over, with a better 
layout, repainting and replacing some of the equipment. The changes did not cost much, 
but generated enthusiasm among the staff which was highly motivating. Their ideas for 
changes were listened to and incorporated into the plans. Some of the changes were:

	Putting the name of the service in colourful letters on the inside of a window facing 
the front path (ongoing vandalism meant an outside sign was not possible).

	Opening up a back room by removing dividers and moving the book corner and table 
top activities to this new area. Fresh paint brightened up what had been a dark room. 

	Sorting out interest areas in a more clearly defined manner, using existing shelves 
as low level dividers for the art area, for example, and taking the art materials down 
from the high shelf where they had been stored due to lack of suitable space.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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Quality comes about 
through knowledge and 
reflection by the educator, 
leading to an informed 
awareness, for example, 
of the role of play in 
the child’s life; of the 
ways in which educators 
interact with and listen to 
children; about the types 
of resources provided and 
the type of environment in 
which children can flourish. 
When educators have such 
awareness, they will focus 
on attitudes that encourage and support. They will realise that expensive equipment is not 
necessary and will recognise the value of child-centred routines in achieving quality. The 
child’s agency should always be at the forefront of a service’s ethos. (See page 98 for more 
information on Monitoring and Assessing your Environment.) 

	Planning a clear pathway through the areas which reflected the patterns of use 
displayed by the children. 

	Obtaining second-hand chairs for the adults as the tiny child-sized chairs were not 
suitable for the adults, making their daily work quite uncomfortable.

	Getting plastic planters through a recycling website, planting them up and bringing 
them outside daily from the storeroom (it was not possible to leave anything outside 
due to ongoing vandalism).  

These changes were simple and basic but they made the difference between an 
environment that had been chaotic and of poor quality, and the move towards one of 
higher quality. Some months later, staff were still enthusiastic and had more confidence 
in modifying the layout as needed. They were using observations and discussions with 
the children to determine what was working and what wasn’t. The children were actively 
engaged with all areas and levels of involvement had risen. The next visit from the local 
pre-school inspector proved to be a positive experience. 

For children aged 12–36 months: How is the indoor and outdoor space designed 
to accommodate children individually, in small groups and in large groups? 

(Síolta, Component 2.1.7)
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The Environment and regulations

There are a number of legislative areas that impact upon the decisions made about the 
environment in early years services. Examples of some of the main relevant pieces of 
legislation pertaining to the environment in early years services are: 

	The Childcare (Pre-school Services) Regulations, 2006. Part V of the Regulations gives 
information as to minimum standards in relation to:
 Premises and facilities 
 Heating 
 Ventilation  
 Lighting 
 Sanitary accommodation 
 Drainage and sewage disposal 
 Waste storage and disposal 
 Equipment and materials 
 Food and drink 
 Safety measures 
 Facilities for rest and play 

 All services must ensure that they adhere to the Regulations with regard to the above. 
As well as these, Regulation 5 in Part II of the Pre-school Regulations is monitored by 
the Inspectorate using a number of criteria such as assessing the extent to which the 
physical environment and the quality, quantity and variety of materials supports the 
development of children.

	Building Control Act (1990 and 2007) and the Building Control Regulations (1997–2004)
	Safety, Health and Welfare at Work Act (2005) and Safety, Health and Welfare at Work 

(General Application) (2007)
 
A comprehensive overview of these and of their role in early years services is included in 
Legislation handbook for childcare providers 2nd edition (Barnardos and BCCN, 2008); Health 
and Safety in Childcare: A Guide for Centre-Based Services (Barnardos and BCCN, 2006) and 
Supporting Quality Book 1 Policy and Governance (French, 2008a).

The impact of this legislation on staff
 
While this publication focuses on the impact that environments have on the children attending 
a service, it is also essential to consider the impact environments have on the staff. The 
attitude of staff to their workplace will affect the quality of provision offered to the children.
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The Inclusive Environment

Inclusive provision is open and accessible to all and takes positive action in removing 
disabling barriers so that disabled and non-disabled children can participate.

(Douche, 2002) 

When creating an inclusive environment, educators will have to consider the needs of all 
those using it, including children, parents or staff who may have particular requirements due 
to some form of physical or cognitive special need. They will also need to consider the varying 
cultural and minority distinctions of those families and children in the environment, reflecting  
the myriad perspectives of society, and fostering an anti-bias approach.

Early childhood educators have a duty to meet the individual needs of a diverse group of 
children within the early childhood setting. This requires knowledge of each individual child, 
an awareness of their needs, and a willingness and ability to respond appropriately to them. 
The environment should fit the child, not the other way around. 

To a certain extent,  inclusion is about having a positive attitude, about ‘seeing individual 
differences not as problems, but as opportunities for enriching learning’ (UNESCO, 2005). 
It is vital that the child is not defined by his/her ‘difference’, but that each child is seen first 
and foremost as a person. A positive approach not only unlocks the educator’s potential in 
terms of supporting each individual child in their personal learning journey, it ensures that 
inclusion is at the core of practice within settings. Inclusion must be continually factored 
into educators’ thinking, whether planning a small group activity for children with a range of 
abilities or providing an enrolment form for parents and children.

“

Betty was conscious that the well-being of the staff in the service would impact on their 
attitudes and work with the children. Lately she had been reading the Safety, Health  
and Welfare at Work Acts, and Síolta Standard 2: Environments and had been thinking 
about 2.3 which asks ‘is there suitable seating for adults engaged in a range of activities 
with children?’ 

Betty was considering arranging ergonomic assessments for the staff to check out their 
ways of working, such as the adult seating in the toddler rooms, accessing storage 
and equipment, using computer monitors and doing repetitive tasks like sweeping and 
cleaning floors, to make sure that they all were supported to do their jobs in a safe and 
healthy manner. Betty was going to check out funding options for the assessments with 
the local County Childcare Committee. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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To support educators, from 2001 
to 2004 in Ireland, the eíst project 
developed, piloted, evaluated and 
accredited the diversity and equality 
training approach for the childcare 
sector which led to the development 
of Diversity and equality guidelines 
for childcare providers by the Office 
for the Minister for Children (OMC)  
in 2006. Services should refer  
to this when considering an  
inclusive environment.

Creating an environment which represents all children in the setting, along with the 
wider community, is the first step in implementing a diversity and equality approach.

(OMC, 2006)

The environment should also be inclusive of both genders and of different family structures. 
Overall, it will be a space where all have access, are acknowledged and where children’s lives 
are represented, ensuring that they feel that they belong. For example, when considering 
inclusive equipment, the Aistear in Action template for thinking about the learning 
environment asks: ‘Has my indoor learning environment equipment, resources, toys that 
reflect diversity including ability, gender, ethnic diversity, family structure?’ (See www.ncca.ie 
for Aistear in Action resources.)

 
The principle of recognising and accepting difference, whether in family life, ethnic background, 
individual ability or disability can be established and supported through the practical aspects of 
the environment and the interactions and attitude of the adults in the setting. 

Ensuring inclusive consultation 
 
Consultation regarding the environment needs to be inclusive, giving children and staff with 
ethnic minority backgrounds and those with special needs an active role in the process of 
participation from the start. 

The place where I learn and develop should support my developing sense of who 
I am and how I belong to my group, my family, and my community. Make sure I 
can see and experience lots of real and accurate reflections of my culture and 
identity as well as that of all the children who are with me – songs and stories, 
pictures and words, play and games.  

“

(Aistear Learning Principles, NCCA, 2009)
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Many children and young people from black and minority communities may have 
concerns around culture or racism, but may not feel comfortable discussing these 
concerns in cultural or ethnically mixed groups of people. Participation processes should 
be designed to allow people from a range of cultural and ethnic groups to spend some 
time in different groups if they wish, to explore the issues, rather than assume that they 
will emerge naturally.

(Children’s Play Council, 2002)

Inclusive modes of consultation need to be cognisant of special needs, such as those who 
use non-verbal means of communication, have hearing or sight impairments, or cognitive 
issues. These might involve engaging with the child on a one-to-one basis to ensure 
understanding and recognition of their viewpoint in decision making. 

Some children with disabilities will require assisted communication systems and technology, 
which enables them to communicate. At its very simplest, a visual communication system 
can be a page with picture choices that a child points to or a picture exchange system. 
Assisted communication technology may include specialist keyboards, highly sophisticated 
touch screen technology and speaking computers. Some staff might consider learning Irish 
sign language, for use with parents or children who are hearing impaired.

There is a huge range of 
techniques and adaptations 
available which can make 
computers usable and friendly 
for children and young people 
with special needs, whether 
these are physical or learning 
difficulties. Many important 
techniques are free – such 
as ‘tuning’ the keyboard 
and mouse to suit the user; 
others have been developed 
for specific need (AbilityNet, 
in Enable Ireland/Cheshire 
Ireland, 2004). 

 

“

Danny is four. He has no verbal communication at all.
How do you consult with him regarding his play needs?
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Children with special educational needs
 
Enable Ireland advocates the Social Model of Disability:

This model focuses on the person not the impairment. Access, inclusion and equality are 
considered entitlements, for people with physical disabilities as for people without.

(Enable Ireland, Cheshire Ireland, 2004)

Special needs can take many forms for both children and adults: some children may use 
wheelchairs or walking aids, some may have sensory-processing difficulties; dyspraxia will 
affect motor skills; dyslexia may inhibit participation for some adults and older children. 
Hearing issues can affect anyone, as can visual problems. 

When planning and designing environments, inclusiveness always needs to be considered. For 
example, it is now illegal to design a new building without easy access through ramps and wide 
doors, whereas 30 years ago this would not have been the case. Proper inclusive design will 
result in seamlessness for all, where each person feels equally capable of participating without 
having to seek assistance or to feel isolated. Each person, child or adult, will feel affirmed. 

The Equal Status Acts, 2000-2004, outlaw discrimination in the provision of services, 
including play spaces. The law requires service providers to make reasonable 
accommodation for people with disabilities.

(DESSA, 2007)

The Play Inclusive Research Report (Casey, 2004) describes the significant characteristics of 
an inclusive environment: 

	Flexibility
	Shelter
	Centre of interest
	Natural features
	Atmosphere
	Sensory elements
	Accessibility
	Risk and challenge
	Continuity between indoors and outdoors

“
	Are there signs for adults with literacy difficulties and/or visual impairment?  
	Is signage at children’s height?  
	Are there directional signs (in English, Irish and other languages  
 as appropriate)?

(Síolta, Component 2.1.3)

“
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In terms of physical needs, there are many types of conditions that services need to take 
into consideration with regard to the environment. Basic access for those with wheelchairs or 
walking frames is usually covered by legislation regarding building provision. There are other 
needs that, with some forethought and staff knowledge, can be supported. 

hearing impairments 
Hearing impairments will require attention to acoustics. Hard resonating surfaces can be 
modified through the use of softening materials, such as fabrics, cork tiles, carpeted areas, 
and rugs and mats. Educators with the ability to sign and a routine that accommodates 
needs around times such as story time can make the difference for a hearing impaired child 
by providing as seamless an experience as possible. 

Autism Spectrum Disorder  
Children affected by Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will benefit from an environment that 
avoids over-stimulation and provides areas such as sensory gardens. These benefit all but are 
of particular benefit to children with ASD (Dudek, 2012). 
 
Intellectual impairments 
Intellectual impairments may mean that children find complex layouts difficult to navigate; 
they may have difficulty taking turns or may display what appears to be a lack of awareness or 
heightened sensitivity to other children. Consideration could be given to ground-level activities 
outdoors such as balance beams, spring rockers, adventure trails; role play activities such as 
dressing up; and pictograms, which explain how play items may be used (DESSA, 2007).

Impaired vision 
Children with impaired vision may benefit from clues such as kerb edging on paths, changes 
in textures underfoot and colour contrasts (DESSA, 2007).
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outdoor areas
Outdoors, attention should be paid to items such as surfaces that will suit those with difficulty 
in walking or who are in wheelchairs, and provision of quieter areas will benefit all, but 
especially children who need space away from the ‘buzz of the main play space’ (DESSA, 2007). 

While the list below (DESSA, 2007) aids the design of large playgrounds, some items will 
be worthy of consideration in developing an understanding of inclusive provision in other 
outdoor play spaces. 

In your playground make sure that:

	The path to the playground is firm, is no steeper 
than 1:20 and is wide enough to allow for 
wheelchair access.

	The gate is wheelchair accessible.
	There is a firm surface between and beneath 

play items.
	At least one each of the main play items 

– swinging, sliding, rocking, climbing – is 
accessible to children with mobility, learning 
and sensory impairments.

	There is a flow of play from one item to the next.
	The equipment finishes the loop, so that 

children with mobility impairments or 
wheelchair users finish a play route near to 
where they began.

	There are ground-level play items, such as 
activity panels, mirrors, speaking tubes.

	There are on-the-ground graphics, such as 
hopscotch. 

	Colour contrast is used to distinguish entrances, 
access onto equipment, steps and areas such as 
the ends of slides and the position of swings.

	Areas for different age groups are separate from 
each other. 

	At least some seating has back and arm rests.
	Sand and water play is accessible and available.

	Ask yourself are there opportunities for both lone and group play?  
	Are there opportunities for creative and social play?
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Family structure
 
Children experience varied types of family structures and the environment can acknowledge 
and reflect this reality. One useful method for reflecting real family life is to establish a 
Family Wall (see photo below), which provides a space for displaying family photos in the 
service and therefore represents all the families involved. The Family Wall supports each child 
to develop a positive sense of who they are and a feeling that they are valued and respected 
as part of a family and a community, giving them a sense of identity and belonging. Children 
assume that all families are like their own and the Family Wall allows them to actually see 
that while families have similarities, they also differ in so many ways. It also gives the early 
years educator the opportunity to engage in discussion about the child’s perceptions and to 
address stereotypes and prejudices before they become entrenched.

It is important that the books and images in the environment represent the family structures 
of the children attending the centre. Books provide a great medium for representing diverse 
families and it is important that majority and minority family structures are represented. 
Suggested books include How do I feel about my stepfamily? by Julie Johnson and Jennifer 
has Two Daddies by Priscilla Galloway. Other materials such as jigsaw puzzles, family folders 
and board games should all include diverse family structures or allow the child to create the 
family structure that is real for them.

While Mother’s Day, Father’s 
Day and Grandparent’s Day 
each have a place in our 
calendars, consideration 
needs to be given where 
there are children in a 
service who may not have a 
parent or grandparent living 
in their home or present in 
their lives, with sensitivity 
shown to the particular child. 

Develop identity boxes for babies and toddlers. Children bring in special items to 
put into a box they have designed themselves (shoe box or similar). The items 
might include photographs of the family or people and places that they have 
visited, their first shoes, comfort toy or blanket, anything they consider special. The 
boxes are available for the child to access and look at whenever they wish. 

 TIP



21

Section 1  |  About environmentS

	Are the home corner and the construction areas closely connected? This  
 encourages cross-gender play.
	Are the adults supportive and encouraging of all kinds of play, including loud  
 and rough- and-tumble play?
	Are all types of femininity and masculinity supported, i.e. both girls and boys  
 who like to dress up, play in the home corner and be involved in quiet   
 imaginative play, and girls and boys who want to play adventurous, physically  
 risky and noisy play?
	Are children who don’t fit the gender stereotypes being excluded or teased by  
 other children?
	Think of the colours used in various areas. Colour can give subtle messages  
 as to who plays here. If there is too much pink does this keep the boys out of  
 the home area? 

(adapted from Barron, 2013)

Gender 
 
Attitudes towards gender 
distinctions are formed from 
an early stage of children’s 
lives, with society and our 
own approaches affecting 
how these attitudes in 
young children are formed. 
Conscious and unconscious 
bias and assumptions 
about each gender can 
be transmitted, with 
expectations about what 
boys should and need to 
do and what girls need and 
should do. A recent study 
showed that from the age of 
four, girls thought they were better than boys at school, believing they understood their work 
better, did better, were more motivated and better behaved. From the age of seven, boys rated 
themselves collectively as worse than girls. The research showed that boys felt their teachers 
and parents did not expect them to do as well as girls, and lost their motivation or confidence 
as a result (The Irish Times, November 2013).
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Children’s environments will also 
be enhanced through having 
a balance of male and female 
educators. They will each afford 
the child different opportunities 
through their individual 
approaches to play, interactions 
and decisions regarding the 
environment. There are a gradually 
increasing number of men in early 
years care and education (ECCE), 
and some services are making a 
conscious effort towards balanced 
recruitment. In 2011, Waterford 
City Childcare Committee and the 
organisation Men in Childcare carried out a survey with childcare services about men in the 
profession and found that 77% of services surveyed had never had a male early years educator. 
Nearly all of those surveyed, however, felt that more men should be involved in ECCE.

While outside influences such as advertising and entrenched attitudes may have an impact, 
the actual lived opportunities and experiences which children have through play in the early 
years service, if carefully thought through and checked for bias, will support the development 
of the potential of each gender while respecting their inherent differences. The way the 
environment is shaped greatly impacts on this.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Mikey’s Dad came to the pre-school one day quite upset. He said that he forbid Mikey 
to play with dolls or to dress up, and that the staff were to respect that. The staff 
endeavoured to explain that Mikey was acting out parts of his real life, as he had a 
number of sisters and aunts, and his role play often portrayed activities such as his aunts 
meeting up with his mum for tea. The clothes in the dressing-up box were mixed, and the 
dolls included boy dolls. However, the situation ended with Mikey being removed from the 
pre-school. 

	How could staff have reassured Mikey’s Dad?  
	Were there any initiatives or actions that could have anticipated  

  such a situation before it got to this stage?
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Ethnic diversity
 
Irish society has broadened to include families from many ethnic backgrounds, and there will 
often be children with varying ethnic backgrounds in attendance at an early years service. 
The environment provided in all early years settings, not just those with children from mixed 
ethnic backgrounds attending, needs to reflect this in order to accurately reflect the world of 
each and every child. As suggested earlier, the Family Wall is a useful way to show the real 
lives of each child and their family. In addition, equipment, books, materials, small group 
activities and games played may also support this relatively new facet of Irish life. 

Stand up, Sit Down
Children and adults often enjoy this game, where a statement of something reflecting 
individual differences is called out, and children and staff have to stand up if it applies to 
them. There are some ideas below.

Stand up if you:

 
The educator needs to suggest 
things that include all the children 
in some way, reflecting the 
particular mix of difference in the 
group. They need to be sensitive 
when chatting with the children 
about difference, and show that 
they all have are lots of things in 
common, with some things that 
are unique to certain children. 

	have brown hair 
	have a baby in your family 
	enjoy painting 
	speak more than one language 
	have white skin 
	ever used a wheelchair 
	have brown skin 
	have blonde/red hair 

	have any grandparents 
	have lived in another country 
	have lived in a town 
	have lived in the country 
	have been in hospital 
	have a Dad called Mustafa 
	have a Mum called Joan 
	like running 



This section looks at the factors that influence decisions about the 
environments provided in early years care and education settings. 
Each of these factors plays an important role in shaping the types of 
experiences that children will be afforded, and the manner in which their 
experiences will impact on their lives. An understanding of these factors 
will support educators in reflection, planning and decision-making in 
relation to the provision of environments. 

Influences on 
Environments

Section 2
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Views of Childhood 

We now know that children are not just empty passive vessels waiting to be filled 
with knowledge but rather active constructors of knowledge… we have moved on… to 
the view that there is an interactive and reciprocal relationship between the learner, 
learning and the environment.

(Brennan, 2004) 

In early childhood care and education there is a history of 
different images and beliefs about children and the way that 
children develop and learn (Fleer, Edwards, Hammer, Kennedy, 
Ridgway, Robbins and Surman, 2006). Adopting the principles of 
a particular belief will shape the types of environments that we 
provide. Using the example of Steiner, Montessori, HighScope 
settings, Table 1 below shows that in each of these settings, 
while there are some similarities, the approach shapes the 
environment in a distinctive fashion, and they will each look and 
feel quite different from each other. 

Steiner Montessori highScope

“

	Outdoor protected 
and safe natural 
areas.

	Awareness of 
impact of the 
environment on 
the senses of the 
child through:

  Natural materials  
 in furniture   
 and toys

  No ‘hard’ corners
  No strong colours

	Emphasis on art, 
music, poetry, 
drama, movement.

	Opportunities for 
hands-on activity 
and play.

	Planned and 
prepared 
environment.

	Everything easily 
accessible to the 
child.

	Ordered, neat with a 
place for everything

	Natural life 
activities such as 
polishing, cleaning.

	Specially designed 
equipment to 
support particular 
areas of learning, 
such as size 
progression with 
the Pink Tower 
or mathematical 
concepts with the 
binomial box.

	Clearly laid out interest areas.

	Open-ended materials such as 
sand, water, blocks.

	Plan-do-review system.

	Labelling system.

	Accessible items to foster 
choice and independence.

	Real items that reflect children's 
lives, for example, cooking tools, 
small appliances that no longer 
work, dress-up clothes, and 
other objects and tools from 
children's homes to reflect 
child’s culture.

	Natural, found, and recycled 
materials, such as shells, twigs, 
rocks, carpet pieces, used 
containers, and old clothes.

Table 1: Shaping the environment through HighScope, Montessori and Steiner
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Each of these models of early years education has been developed through practical and 
theoretical approaches. There are also play-based approaches, and developments and policy 
decisions at government level such as Aistear and Síolta to be considered. In addition, each 
educator will have their own interests and experiences. All of these combine to affect our views 
of children in the early years and our provision of suitable environments.

Theoretical influences
 
The beliefs and practices of early years educators 
have been influenced by the writings of philosophers 
and researchers such as Froebel, Piaget, Steiner 
and Montessori, and more recently by ideas from 
the work of Vygotsky, Rogoff and Reggio Emilia (see 
useful weblinks on page 124). Attitudes towards 
children have often been developed through an 
adult lens and these have shaped the world in 
which children live. However, Irish attitudes have 
changed over recent years, having been informed and enlightened by increasing knowledge 
and awareness of the capacity and strengths of children (Barnardos, 2012). 

What values and beliefs are implied/made explicit by how your space is used 
and who uses it?

Reflecting the move towards the view of the child as competent and capable, Clarke and Moss 
(2001) describe children as ‘rights holders’ and ‘meaning makers’. A clear enunciation of the 
changing paradigm of childhood came from Loris Malaguzzi of Reggio Emilia who stated:

Our image of children no longer considers them as isolated and egocentric, does not 
only see them as engaged in action with objects, does not emphasise only the cognitive 
aspects, does not belittle feelings or what is not logical and does not consider with 
ambiguity the role of the reflective domain... Instead our image of the child is rich in 
potential, strong, powerful, competent and, most of all, connected to adults and children.

 (Malaguzzi, 1993)

Our perception of the child affects our interactions and our tendency to emphasise either 
adult-directed or child-led play or learning within the environment. The design of the 
environment may come from the adult’s beliefs about what the children need rather than 
originating in observations about what works well from the child’s perspective. Early years 
educators will often plan on paper for a considerable amount of child-led play, and provide a 
variety of rich materials, however there may be less obvious constraints which affect whether 
play is truly being child-led. 

“
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PrACTICE SCEnArIo

In one early years setting a group of children were building a tower of blocks, supported 
by a member of staff. The tower was higher than the children, and they were working 
really hard on solving problems such as how to reach up high enough to place the next 
block. The manager passed by and remarked to the staff member not to forget the policy 
of ‘shoulder-high towers only’. 

Do you agree with such a policy? Do you have policies that affect children’s use 
of the equipment? 

When we view the child as competent and resourceful, we are more likely to engage with 
them in planning the layout of the environment and to take part in balanced interactions. 
We will employ adult-initiated strategies that are genuinely appropriate and which lead to 
children being motivated to explore new ideas stemming from the original initiative.

Cottage Kids, Lusk, Co. Dublin – Christmas play  
Following on from our reflective practice in looking at Síolta Standard 1: Children’s Rights, 
we decided to really look at how we celebrate Christmas in our service and how children’s 
emergent ideas are really accommodated into our plans. To us, our Christmas Play is so 
much more than how children perform for a few minutes at the end of the year. It is our 
role to look at how we can include each child’s interests and strengths and to celebrate 
this with all our children and families. Usually we incorporate typical Christmas stories 
into a child friendly play, but this year we decided to ask the children if they wanted to 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

(Carter, 2007)
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write their own play. We explained that [educators] Mandy and Fiona would write down 
their ideas. To help the children along we asked a number of ‘what if’ questions to initiate 
conversation and to challenge their thinking. 

We were so surprised about how the children had an answer for everything! Nothing was 
a problem – there was a solution for every question:

‘If Santa was sick the elves would have to help or do Santa’s work…Josh, Matthew, Sean 
and Aaron discussed if Batman/Spiderman/Superman would help deliver presents…Fiona 
[educator] asked who would not scare the kids, everyone agreed the Tooth Fairy and the 
Easter Bunny would not scare the children…’

This was an amazing opportunity for all of the children to listen and discuss their ideas 
and their opinions and to share information and their experiences on what they value. 
Mandy and Fiona wrote down all their ideas and what children had said and this was 
their play. The words, jokes and characters were the children’s own. They became the 
characters in their story and, in the story, discussed the problem of Santa being sick and 
figured out the ways they could all help to solve the problem. The children who had come 
up with ideas for characters were that character in the play, or chose to be a character 
that was the same as their friends. 

What if…?

7. We had no sleigh to 
pretend play in?

1. Santa got sick?

2. The presents got 
mixed up?

3. Whoever is delivering 
presents gets lost?

4. people don’t know 
about our play?

5. Too many people 
come to our play?

6. We had no Christmas 
tree? What if we lived 
in a country where we 
could not get a tree?
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Gathering Children’s Perspectives

Children will have their own hopes and ideas for the use of the environment and 
resources. They will see opportunities, often referred to as affordances (Heft, 1988), that 
are radically different from the expectations of the adults. Therefore it is essential to 
gather these ideas and views. Consultation with children in all aspects of decisions that 
involve them – not just the environment – is their right:

States parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views 
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of 
the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.

(United Nations, 1990) 

Educators' views of children will affect how they involve them in decisions. Síolta Standard 4: 
Consultation asks ‘what strategies do adults employ to encourage and develop children’s 
capacity to contribute their views and opinions on issues relating to their daily experiences?’ 

In If I Had a Magic Wand (Start Strong, 2011), which gathered young children’s vision and 
ideas for early care and education services, 600 children were invited to contribute their 
views. Some of the common themes that arose in relation to their environments were:

	The value children place on being able to shape their own daily activities – ‘You have to 
paint and do play dough but there are no other rules.’ (Amy, Co. Meath)

	Young children’s wish to be outdoors and to engage in physical activity – ‘mud to jump in 
with wellies’. (Lucy, Co. Clare)

	The importance of opportunities for children’s creativity and imagination – ‘What about 
the Playgroup is made out of ice-cream with sprinkles and strawberry sauce and if we eat 
it, it just grows back more forever?’ (Cathal, Co. Sligo) 

According to the Start Strong coalition, the challenge for adults is to find ways to consult that 
‘are both appropriate and meaningful’. These consultations should also be inclusive. They 
quote the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child regarding children’s participation: 

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 creativity by adapting their 
expectations to a young child’s interests, levels of understanding and preferred ways 
of communicating.

(Start Strong, 2011)

“

“
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Enabling children to participate 
 
Enabling children to participate can be carried out in numerous ways, through specific 
consultations or having a general listening ethos, for example, reading cues, gestures, body 
language, in conversations, through observations, both spontaneous and planned, and in 
everyday moments that occur within settings. Consultation opens up spaces for adults to 
truly listen to what children are saying and enables a more inclusive dynamic to develop, that 
not only influences environments, but settings as a whole.

Overall, educators should aim to create a culture of participation as part of the interactions 
environment where children will freely contribute ideas and opinions, knowing that these are 
listened to, acted upon and respected. 

One day a number of children in the pre-school room came to the room leader, Phil. They 
asked if they could move the book corner to the far side of the room. After taking a few 
deep breaths, Phil discussed with them the reasons for moving it. They had sound reasons 
having considered the flow of traffic around the room and how they wanted to use the 
environment. Following discussion with the rest of the team and the other children, it was 
decided that this would be carried out. The project was planned and executed over a period 
of three weeks, and at the end of the time everyone agreed it was a big improvement. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Gaining insight into what 
children really want and 
think will ensure that the 
environments being created 
are truly a reflection of 
children’s ideas. This will 
encourage the continued 
growth and independence of 
the children as co-constructors 
of the meaning of their worlds. 
Realising that their ideas and 
suggestions are being valued 
will give children confidence 
in their own ideas and support 
them in developing feelings of 
self worth.   
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Children, Learning and the Environment
 
 
The quality of the environment offered 
and the learning and development 
opportunities provided will have a 
direct impact upon children’s actions. 
Offering challenges that reflect the 
way children learn, using tools such as 
schemas (see page 32), will help the 
provision of a suitable environment. If 
educators have a deep understanding 
of the manner in which children learn, 
they will offer quality environments 
that enhance children’s independent 
learning, enabling them to explore 
and develop meaning through play. 
Where curiosity is encouraged  
first, play and then learning will 
usually follow. 

One idea is to use the technique of Playing for Real, which uses scale models as a basis for 
discussion with children. In the example below, the technique is used to plan a new outdoor 
play space. 

The proposed site was visited with a representative group of children. They were 
asked what they liked and disliked about the site, how easily accessible they found 
it and what they wished to do there when they played. The group then went to an 
indoor venue where there was a short discussion and an opportunity to look at 
visual play material. Questionnaires were given to the children, who were helped to 
complete them. 

The practical session began with setting out a 'map' of the area on cloth, sand 
or clean compost. The children then created models using modelling and scrap 
materials of features they would like to see on the site. Finally, the model was 
discussed and a consensus reached on the most important aspects of the design. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

(adapted from Devon@play from Children’s Play Council, 2002)
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Aistear and learning 
 
Aistear is based upon 12 principles, which are divided into three groups. One group of 
principles ‘identifies what and how children should learn, and describes the types of 
experiences that can support this’.

	holistic learning recognises that children learn many things simultaneously, and that 
their learning is connected to ‘where, how, and with whom they learn’.

	Active learning. Through active learning, children learn by doing things and using their 
senses; they ‘develop the dispositions, skills, knowledge, and understanding, attitudes, 
and values that will help them to grow as confident and competent learners’. 

	play and hands-on experiences enable children to explore social, physical and imaginary 
worlds, which help them to ‘manage their feelings, develop as thinkers and language 
users, develop socially, be creative and imaginative, and lay the foundations for becoming 
effective communicators and learners’.

	Relevant and meaningful experiences will make learning more positive and enjoyable. 
The educator can provide these by reflecting after careful observation and assessment of 
the children and their activities. 

	Communication and language. Aistear states that ‘learning to communicate in early 
childhood is shaped by two main factors: children’s own ability and their environment’. 

These experiences can be provided through educators’ awareness and provision of suitable 
materials and opportunities. See further information in Section 3, Designing and Shaping the 
Environment. 

Schemas and learning
 
Schemas can be a useful tool when determining 
equipment provision and activities that will 
match and support children’s current interests. 
Schemas are patterns of repeated actions, 
identified by Piaget and researched by others 
including Bruce, Athey and Nutbrown (see useful 
weblinks on page 124). Careful observation 
of and reflection on children’s activities in 
the various areas of the service and with the 
available equipment, especially younger children, 
will reveal these schema. These repeated actions, 
which may be tried out in different ways, help 
children focus and develop theories about how 
things work. They are driven by what the child 
needs to know at that point in time. 
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In Pen Green in the UK, they have 
identified 36 different schema and 
there may be more. The staff have 
found that recognising schema has 
helped them to understand why 
children are doing certain things, 
and this helps them to extend the 
materials in the environment to 
support particular schema being 
acted upon by the children  
(Brennan, 2004). 

Identifying schemas provides educators with valuable insight into children’s actions, which, 
especially at the pre-verbal stage, helps them to witness the process of learning that is 
taking place for each individual child. This enables the educator to respond in an individual 
manner to support and further that learning through the materials provided, the interactions 
in which they engage or provision of new activities. These insights can also be usefully shared 
with parents, who may then act to provide further opportunities, which will support the 
concept of holistic learning as referred to in Aistear. 

Examples of common schema
	heaping and scattering – placing objects in a pile and spreading or scattering them in 

space. Children who do this may like having lots of small objects to scatter. Sweeping up 
with a dustpan or brush may interest them, and so might throwing bread to ducks.

	Enclosure – enclosing themselves, toys or space. Lego, train tracks, blocks or cushions 
may be used when following this pattern or schema. Children exploring enclosure often 
use cushions to surround themselves or like making pens for the farm animals. 

	going through boundaries – making themselves or objects go through something and 
come out of the other side. Tunnels, garlic presses or postboxes might fascinate children 
exploring this pattern. 

(Pen Green, 2005)

Martin selects a range of items and puts them in the big shopping bag. He then fills another 
bag. Filling bags seems to be his main focus. He selects items at random and is absorbed in 
the activity. The look on his face, his general demeanour and his careful movements tell us 
that Martin is building on a schema, probably a transportation schema. This is a common 
pre-occupation with children in the early years. They love to fill buckets, trucks, bags and 
buckets with whatever is available and transport them.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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There are various forms of challenge which 
may be offered to children, including cognitive, 
physical and emotional challenges. Quality early 
years environments will offer opportunities for 
many types of challenging experiences, in all of 
the developmental domains and in an holistic 
way. At the heart of this provision is the ability of 
the educator to observe and identify the types 
of challenges required by children. Each child 
may require challenges at all or just some of the 
different stages of their development, and may like 
to take time to master new skills before moving on 
to the next challenge. 

 
Lily was nearly two and intent upon mastering steps and stairs. She would climb any 
steps that she saw, despite some tumbles. Her childminder, Susan, provided a variety 
of opportunities for Lily both indoors and outdoors, such as allowing extra time going in 
and out of the house down the two steps. As she lived in a bungalow, Susan would bring 
Lily to the shopping centre, going up the stairs slowly with her, and taking her time while 
Lily learnt to come down the stairs, climbing down backwards at first. In the house, she 

used some large blocks to make small sets of 
stairs for Lily. Outdoors, Susan had small logs 
set into the grass in a mini-path, which Lily 
loved. Susan also had created a hill with tyres, 
letting grass grow through and over it. This 
provided Lily with an uneven surface which 
challenged her even more, and she didn’t tire 
of climbing up and down, cheering loudly when 
she reached the top. Susan was planning on 
putting in a slide on one side of this hill when it 
grew sturdy enough. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Learning through challenge
 
As Síolta states, ‘enriching environments… offer challenging and stimulating environments’. 
Challenge stretches children and it appears to be something that they need. Children will often 
challenge themselves to master more difficult tasks and are deeply motivated to persist. 
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Cognitive challenges

 
Niamh was a bright child who enjoyed cognitive challenges. The playgroup leader, Mel, 
noticed that Niamh had mastered all of the jigsaws available, and was now turning them 
over and doing them backwards. Mel ordered a set of mosaic tiles with varying shapes 
and colours, which could be made into different patterns but had to fit within the frame. 
This meant that Niamh had to do a lot of figuring out regarding how the complex shapes 
would fit together to create symmetrical patterns. This mosaic set kept Niamh content till 
the end of the year, offering the complex challenges upon which she thrived. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Emotional and social challenges 
Emotional and social challenges can present hurdles which children will surmount with 
support from an aware educator. Yvgotsky (1978), using the term Zone of Proximal 
Development (ZPD), believed that more capable others, either peers or adults, can help each 
child scaffold their learning incrementally, moving gradually from the familiar to new areas 
of development, while not going beyond what they may be capable of learning at that time. 

 

Emotional support in a caring environment can be provided through games such as peek-
a-boo, chasing, and hide and seek. Each of these helps the child with emotional issues such 
as fear of separation, anxiety and attachment. Children with less resilience than others will 
benefit and it will help children with low self-esteem to build up their confidence. 

 
Joe was taking a long time to settle and his mum stayed a lot each day. Eventually, after 
a month, she was able to leave and Steve, the room leader, sat Joe up and reassured him. 
Joe knocked a nearby farm animal down, Steve recognised that this was often an invite to 
play. Steve picked it up and gradually it developed into play session, Joe settled down and 
played independently. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Chasing games can create high levels of excitement, and the adult needs to judge 
by the laughter if the child really wants to be caught and when the child has had 
enough. Chasing can shift into a game of hide and seek. 

 TIP

(Armitage and Goode, 2013)



36

SpaceS to Be Me  |  Quality environMentS in early yearS ServiceS

physical challenges and risk
Physical challenges can be provided through a number of adventurous experiences:

	Height and depth
	Movement and speed
	Den-building, using tools
	Fire

The challenges presented may incorporate varying degrees of risk but, as the HSE states (2013):

…the promotion of safe play should not be used to avoid giving children experiences 
of “risky” play activities, which when carefully done by skilled practitioners can provide 
thrilling experiences, eliminate certain phobias, and provide valuable opportunities for 
children to learn how to safely assess and manage such risks themselves. 

 (HSE, 2013)

Risky play is defined as a set of motivated behaviours that both provide the child with an 
exhilarating positive emotion and expose the child to the stimuli they previously have feared. 
As the child’s coping skills improve, these situations and stimuli may be mastered and no 
longer be feared. Fear caused by maturational and age relevant natural inhibition is therefore 
reduced as the child experiences a motivating thrilling activation, while learning to master age 
adequate challenges. It is concluded that risky play may have evolved due to this anti-phobic 
effect in normal child development, and it is suggested that ‘we may observe an increased 
neuroticism or psychopathology in society if children are hindered from partaking in age 
adequate risky play’ (Sandseter and Kennair, 2011).

Through risky, adventurous play children learn:

	To be able to handle risks
	To be brave
	To be frightened and cope 

with it
	To be very tall, fast, strong  

(for young child)
	Confidence
	Curiosity 
	Motivation

“
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Benefits
hazards And 

Risk High/
Med/Low

Who Could 
Be harmed 

and how
Action Needed By Who and 

By When Done

 
Physical, large 
motor, balance,
co-ordination, 
early maths, 
communication.

 
Falling off, 
breaking a 
bone, hurting 
another child 
or banging 
head.

Medium risk

 
Children if 
not properly 
introduced 
to the 
area and 
boundaries 
clearly 
explained.

	Children are 
introduced 
until they are 
familiar with 
the area. 

	Hazards are 
discussed 
and children 
given an 
opportunity 
to add their 
own. 

	Staff are 
never far 
away.

By staff from 
the start 
of the year 
until they 
are happy 
that children 
are safe and 
confident on 
their own.

Children 
have been 
introduced to 
this area for 
the full month 
of September.

(O’Donnell, 2011)

risk assessment 
 
The HSE state that ‘Some activities using natural materials that may include risky play 
experience are mud play, water features, field trips, climbing trees, tending to open fires; 
woodwork etc. will require an appropriate risk assessment and procedures for safely managing 
this.’ Educators should regularly undertake risk assessments and develop procedures 
accordingly for many aspects of the environment, explaining these to parents as necessary. 

Below is a sample of a risk assessment for the tyre area at The Glen Outdoor School for Early 
Learning in Donegal.

Curiosity can be encouraged through providing new experiences, and role 
modelling excitement and curiosity about things with the words we use: I wonder 
what would happen if....?

 TIP

Table 2: Sample risk assessment

Nevertheless, in reality risk is a complex issue, one which requires a consideration of the 
task, the risks involved, the likelihood of success or failure in terms of one’s abilities, and the 
severity of any negative outcomes compared to the positive outcomes. Supporting children 
so that they can begin to assess risk for themselves, and manage it with the help of adults, 
offers the opportunity for them to develop vital life skills.  
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‘Its very fun and very scary and all sorts of things....and then I feel excited and 
really scared at the same time!’ 

Many services will set out their 
policy on risky and messy play in 
the parents’ handbook, so that 
parents are aware in advance of 
the types of experiences being 
offered for the benefit of their 
child/children. In Section 4 there 
are ideas for challenging and 
adventurous experiences. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Play and the Environment 

 
The environment is where children carry out their work of exploring, creating and enjoying, 
which can be termed playing. Understanding why and how children play will enable a 
positive attitude among educators towards play so that it is seen as the essential task that it 
is, rather than as merely an adjunct to learning or a stage of development. This will affect the 
provision of suitable environments which, in turn, will affect how children play. 

Play may be serious, it may be light-hearted, it is the process through which the child 
approaches the world. For the young child, whose brain is rapidly developing, freely chosen 
play is essential in processing their understanding of their world, and fostering a curious 
disposition. Play leads to learning and to gaining a sense of mastery over the challenges 
presented. A quality environment provided by skilled educators will present each child with 
the chance to explore stimulating and challenging situations through freely chosen play. 

	When did you last feel playful? Where were you?  
	What triggered the feeling and how did you feel when you played?  
	Did you think about what you had learnt from playing or did you just enjoy it?

(Martin, 5 years, in Start Strong, 2011)



39

Section 2  |  influenceS on environmentS 

Through play children explore social, material and imaginary worlds and their 
relationship with them, elaborating all the while a flexible range of responses to the 
challenges they encounter. By playing, children learn and develop as individuals, and 
as members of the community.

(National Playing Fields Association [NPFA], 2000) 

 
Play in itself is not driven by external goals, it comes 
from impulses within the child, their own intrinsic 
motivation to explore, to test, to find out and satisfy 
their curiosity about the world around them, both the 
social world and the natural world. Within play, children 
face challenges which help them to test their capacity 
to respond and handle issues, whether physical, 
emotional or intellectual, supporting the development 
of self-regulation. In the simplest terms, self-regulation 
can be defined as the ability to stay calmly focused and 
alert, which often involves – but cannot be reduced to – 
self-control. ‘The better a child can stay calmly focused 
and alert, the better he integrates all of the information 
coming in from his different senses, assimilates it, and 
sequences his thoughts and actions’ (Barnardos, 2012).

“

The benefits of play 
 
Benefits that are experienced at the time that the child is playing
	Provides children with opportunities to enjoy freedom, and exercise choice and control 

over their actions.
	Free play leads to enhanced capacity for self-regulation.  
	Offers children opportunities for testing boundaries and exploring risk.
	Offers a very wide range of physical, social and intellectual experiences for children. 

Benefits that develop over time
	Fosters children’s independence and self-esteem. 
	Develops children’s respect for others and offers opportunities for social interaction. 
	Supports the child’s well-being, healthy growth and development.
	Increases children’s knowledge and understanding. 
	Promotes children’s creativity and capacity to learn. 

For very young babies, how do you incorporate playful activities into your  
care routines? 

(Síolta, Component 6.1.2)
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 ‘..I would like to play all the time. Aidan would be there and Aidan’s mam and 
Mammy. They would play with Harry and Adam. There would be no rules, play 
with everything.’

 

Learning through play
 
Play is often viewed as a time when children stop pursuing more learning-oriented activities, 
frequently adult directed, and run off and do what they wish. Sometimes the concept of play 
is managed by the adult with the purpose of learning a particular skill or knowledge, perhaps 
identified as an area for development that the child has not yet experienced, or the educator 
believes would enhance their overall development if explored further with adult support. This 
is satisfactory if the educator does this through providing the varied challenges within the 
environment, leaving the child to make choices regarding what they decide to do. 

Research has shown that learning 
will come about following play; it 
is often not visible until sometime 
after the actual play has taken 
place. Play in itself can trigger 
a disposition towards learning, 
towards curiosity and persistence, 
and can provide learning 
opportunities such as coping 
with fear. Play is an ongoing 
process through which the child 
experiences and understands 
life, indeed Aistear, the title of 
the Irish early years curriculum 
framework, is the Irish word  
for ‘journey’. 

Open-ended play is play with materials that do not have a set goal, such as 
a jigsaw may have; rather it is up to the child where to go with the materials.  
	What open-ended play items do you provide?  
	Are  sand, playdough, mud, water, cardboard, blocks and junk freely 
 available both indoors and outdoors? 

(Jack, Co. Meath, in Start Strong, 2011)
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In New Zealand, there have been experiments conducted to compare directive play and free 
play in order to determine appropriate environments and curriculum for children’s learning. 
Initial results indicated that directive was more effective. However, when measurements were 
repeated four/five years later, the analysts realised that there was enormous benefit from the 
free-play based curriculum, that they had been measuring results too soon and that learning 
did not show up right away. The term ‘learning through play’ came from this experiment, and 
the provision of an environment that provided for freely chosen play was adopted as policy 
(Armitage and Goode, 2013). 

Educators and play
 
Some element of adult direction within the routine of a setting will often be present; 
however when the environment is designed with a clear understanding of free-play itself, the 
educator’s role moves to a deeper level. They will provide a safe, rich, accessible and pleasing 
environment, one in which they recognise that the child is competent in making choices and 
engaging with all aspects of the environment with the encouragement of supportive adults. 
The resources and equipment may include particular self-managed items and the educators 
may support and encourage children’s independence and ability to make decisions. However, 
when ‘our image of the child is rich in potential, strong, powerful, competent and, most of 
all, connected to adults and children’ (Malaguzzi, 1993) then educators will be more keenly 
aware of the necessity to provide environments with the balance weighted towards a strong, 
child-centred approach. 

Play and development
 
Child development is often viewed as 
happening in stages, ‘the crawling stage’ or 
‘the pulling everything out stage’. However 
these views of segmented stages can mask the 
ongoing nature of development to some extent, 
and also the role of play; development is not 
always linear. The adult that the child becomes 
is shaped by the play and environments that 
they have experienced. The act of becoming is 
not a static one. Capacities develop within the 
child, however they are not fixed or separate, 
rather they build up and each new capacity will 
carry a trace of what went before. 

What proportion of the daily routine is given over to play, whether structured 
activities, adult or child initiated, indoors or outdoors? 

(Síolta, Component 6.1.1)
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Environments, therefore, need to be play-enhancing, encompassing not just the hard features, 
the soft furnishings and the equipment, but also the interactions between adult and child that 
stem from a keen understanding of the true nature of play. When the adult has provided an 
adequate environment, with the support of the child, the balance of the adult’s role can shift, 
with the adult blending more into the background, while the child comes to the fore, and takes 
control of their choices and actions, knowing there is support and encouragement as needed.  

Curriculum and the Environment

 
We view the environment as the textbook of the curriculum and show how interest 
areas invite children to make choices, try out ideas, explore materials and learn 
through their interactions with materials and with others… Creating an appropriate 
environment is the first step in planning curriculum.

(Trister Dodge, 1998) 

The curriculum for younger children is brought to life through the resources and spaces 
afforded in the environment of a setting. Whereas older children and students will have 
textbooks and laboratories, young children rely on these resources and spaces. 

“
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Aistear offers a flexible, holistic curriculum framework through its themes of well-being, 
exploring and thinking, identity and belonging, and communicating. A useful example of how 
these themes translate into the environment and equipment provided can be seen in the 
BCCN’s series on Fundamental Play, where various suggestions for play provision are related 
directly to each of the four themes (see www.bccn.ie). The poster on page 42 shows how 
Junk Art links with Aistear themes.

reggio Emilia: environment acting as the third teacher
 
Viewing the curriculum as the textbook is echoed in the approach used in Reggio Emilia, 
where they consider the environment to be the ‘third teacher’ after the parent and the 
educator. In Reggio Emilia, the child is seen as having the active role of an apprentice, rather 
than being seen as the target of instruction. The surrounding environment provides the 
equipment and tools that the child needs to make meaning from the world around them. 
Reggio refers to the rooms as ‘atelier’, or studios, and they are places of light and colour. 
Work is based to a large extent around art, and is often project-based, following through on a 
child’s emerging interests over a period of time. 

The Reggio Emilia approach to teaching young children puts the natural development of 
children and the close relationships that they share with their environment at the centre 
of its philosophy. The foundation of the Reggio Emilia approach lies in its unique view of 
the child. In this approach, there is a belief that children have rights and should be given 
opportunities to develop their potential. 

Planning your weekly curriculum
 
When planning your weekly curriculum, you 
should consider the areas in Table 3 on page 44 
and, for each, decide what resources you will 
need. You should also take note of the target 
children, link with any observations and learning 
stories, and record the children’s interests.
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Indoor Weekly Curriculum planning Indoor Weekly Curriculum  
planning For Babies

	Play activities
	Sand 
	Water
	Paint
	Creative art
	Writing and drawing
	Computer
	Playdough
	Construction/floor area
	Physical play 
	Jigsaws
	Home corner 
	Food and cookery
	Imaginative play 
	Clay
	Woodwork
	Nature and science/investigation
	Sensory area
	Hand/eye area 
	Books and stories 
	Music
	Interest table/displays
	Other

	Sand
	Water
	Cosy area
	Story and rhymes
	Natural/open-ended materials
	Creative experiences
	Building trust and routines
	Physical area
	Whole body learning
	Looking and watching 

outdoor Weekly Curriculum planning outdoor Weekly Curriculum  
planning For Babies

	Sand
	Construction
	Water
	Small apparatus/climbing
	Digging
	Investigation/natural
	Growing and planting
	Imaginative 
	Creative 
	Quiet/story area area 
	Other: e.g. music, den

	Physical area
	Growing area
	Mobile/eye-catchers
	Whole body learning 
	Blanket/sheltered area/beach tent 
	Looking and watching 
	Creative experiences 
	Little journeys 
	Natural materials
	Other

 
Table 3: Weekly curriculum planning (adapted from a series of 
curriculum planning forms by Border Counties Childhood Network)
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To evaluate your weekly curriculum consider the following questions: 
 
	What went well? 
	What would you change and why? 
	How did the children use the materials in the plan?  
	How did the adults interact with the children? 
  Observing and listening  
  Modelling 
  Enabling 
  Facilitating 
  Guiding  
  Structuring

Think about how you would: 
 
	Share with parents 
	Change the environment 
	Support children 
	Develop ideas (child and adult views) 
 
Whatever curriculum is chosen, bringing it to life through reflection and planning will ensure 
that each child, at whatever stage of development, will be able to avail of the full curriculum. 
Reviewing regularly, for example, by using the Aistear in Action templates as an audit tool to 
check in with the current use, will support this (see www.ncca.ie). 

A thematic or project-based approach 

The environment provides for various interest areas related to the curriculum, many of which 
will be played in for a certain period and purpose determined by the child. The educators can 
support the development of concentration and flow, or that capacity to become engrossed 
in pieces of work, through including a thematic or project-based approach to the work. Katz 
states that ‘a project is an in-depth investigation of a topic’ and explains how this approach 
will foster intellectual dispositions such as curiosity, making sense of experiences and 
exploring the environment (ExchangeEveryDay, 2014). Themes can be encouraged through 
attention to what is interesting to individual or groups of children, such as spotting a rainbow 
one day and then exploring rainbows in art, through science experiments, the use of crystals, 
prisms and blowing bubbles.  

The educator and the children will need to consider how to maintain continuity 
and safety for any ongoing work. For smaller projects, and when something like a 
block town has not been completed, using something like a hula-hoop to contain 
and define the unfinished work will be suitable. For larger, ongoing work, suitable 
storage plans can be identified with the children. 

 TIP
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PrACTICE SCEnArIo

The role of the Educator
 
 
Children can function in a structured environment more independently, thus freeing 
teachers to be with children, talk to them and use the spontaneous moments that 
arise to promote learning and growth.

 (Trister Dodge, 1998) 

In partnership with children, and with the support and backing of parents, educators play the 
key role in determining the best individual response to each child’s needs, providing a quality 
environment and establishing a model of interaction informed by their knowledge and skills 
and based upon their vision for children. ‘One of the central influencing factors [in quality 
experiences for children] is the style and content of the day-to-day practice of the early years 
practitioner’ (Hayes, 2013).

The role of educators in providing a rich environment involves design, equipping, planning 
of routines, being flexible and responsive to emergent needs, observing and consulting 
with children, and engaging in teamwork that supports their colleagues and enhances the 
child’s experience. 

Often as adults we become dependant on equipment, rules, processes, follow up and 
continuation of a game before we organise it, when all the child needs is imagination, open-
ended materials and the repetition of a simple game. 

“

Adult arranging a game of shop 
I’ll need boxes, cartons, fruit, veg, bread 
wrappers, scales, shelves, play money, shopping 
basket, a till… oh, I must get a new one, that 
one’s a bit tatty… I’ll be the shopkeeper, then you 
shop, put your things in the basket and I’ll take 
your money and give you the change and then 
we can swap.

Child arranging a game of shop 
You hold this branch and buy it off me and use 
these leaves for money… Now come on and play! 
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Children can sometimes unleash powerful feelings, in themselves or in their companions, 
through their play. The process often has valuable cathartic or therapeutic effects but can 
also be disturbing. Children are entitled to expect that adults involved in play provision will 
understand and be responsive to cues that they may be in need of comfort or reassurance as 
a result of their play (NPFA, 2000).

Pedagogic strategies 

Educators may employ various pedagogic strategies, suitable to the stage of development of 
the child. Pen Green (2005) suggests that the adult: 

	Watches and listens to what the child is doing before intervening.
	Knows about the child’s family experiences and links what they have done previously to 

what they are doing now.
	Shows the child they are interested by their facial expressions, by being physically close 

to them, by mirroring the child’s facial expressions and verbal intonation, therefore 
empathising with the child’s expression of emotions.

	Encourages the child to make choices and decisions, and to take appropriate risks.
	Encourages the child to go beyond what the adult knows about and is open to learning 

new things beside the child.
	Is aware of the impact of their own attitudes and beliefs and how these might affect the 

child’s learning.
	Plays and learns alongside the child. The adult is committed to their own learning and 

encourages the child’s curiosity.
	Checks out the child’s meaning and gives the child time to respond or to question.
	Offers language to support the child’s actions and offers new information to the child.
	Acknowledges both the child’s feelings and the child’s competence and capability. 
 
Having a clearly enunciated view of childhood will lead the educator to develop an 
environment that is based on well-founded principles and beliefs. In addition, the attitude of 
the educators towards challenge and risk, and having a child-centred approach, will shape 
the quality of the environment. 

How do you typically respond when a child lashes out in a difficult manner?

How child-centred is your attitude: is freely chosen play the dominant approach 
or is it restricted to a certain period each day?  
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The attitudes of the educator
 
Early years practitioners are often guilty of stunting a child’s ability to engage in risky 
play by intervening in or disturbing risky play. We need to train ourselves to supervise 
and encourage rather than interfere.

 
 
Educators may have varied attitudes to issues such as risky play, change and outdoor play 
in all weathers. Managers and staff need to question their own attitudes and beliefs around 
such issues, and consider, within the context of the ethos of their service, what gives rise to 
their concerns and how they can be more flexible in their thinking and approach. Previous 
experiences, perhaps with tough inspections or parents with strong viewpoints, may have led 
educators to be ultra-cautious. 

 
(O’Rourke, 2011) “

 
The pre-school setting introduced a new area after following and tracking the children’s 
interests. This new area was a real woodwork area with actual hammer, nails, rulers, 
screwdrivers, wood, saws and other suitable items. They asked the parents if they had 
expertise in this area, and some dads came forward to help set up this new area and 
demonstrate how to use the equipment and materials. As part of the risk assessment 
that the educators conducted, an adult is always present in the area and children must 
wear goggles and gloves when using the saw. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

How would you feel about including this type of play in your setting? 

For educators, part of being child-centred means not 
disguising learning opportunities as play, but rather 
realising that the act of playing will provide the child 
with opportunities to meet and move beyond their 
current capacity and needs for development. Planning 
rigid outcomes for play activities can inhibit the 
educator from seeing the benefit of play as the actual 
end in itself. Aistear deliberately sets out the national 
curriculum for 0–6 year olds under holistic themes which 
can be interpreted in a manner to suit the ethos of each 
service without prescribing specific age-related goals. 
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Expectations and Attitudes of Parents 

 
The expectations and attitudes 
of parents can affect how the 
environment is used. When 
parents are genuinely part 
of and behind the ethos and 
decisions made regarding all 
aspects of the environment, 
they will facilitate their child’s 
ability to take full advantage of 
all that the quality environment 
has to offer. 

 
When it came to time for going outside, all the children ran to get their wellies and 
jackets on. There was great excitement. All joined hands and went out to the outdoor 
area with enthusiasm. Martina was visiting the service as a Síolta mentor and went out 
to help. The outside area had a wild area, with bamboos and grasses, there were loads 
of tyres which some children were making into a tunnel, there were small pieces of logs 
set in as balancing steps, there was a large climbing frame and walkway with tunnels 
and slides. One little girl, Nadia, was standing watching. Martina stood nearby. Eventually 
she asked Nadia if she’d like to join any particular activity. Nadia said not today, as her 
mummy didn’t want her to get her clothes dirty. Nadia was wearing white fur boots, a 
pretty cream jacket and white tights. The day was a bit damp, and the equipment was a 
bit muddy. Martina and Nadia went for a walk around the outdoors and chatted. 

Afterwards, Martina discussed this with the manager, who said that all parents were 
asked to send children in older clothes suitable for all weathers as the principle was to go 
outdoors every day. Nadia’s mother enjoyed dressing her in pretty clothes, and had been 
resistant to the fact that free outdoor play was important for Nadia’s development and 
that this way of dressing her was isolating and meant that she missed out on a lot. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

	How do you, as an educator, overcome resistance such as this?  
	Are there any practical suggestions that you could offer to parents in   
 situations such as the one above? 
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Some services may feel that there is a pressure to comply with parents’ wishes over the plan 
of the service to play outdoors and getting the children mucky as the payment of fees is 
fundamental to the sustainability of the service, particularly if it is a private service.

Services that seek to develop true partnership with parents recognise that it is an effective 
way of working and is the right of the child and of the parent. In most circumstances, parents 
will have chosen a service because, among other criteria, they like the ethos. Parents also 
appreciate being afforded respect and recognised as partners in the care and education of 
their children. Moreover, children do better 'where the centre shared its educational aims 
with parents' (Sylva et al., 2004). 

Having the buy-in of parents to environmental choices such as regular outdoor play, play 
that is challenging and the idea of messy play will support the educator in providing a quality 
environment that includes challenge and stimulation.

Our biggest challenge since opening The Glen Outdoor School has been to relieve 
parent’s fears of children getting flu from being outside in the rain. We inform 
parents of the need for warm clothing, thermal underwear and woollen socks for 
underneath the wet gear which we provide. We hold regular meetings, listening to 
parents concerns/issues and we work together. We encourage parents to see their 
children as competent.

A key role for the educator is to inform and guide parents on the elements that best support 
the development of the child. Educators can clearly set out their ways of working, and their 
policies and procedures about the environment before children join the service. Making 
the service’s values and ethos explicit to parents from the very beginning is important. In 
a partnership approach, discussion and negotiation with parents is vital. It can be useful 
to remind parents that they may have spent a lot of their own childhoods getting mucky 
outside and that children are no longer getting a chance to have these experiences. 
Discussing these elements specifically with parents is crucial, no matter where funding is 
coming from, as each service needs to hold true to their own educational values and ethos.   

The following could make up part of your service’s policy statement:

 

 (O’Donnell, 2011)

“

‘In this pre-school environment, children will experience mess, challenge, stimulation 
and rich experiences. These are all for the benefit of the child and have been designed to 
provide each child with the best developmental opportunities that we can offer.’
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Financial Issues and Environments 
 
 
It is possible to create a wonderland for children in your outdoor space without 
spending a fortune on purpose-built equipment.

 (O’Rourke, 2011) 

Quality environments do not 
depend upon expensive equipment, 
highly priced furniture or other 
costly items. Rather, they are 
created through the understanding 
of the educator that natural, 
found materials, recycled objects, 
inexpensive or free items coupled 
with the dynamic created through 
the interaction of the educator, the 
child and the environment are the 
key elements of quality.

Heuristic play, first identified by Elinor Goldschmied and Sonia Jackson (1994), is a term used 
to refer to the kind of games that encourage active exploration through the use of children’s 
senses. Heuristic play supports children’s natural curiosity through exploration of objects such 
as corks, tins, lids, pine cones, cardboard tubes, wooden spoons, metal spoons, chains, clothes 
pegs, ribbons, paper bags, lemons, and other small items from the environment around them. 
Educators will be able to source these items in their own homes or in nature, or you could ask 
parents to bring in things that would be of use. (See also Treasure Baskets on page 93.)

“

In implementing Síolta, the National Quality Framework, it becomes clear that the 
Environments Standard, along with all of the other standards, does not call for expense. 
Rather, quality environments are based on thoughtful, well-thought out steps and actions 
that stem from the spiral of reflective practice inherent in a quality setting. Imaginative 
approaches to obtaining equipment and materials will aid services in making the most of 
their budgets. 

Consider using the not-for-profit resource centres that provide inexpensive but 
quality materials at low cost or even for free such as Recreate (www.recreate.ie) or 
PlayResource (www.playresource.org). 

 TIP
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Issues of sustainability and conservation 
should also play a role in the decisions 
of early years services. Educators can 
not only save money through the use of 
recycled and natural materials, but can 
also foster an awareness among children 
of wider issues such as climate change 
and environmental issues. Children 
can help to create elements of their 
environment, such as the recycled bottle 
greenhouse in the picture shown here.

 
Aileen realised the value of sand, and provided a lot of it in all the rooms in the crèche. 
Each summer, Aileen purchased a large quantity of sand, and installed a temporary 
beach, laying the sand on plastic sheets. This was enjoyed by the children for a couple of 
weeks. After use, the sand was gathered up using the plastic sheeting and saved for use 
throughout the year. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

(Photos from Ballymore Community Childcare, Co. Westmeath)



This section looks at key permanent and semi-permanent features 
of the environment, including the internal and external layout, the 
hard and soft furnishings, features such as lighting, use of colour 
and effects of sound. Indoor and outdoor environments will be 
referenced throughout, with specific distinctions where relevant. 

Designing and Shaping 
the Environment

Section 3
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out of doors and indoors

Adults in HighScope settings are encouraged to approach outside play with good-
natured enthusiasm.

(Gibbs, 2011)

In Ireland, convention, custom and climate have socialised many people into seeing large 
buildings as the norm and the outdoor areas, if available, as a bonus. There are advantages 

Shaping the Environment

For years, educators have understood the impact of a young child’s surroundings on their 
development. Froebel (Community Playthings, 2010) compared designing children’s space 
to laying out a garden in that it is natural, organic and ever changing. He believed that 
when care is given to planning an environment for children, their behaviour can be guided 
and their minds inspired. The simplest of locations can become a haven for play and 
subsequent learning. 

Children’s natural propensity to play has been impaired by the loss of suitable public 
space, the impact of technology, such as television, the personal computer and 
the motor car, and the changing attitude of society towards children, reflected, for 
instance, in the increase in parental anxiety about child safety. Play provision should 
compensate for this loss.

(NPFA, 2000)

Quality provision of environments will ensure that 
the layout, the structural features, appropriate 
furnishings and fixed equipment both outside 
and inside are monitored with the purpose 
of making sure that children have the best 
experiences possible. The internal environment 
addresses the buildings where many activities 
and functions take place, and which may or may 
not also have access to outdoor space. Outdoor 
spaces can include the natural spaces, wild areas, garden and vegetable growing space, 
semi-sheltered sleep areas (with temperature monitoring) and also the functional areas such 
as space for changing clothes, nappy changing area, entrances and storage.

The considerations for planning layout and designing play opportunities will vary depending 
on the context, with some common features between both internal and outdoor areas. 

“

“
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to both types of space, quality being the essential hallmark of either, with the variety of the 
play opportunities, the overall ambience and interactions provided being the main criteria 
determining quality. 

While there is a developing trend towards moving outside, with a number of services offering 
all or nearly all of the routine outside (with some covered spaces such as sheds and huts), 
the majority of services still operate mainly indoors. However, outdoor time is essential 
for children’s health, well-being and development. It is not a question of either/or, but of 
recognising that, while indoors is the dominant offering at the moment, time spent outdoors 
is essential and needs provision, whether in the existing environment or as an extension of 
the service’s environment (see Extending the Environment on page 96).

	Do you go outdoors each day? Is it a comfortable place for you to work?  
	What could be done to support staff working outdoors? 

 
Daoine Óga Community Childcare Ltd. 

Ethos
Inspire imagination using the outdoors, natural materials and surroundings to inspire a 
love of nature to allow children space to explore, with an emphasis on creating confident, 
healthy children.

Aims
To enhance children’s well-being and to foster a love of nature and the outdoors. To 
allow children space to promote their development with particular emphasis given to the 
child’s physical development. 

objectives
We do this through planning for the various needs of our children, we provide challenges 
and risk within a safe environment. We look for ways to provide quality opportunities to 
explore, run, roll, climb and swing.

By providing opportunities for exploring the world around us we allow the children 
opportunity to build confidence and self-esteem, to support children and build 
developmental skills.

We provide both natural materials as well as regular art and craft materials, which lend 
themselves to inspiring ideas and discussion.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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When was the last time you saw a child lying on the grass watching the clouds 
move and change shape, simply enjoying nature at their leisure? Can we afford 
not to offer all children this connection to nature?

(Trister Dodge, in Greenman 1998)

Outdoors offers a unique environment, which is qualitatively different from indoors…
Children have more scope to “have a go”… Space is open, less confined... the greater 
the space, the more expansive the movement possibilities… play materials can be 
experienced on a much larger scale outdoors… the outdoors can complement the 
indoors and children are able to make connections in their learning… 

(Tovey, 2007) 

“
glen outdoor Learning Environment, Co. Donegal
Imagine a place where the carpet changes every day, the ceiling is several colours, lots 
of light, shadows, movement and birds singing. It can be warm, cold, wet, dry, frosty or 
breezy. Would this not inspire learning at any age? 

Glen Outdoor School for Early Learning was set up in 2008 to provide a range of 
developmentally appropriate, challenging, diverse, creative and enriching experiences 
for all children to explore, take risks, run free, have time and get in touch with natural 
materials such as trees, plants, sand, water, grass and willow tunnels.

Outdoors, children have freedom to express themselves noisily, engage in messy play, 
experience sights, sounds, smells and textures of the natural environment and enjoy 
greater space for freedom of movement. The environment was designed to offer 
challenges and opportunities for risky play, enabling children to experience situations 
that need calculated decision on how far they could go in an appealing atmosphere that 
contained a sense of wonder and mystery.      

Before setting up Glen Outdoor School for Early Learning I travelled to Norway and 
Scotland to see outdoor schools and learn about risk and risk assessments, and how 
to carry out and record risk benefits. After securing suitable premises, I contacted the 
HSE Pre-school Inspection Team and discussed my intentions to open an outdoor early 
learning centre. The HSE gave us guidelines on what was required and we took them 
on board and got started. As we already owned an established full daycare setting, 
we were very aware of the requirements to meet the Pre-school Regulations, including 
Regulation 5. We were also conscious that both Síolta and Aistear highlight the 
importance of access to high quality learning environments outside for young children’s 
development and learning. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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The environment at Glen Outdoor is rich, developmentally appropriate, has a variety of 
challenging and stimulating experiences, is accessible and adaptable to all children’s 
needs from birth to 12 years and is led by two enthusiastic teachers. These teachers 
engage with, observe and reflect on each child and how they learn, which enables them 
to plan individual programmes.

We consider our environment to be extremely important; it is interactive for the 
children and almost like another teacher. It is carefully planned resulting in a sense of 
order and rhythm. This in turn supports critical elements which foster a delight, joy and 
passion for learning. Our environment is maintained in a way that is ‘irresistible’ to the 
children, encouraging wonder, curiosity, exploring and discovery. 

Having the natural light and natural materials are additional benefits of an outdoor 
classroom which stimulates and invites children to use it. We use real materials, tools 
and resources that work and are satisfying to use, and we assist children in developing 
the skills needed to use them. We follow High/Scope’s Plan, Do and Review with small 
and large group times and free play.

Our philosophy is to teach children to be aware of hazards and not cautious of risk. The 
adult’s role is to remove hazards the children don’t see, not the risk within the play. We 
offer and encourage risky play at Glen Outdoor, with the adult scaffolding the activity 
while the children gain confidence and become more competent both in self risk 
assessing and in mastering the activity. Children are themselves the best risk assessors.

Our environment has a home corner, a poly-tunnel, sand area, dress-up/imaginative 
area, a pond, woodwork area, music area, swings, slides, a track for wheelie toys, lots 
of writing and art opportunities, tyres and trees to climb with lots of loose materials 
for open-ended free play, open spaces to run, jump and shout and a quiet area to sit in 
silence. 

Nature allows children to experience beauty and become familiar with and gain 
an understanding of plants and animals, landscapes, seasons and weather. The 
possibilities are endless and all through play.

It has been our experience over the years that children attending Glen Outdoor are 
seldom off sick, we have little or no conflict to resolve and very few accidents occurring.
 
‘The best kept classroom and the richest cupboard is roofed only by the sky.’ 

(Margaret Mc Millian, 1925)
 

Sally o’Donnell, Manager and owner, glen outdoor School for Early Learning
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Indoor areas afford a different type of experience from the outdoors. Sound, temperature, 
light and space all change when one enters a building. The weather is less of a consideration, 
and electricity and utilities are more easily accessible in most rooms and spaces. Indoors 
can, because of this socialisation, seem more convenient for the adult, however children will 
often choose outdoors as the preferred place to play when given the choice. 

When asked about their preferred play spaces in a survey (Daly, 2013), the majority of 
children said they preferred outdoor play in all types of weather. Sunny and snowy days 
were the most favoured, with over 90% of children saying they enjoyed playing outdoors 
on these days. More than two thirds of the children surveyed said they would prefer to 
play outside rather than indoors on rainy or windy days (although children were less 
enthusiastic when rain and wind were combined). Interestingly, boys were more willing 
than girls to be outdoors in any weather. 

While much of the learning that occurs during outdoor play also occurs in other contexts, 
the space afforded outdoors allows children to engage in more active physical play 
than indoors. Outdoor play also provides opportunities for children to learn and gain 
competence in a vast range of motor skills. This is particularly important during the early 
childhood years, a period hallmarked by significant development across all domains. 
Outdoor play provides occasions for children to develop and refine basic locomotor skills, 
including walking, running, jumping, climbing, hopping, skipping, sliding and tricycling; 
manipulative skills such as throwing, catching, kicking, striking and bouncing; and stability 
skills including bending, stretching, swinging, twisting and beam-walking. Children need 
the space for active, spontaneous movement as they consolidate and gain mastery over 
this range of fundamental movement skills and it cannot be assumed that this space is 
available in their home environment (Little and Wyver, 2009). 
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Accepting the value of spending an increased amount of time outdoors, the challenge can 
be to make it as convenient and practical for educators to use as possible – consideration 
needs to be given to their comfort and work necessities (see also earlier Section 2: Role of 
the Educator). Conveniently locating suitable clothing for both adults and children, such as 
warm rainproof jackets and gloves, ease of cleaning shoes if mucky or having slipover outdoor 
shoes or boots available along with outdoor seating that suits adults where they can sit and 
talk with children will be appreciated. In addition, transition space needs to be large enough 
to tog up in outdoor clothes and switch back into indoor mode when required. Access to 
bathroom facilities that doesn’t involve totally changing back into indoor clothes or affect the 
ratios of available adults will make it easier to stay outside. 

 
Sunbeams Community Childcare operates from a large prefab, with a small area of 
asphalt outside surrounded by metal railings. Vandalism is a significant problem, so 
outside storage is not possible, neither is a sand or water area. The staff at Sunbeams 
make regular trips each week to the local Astroturf pitch, and carry balls, hoops and 
other equipment with them. The walk is across a green space, away from roads. Recently, 
Sunbeams was awarded capital grant funding to make changes to their outdoor space. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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How Design Shapes Children’s Use of Space

organisation of spaces

The structure of the spaces is important. For example, if the children can rely on good 
organisation, they will know where to obtain and reach the equipment and supplies that they 
need to complete their activity. At the same time, staff will have logically organised storage 
close to where it is needed to make their day run in a smooth fashion, giving them more time 
to support the children.

A well-organised, consistent arrangement of the classroom environment and 
materials helps children to feel safe and secure; they know what to find when they 
need it and they can take responsibility for returning materials when they are finished.

(Trister Dodge, 1998) 

 
The design of the infant garden included a central mounded ring with sand in the 
centre for digging, dumping, rolling, forming and patting. The ring provided a sense 
of enclosure, a communal space connected to other areas, and also gave a sense of 
mystery and challenge as infants navigated their way over it to reach the other side. The 
shade structure over the sand pit was designed to catch the movement of the wind, and 
encourage listening and watching. Gardens were arranged in interspersed patches, to 
promote the development of object permanence and playful encounters. A circle of pine 
trees offered a rich sensory environment for touching and feeling, as well as cones to play 
with. A mist field included small, child-controlled fine mist emitters, which encouraged 
infants to touch, feel and move their bodies.

Research identified that after the transformation of the play area from a flat grass 
space to a garden, the infants were much more active, made greater use of the whole 
space and spent less time sitting than in the previous grass-covered yard. Systematic 
analysis of video footage showed that design features, such as the stepping stones and 
mystery behind the grass mound, drew the infants out into the garden. Children played 
more with natural materials and their manipulations were more varied and complex. 
Significantly, the children were involved in many more play interactions with adults in 
the re-designed garden.

 (Herrington, 1997) 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

“
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Challenging, stimulating places can be 
located in well-organised spaces. When 
the balance between structure and 
the underlying ethos of creativity and 
wonder is achieved successfully, the 
whole space becomes a place where the 
child will act as agent of his or her own 
development supported by confident 
and competent educators.

A well-designed play area need not be fixed and rigid, but should change, evolve and 
literally and metaphorically grow as children and adults transform it for their own 
purposes... becoming authors of their own space and creators of meaningful places 
to play. 

(Tovey, 2007) 

What children need from their environment

Children will have different needs regarding experiences and opportunities as they engage 
with and move through their time in a setting. At different times they will seek opportunities 
to satisfy curiosity, have fun, feel nurtured and gain independence. These needs are indicated 
by the individual child’s involvement and engagement, and by the vision of the service itself.

   

Determining what is needed from the layout and how best it can fit the setting’s purpose 
while making the best use of existing resources and features links in to the vision and 
mission that the setting has developed. For example, a setting that has a vision of 
supporting pre-school children to become physically confident will plan accordingly, with 
opportunities for movement, climbing, jumping, and balancing both indoors and out of 
doors. Support for the development of identity can be provided through the use of mirrors 
with younger children. 

“

 TIP
Children have a need for time alone away from 
the group, some more so than others. It can be 
stressful to be in a group throughout the session 
or the day, especially for toddlers and those in full 
day care. Spaces such as cosy corners, cubby holes 
and small secluded areas need to be provided and 
made evident to the child. When children avail of 
these spaces, this needs to be respected. 
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Considering layout

The layout of the main areas, both indoors and outdoors, can include particular interest 
areas, such as the home corner, the book corner, art area and wet play areas. While the 
specification of designated interest areas is of benefit in thinking about provision within the 
environment, it is important not to constrain thinking by becoming too focused on a checklist 
of categories. It is useful to link planning to the types of play experiences that will most 
benefit the children (see Providing for Different Types of Play on page 80). 

 TIP
Have a balance between enough and too 
much stimulation for babies. When babies 
are lying down to rest, too many items 
dangling can be confusing to their senses. 
Simple shadows on the ceiling and walls 
with dappled sunlight are both interesting 
and soothing. Placing cots near to windows 
or in a secluded place outdoors, perhaps 
near to trees if possible, will aid relaxing 
and sleep. When babies are awake and 
alert, lying on rugs with items such as 
mobiles overhead to watch and reach for 
will provide interest and small challenges. 

 TIP
Provide a safe-crawl area for 
babies who are not yet walking. 
This area should be spacious so 
that children can practice their 
motor skills, but contained for 
their protection. Boundaries of 
the safe crawl area can be formed 
with mirrored panels, storage 
shelves, plant dividers. 
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While there might be some benefit in using these categories to think about or  
reflect upon existing provision, the danger is that our thinking becomes constrained  
by the boundaries of the categories and our attention is focused on the space  
within the demarcations, rather than the links and connections between them. Too 
rigid an interpretation of zones can result in areas that are inflexible, predictable  
and stereotyped.

(Tovey, 2007) 

Keeping ideas for the following in mind will help educators to consider their layout in a more 
holistic manner:

	Places for stillness.
	Places for movement.
	Scaling for different age groups such as infants and toddlers.
	The overall aesthetic of the various spaces.
	Interesting features such as varied heights inside by use of platforms, steps and small 

loft-type installations.
	Varied heights outdoors through mounds, trees, logs, tunnels and hills.
	Social spaces and spaces for privacy.
	Reduced ceiling height through use of items hanging and draped fabrics and spaces for 

the imagination. 

“

	How do you ensure that there are safe   
 areas for babies outdoors?  
 (Síolta, Component 2.4.10)
	Babies often experience things from   
 a height, as they are carried around.   
 What do they see and do when being   
 carried around in your setting? 
	How often do you get down on the 
 floor and experience the whole   
 environment from a child’s perspective,  
 or lie on the floor and crawl around seeing it through a baby’s eyes?  
 Think about where you felt safe as a child, how you moved around, what  
 you explored.  

The outdoor environment will also have fixed and less permanent features. Trees, fences, hills 
and bushes will form part of the fixed landscape, while planted areas are part of both – with 
changing leaf cover and flowering periods offering ongoing change. For example, a willow 
tunnel will provide a very different experience in high summer compared to mid-winter. 
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Ciara was approached by two pre-schoolers who asked her for a mat for the wolf’s house. 
Ciara was intrigued, and asked them to show her this house. They led her to the snack 
table which was set against the wall, and said that this was the wolf’s house. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Design is also shaped by children’s actual use of the 
space. They may see opportunities, or affordances, not 
envisaged by the adult. The more versatile and flexible 
the space, the more of these affordances are available 
to the children. In addition, the flexible attitude of the 
educator will support children’s creative use of space.

Children interpret their surroundings in light of 
what they can do there and how they can use 
the environmental features to create play. In this 
way the environment affords certain types of 
play… A downfallen tree can afford climbing for 
a five-year-old, and crawling under for a three-
year-old. An open lawn can afford play fighting 
among four-year-olds, and fast-paced running 
for two-year-olds. The affordance and inspiration 
of play is both dependent on the characteristics 
of the play environment and the characteristics 
of the individual who interprets it.

(Sandseter, 2011)

 

Planning the Layout

Each different space, while part of the whole, will have its own features to consider and 
plan in order to meet the differing needs of the child, families and staff. Provision needs to 
be made for essential interest areas in the main play and work spaces, while ensuring that 
the more functional spaces are well planned and laid out. Indoors will have the activity 
areas and other features that can all be designed in an integrated manner to provide a 
cohesive environment that expresses the ethos and vision of the service. Outdoors will have, 
depending on space, ample room for exploration, for physical movement and opportunities 
to experience all aspects of play. Scaling for different age groups needs to be considered, 
especially for babies and toddlers, for example sinks and water and sand trays are often 
designed for pre-schoolers, which may be too high for toddlers. Thematic and project work, 
(as discussed on page 45) also needs to be accommodated. 

“
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Planning your indoor layout

When planning the indoor room layout for your service, Community Playthings (2010) 
suggest that it can be done in a number of steps as illustrated in the figures below. 

Step 1: Firstly draw out the area 
being planned, marking in permanent 
features such as doors, windows, sinks, 
toilets and storage.

Step 2: Then mark the main routes 
and pathways. This will indicate the 
necessary design to allow logical 
groupings of activity areas. 

 
Step 3: Roughly mark wet, dry and other 
areas such as coat area.

Step 4: You can then mark in the main 
activity areas, bearing in mind wet, dry 
and the other features noted as having 
an impact on choice. 

Consulting on layout
Planning the layout can be done in consultation with the children. Using large sheets of 
paper, children can mark out the features and pathways as shown in Steps 1 and 2. With 
discussion, they can work out the best logical flows for effective use of the space, considering 
issues such as using equipment on the floor without having it knocked over by other children 
passing through. Using cut-out shapes, the possibilities can be explored and tested to see 
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what will work best. Another option would be to build a 3D model using papier-mâché, and 
use various materials to represent children, equipment and staff; such a model could be kept 
and used again, and perhaps be on display for parents. 

There is also a wide range of space planning software available that you can purchase 
to virtually design a room. These allow you to configure your floor plan, insert and move 
furniture around, and try out different finishes and colours to see what it will look like. There 
are also a number of free websites that are easy to use with step-by-step instructions. For 
suggestions on websites go to  
http://freshome.com/2010/08/18/10-best-free-online-virtual-room-programs-and-tools

Wet and dry regions
The division of the active areas into wet and dry regions will provide a reasonable structure 
that facilitates play needs while helping to keep areas that need protection, such as reading 
space, secure. Wet areas need to consider the ‘3F Rule’ of flow, flooring and fixed plumbing. 
Within these regions, Community Playthings suggest sub-division into zones: in the wet area 
there will be the entry zone and the messy zone; in the dry region there will be the active 
zone and the quiet zone. Equipping and designing the indoor layout for various types of play 
is further discussed in Section 4. 
 
Planning your outdoor space 
 
The outdoors is a special space, offering young children opportunity ‘to thrive and grow’ (White, 
2010). Planning and good design will make the most of the special nature of the out-of-doors. 
The outdoor space will offer a variety of different opportunities, based on what children need 
and want to do, perhaps on a larger scale than indoors depending on space available. 

The Early Years Foundation Stage (2007) in White (2010) suggests that the key things that 
children might be able to do outdoors include: 

	Run, pedal, climb, throw.
	Be excited, adventurous, energetic, messy, noisy.
	Hide, be secret, relax, find calm, reflect, be alone.
	Talk, interact, develop friendships.
	Create, construct, dismantle.
	Explore, discover, experiment.
	Dig, grow, nurture.
	Make sounds and music, express ideas and 

feelings.
	Explore materials, make marks and patterns.
	Be trusted, have responsibility.
	Be independent, initiate, collaborate.
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Recognising these possibilities will help in the planning and design of the outdoors and 
educators can create areas to cater for these opportunities as much as possible. While it may 
seem useful to categorise the outdoors into interest areas in a similar manner to indoors, 
this method can, if overused, lead to rigidity and artificial constraints for the children using 
the space. According to Tovey (2007), the planning of space needs to reflect how aspects 
of children’s learning are interrelated, then the design needs to reflect and support this, 
focusing on creating a challenging, creative space that includes: 

	Designated and connected spaces, such as a 
water tap placed near to a sand pit.

	Elevated spaces such as large logs.
	Wild spaces.
	Spaces for mystery and enchantment.
	Spaces for movement and stillness.
	Natural spaces. 

The wet region outdoors may be more flexible, 
with use of hoses, for example, providing wider 
options for wet and messy play. In addition, 
there may be scope for activities such as 
horticulture on a larger scale than is possible 
indoors. Where outdoor space is limited, 
ingenuity can be required to make the most of the existing space. 

 TIP

	Consider using part of the wall as a climbing space by putting in the climbing 
steps that can be fixed to a wall. 

	Use guttering and watering cans to provide a simple water feature. 
	Gro-bags and hanging baskets can be placed on walls and near windows. 

Strawberries, for example, can be grown in a hanging basket. 
	Hang outdoor equipment such as tools for 

digging on the wall.
	Hang old frying pans of different sizes on the 

wall with small banging tools nearby.
	Hang marine ply on a wall as a painting 

surface.
	Create miniature play gardens in containers.
	Include outdoor seating where children can 

sit and chat. These could be tree stumps. 
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other Main Areas of the Environment

 
In addition to the main activity areas, some examples of the other typical features of indoors 
and outdoors that can be integrated effectively into the overall vision for the service are 
outlined below.

Entrances, corridors, lobbies

When educators, together with parents and carers, support continuity of care by 
providing a safe, supportive in-between space for children, this will allow the child to 
move comfortably within both worlds, learn to merge the social world and the culture 
of the new service with their familiar home culture, and truly be themselves.

 (Barnardos, 2012)

The entrance area can be a space that invites parents and children, while also serving as a 
functional space for taking off coats, greeting the educators and exchanging responsibility 
for the child. It can be the place where information can be easily shared between the 
parents, child and educators. A welcoming, easy-to-use space is important, with a clear route 
to coat hooks which are identified for each child with pictures and name. Covered space 
outside may be possible for buggies while children move inside. Space may be limited but, 
if possible, comfortable seats for parents while supporting children’s preparations at the 
start or end of the session will be welcome. If designing from scratch, inviting windows or 
glass doors where the children can see the activity areas will invite curiosity about what is 
happening, and be a place to wave goodbye to the other children. 

“

A large whiteboard or flip chart in the lobby can be used to write up daily news, 
such as visitors expected or activities planned. 

 TIP
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 TIP

	Use a variety of colours on floor surfaces. This 
can help to highlight pathways. 

	Indoors pathways could sometimes use 
planted up troughs or gro-bags as edges 
so a sense of mystery for the small child is 
heightened. 

	Outdoor pathways can vary in surface 
materials, invoking curiosity and expectation, 
for example, a pebbled path lined with tall 
grasses leading to a small den. 

	Willow tunnels may also be used outdoors as 
interesting pathways between spaces. 

Corridors can become a feature of the environment. They can be used to display the 
children’s work and coloured to denote transition to different areas. If there is enough 
room, some chairs and tables for informal discussions can be available for staff and parents. 
Lighting and floor surfaces on corridors can be designed to be warm and inviting, with 
alcoves, displays of plants and good signage at all stages to help those moving through from 
one area to another. 

Paths

Traffic flow, through good use of pathways 
throughout the building, will facilitate easy 
movement from spaces to space, and to outdoors, 
as well as providing interesting options to encourage 
participation and stimulation for the children. 

Pathways structure our experience. A 
meandering path between activities will 
allow the children to look over each potential 
activity and a bypass route would allow quick 
movement from one side of the room to 
another without disrupting those engaged 
in an activity or those children “shopping”. A 
straight line path with forks and intersections 
defines specific choices here and there.

(Greenman, 2007)

“
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Eating and dining areas

In some settings, the eating area is within the main activity room, in others children may 
go to a designated dining room. Eating is a great social experience, with children and staff 
having the opportunity to sit, chat about the day and discuss the food provided. It is an 
opportunity for children to participate in preparation, serving and clearing up. Through  
this they will develop independence and learn valuable life skills as well as having 
opportunities to develop mathematical concepts such as fractions and division when 
dividing food into portions. 

Consider how much independence the children in your setting experience 
around snack time. Are they given the chance to help prepare by clearing the 
snack space, laying the table, carrying water and drinks to it, having small jugs 
(topped up by staff from larger jugs) for pouring, cutting up fruit or gathering 
lunchboxes? Are all the items required easily accessible for them? 

Children can prepare the menu for the week and operate a mini-cafe for the other 
children and staff in small teams. On special occasions, such as Mother’s Day, the 
children could prepare invitations and invite parents and carers to their cafe. 

 TIP
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Staff rooms

A sense of comfort and well-being is an important factor in attracting and retaining 
high-quality staff.

(Dudek, 2012)

The value of a separate space where staff 
can go to unwind, take their breaks and have 
lunch is an important part of their welfare at 
work. This room for staff may be small but 
by ensuring that it is given due consideration 
and reflects the needs of the staff, they will 
feel valued with a space to be themselves for 
a short while. Lighting, heat, some cooking 
facilities and comfortable seating will all be 
required. Secure storage for staff’s personal 
belongings should be included where possible. 

Staff meetings may also be held in this space and will need to be supported, while the 
manager may or may not have a separate office. ‘Good planning, both in terms of the 
building design and a daily timetable can ensure that many places have more than 
one function’ (Dudek, 2012). If the room serves dual purposes of relaxing, eating and 
administration, thought needs to be given to privacy and timing for using the room for each 
purpose. Consider confidentiality and data protection where files and computers are in use. 
Síolta, Component 10.6 states: ‘The setting keeps relevant and accurate administration 
records while maintaining appropriate levels of confidentiality.’ 

Parents’ spaces

Parents will feel a part of the setting where thought has been given to their access and 
use from the entrance hall in (see page 68). Where a parent is made to feel welcome in 
the environment, the relationship between them, the staff and the child will become one 
of mutual cooperation at various levels. The parent will also better understand the life and 
routine of the setting where their child spends time. In addition to the entrance area, other 
areas such as the use of corridors and hallways for informal discussions can be available, or 
there may be space for a designated room, alcove or other area for the parent to meet with 
staff or spend time with their child if needs be. Parents’ spaces may also include information 
points, and the family wall can also be part of the environment for parents. 
 

“

Do you create opportunities for other professionals from the community to 
engage with parents within the setting? 

(Síolta, Component 3.3.2)
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Toilets

Design for toilet areas needs to enable easy access and use, to encourage independence, 
meet regulatory requirements and make the life of the setting more manageable. For 
example, positioning toilets so that there is ease of access from outdoors as well as indoors. 

Sleep areas and cosy corners 

In full daycare services, the sleep rooms for babies are usually separate rooms, with dimmed 
lights, cots and carefully regulated temperatures, and are covered by the Pre-school 
Regulations. Some services bring out low beds when it is time for rest, individually in a quiet 
corner or as a group. 

The availability of spaces where children can just rest and chill out is always important for 
any age group. Sometimes children will need to get away from the larger group, and knowing 
of a suitable space or knowing how to create one, perhaps by using available fabrics over a 
small table or box, will support them in this. 

 
 
 

 
Storage areas

Storage is always in demand, and if well planned can be multi-functional, for example using 
storage cupboards and low shelves as room dividers. They could be placed on castor wheels 
to enable flexibility. Easily accessible shelving around activity rooms will foster independence 
as the children take and return their own equipment as needed. The predictability of knowing 
that they can find something in its proper place is liked by children and encourages taking 
out and putting away at the end of play. Storage spaces can have transparent boxes, labels 
with pictures/drawing of what goes in the space, and written words to support literacy. 
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Good storage, according to Greenman (1998), has certain characteristics. It is:

	Located close to the point of use.
	Able to comfortably hold and distinctively display contents when open.
	The right size and shape for the space.
	Aesthetically pleasing.
	Clear and understandable to the user, whether 20 months or 20 years old.
	Safe. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Outdoor storage may need to be safe and secure, as well as weatherproof. Where security is 
not an issue, covered areas are good for items such as bikes, tricycles and scooters. 

Outdoor equipment can be stored in waterproof bags attached to trees or fences.

 TIP

Personal storage space is 
important, both to children 
and to adults. Cubby holes, 
small boxes or baskets for each 
child where they can put their 
belongings and any work they 
wish to keep are invaluable. 

Where equipment needs to be 
closed off after the session, 
perhaps because of sharing the 
space, items such as bookcase 
style storage which closes could 
be useful.  
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Kitchens and cooking areas

 
Over the previous year, the children had grown potatoes in large shopping bags, 
strawberries in hanging baskets, courgettes in the glass entrance lobby and tomatoes 
on some of the windowsills. In addition, they had small herb trays in old sinks and had 
planted a pear tree against the outside wall. When it was time to harvest the various 
produce, the children used some of it for their meals, such as making pasta sauce with 
the tomatoes, and they set up a small shop to sell surplus to parents, raising funds for 
more planting the following year. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Dried beans will grow easily into crunchy bean sprouts in a few days on a small 
tray with cotton wool and water. 

 TIP

In large environments, kitchens may be separate with food being brought out on trollies to 
the dining area. However, where possible, it is exciting and interesting for children to be able 
to witness the food being prepared, and to take part in preparation as much as possible. As 
with many other functional actions, food preparation can be a part of the children’s routine 
rather than something that is hidden away, thus providing many opportunities for discussion, 
learning, practical life experiences and links to areas such as science and maths. It also links 
with any vegetable and fruit growing that has taken place, and can be a core part of the 
service’s curriculum. 
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Fixed, Semi-permanent and Flexible Features 

Each of the typical spaces listed above will have fixed features, such as water supply, doors, 
windows and walls, and the softer features such as lighting, furnishings and shelving. The 
overlay of these less permanent, soft features can help with the concept of fluidity and 
variety in the setting, as they are not fixed and can be transformative. Use of ideas such as 
changes of height, through platforms and stage-type spaces, will introduce variety and  
add interest. 

Fabrics and furnishings

 
Happy Feet ran a small, full daycare facility. There was a sessional service in the 
mornings, with children staying on and being joined by their siblings and others for a 
small after school service later in the day. The premises were small, so they used lighting 
and curtains to change the mood throughout the day. They had looped back curtains 
and nets that could be let-down as required, and they combined these with wall lamps, 
dimmer switches and soft coloured bulbs to enhance the surroundings. This enabled the 
children to experience quiet times and spaces of refuge and peace when tired or needing 
to be alone during a long day, and also for different groups of children to have impromptu 
zones for small group work. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

The mood of the rooms indoors can be 
enhanced by considered use of fabrics, 
and hard and soft furnishings. Where 
there are acoustic/sound issues, these 
can be helped by fabric panels on 
the walls, soft fabric hanging from 
high ceilings and in corners, and the 
use of large rugs and soft throws on 
couches in areas such as the quiet 
corner and the book area. The use of 
different fabrics in imaginative ways 
will offer children opportunities to 
experience both different textures 
and also chances to be hidden behind 
the fabric, giving the feeling of being 
somewhere separate. 
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Light

Careful use of lighting is an effective way to make the most of the environment throughout 
the day and the year. For example, children arriving in on dark winter mornings may find 
soft lamps, fixed to the wall or free standing, create a welcoming effect that is warming and 
homelike, especially if they are tired. The mood of the rooms can be varied through the use of 
dimmer switches, with bright lighting being useful for energetic, active times and softening 
the light when more relaxing and calm time is at hand. 

The Pre-school Regulations (2006) state that suitable and adequate lighting is essential. 
Rooms should have natural light and good artificial light as back up. 

Natural light is always welcome and, where possible, windows, glass in doors, curtains and 
blinds that are able to be drawn back to let in as much light as possible will enhance any 
environment, for both staff and children. Being outdoors often will enable the best use of 
natural light. The old disease of rickets is on the increase in recent years; children not getting 
sufficient natural light in the outdoors is thought to be a leading cause. 

Colour

The considered use of colour will enable different parts of the environment to be used in 
different ways. For example, soft pastel shades of blues and greens will suit areas such as 
sleep or cosy corners, while vibrant lively colours such as red or yellow, if used discriminately, 
will enliven dull corners, providing warmth. Colour is a cost effective way to manage the 
mood of the environment. 
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Rudolf Steiner developed a colour theory, with particular colours relating to moods and 
senses. In this theory, colours such as vermillion and ultramarine, for example, are thought 
to stimulate children, evoking movement, and are suitable for high activity areas (Community 
Playthings, 2010). 

Sound 

Awareness of the effect of sound and managing it where necessary is important, as some 
children can be extremely sensitive to loud and echoing sounds. Young children are developing 
their speech and language, and excessive noise, whether through the acoustics or through 
the indiscriminate use of background music, will make it too difficult for them to listen for 
the speech and sounds of the other children and the adults. Where there are a lot of hard 
surfaces, sound will reverberate and magnify. As mentioned earlier, the use of fabrics and soft 
furnishings can help to soften excessive sounds, also using cork tiles on walls as in large notice 
boards or display surfaces will help. 

Aesthetics

The aesthetics of the 
environment will be enhanced 
by many of the suggestions 
made already, such as good 
use of colour, light and 
fabrics in a pleasing layout. 
In addition, the use of clear, 
uncluttered spaces on walls 
and floors will make sure 
that children experience an 
environment that is more 
beautiful and pleasant. Plants, 
soft lovely sounds and a variety 
of textures will all enhance the 
surroundings. 

Local libraries will often have copies of paintings for loan, often for up to three 
months at a time. Children would enjoy choosing pictures, and these would offer 
much opportunity for discussion and inspiration. 

 TIP
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Plants

The use of plants will serve a number of functions. They can be used for aesthetic purposes, 
for practical purposes such as room dividers and for active engagement with nature. Plants 
can also provide chances for new responsibilities, with rotas being drawn up to care for them 
and research undertaken on what they need in terms of pruning and re-potting. 

Outdoors, planting can be an important element of the programme of activities, whether 
growing vegetables and edible plants, planting for play areas such as tunnels and 
pathways, or planting for sheer beauty. Planting is a good way to engage parents who  
may have green fingers, asking them for knowledge and support or to share seeds or 
plant cuttings. 

 
The parents in a large private setting had planted out a large willow tunnel and room. 
Each year the pruning of the willows was an opportunity for a day with parents, as they 
came along with the children to keep the tunnel and room in check for another year. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo



The environment begins as a blank canvas, prepared by the 
educator with carefully designed nooks, crannies, rooms and 
spaces, outdoors and inside. So what resources and equipments 
will turn this canvas into spaces of busyness, of flow, of 
concentration, of joy and of wonder? This section looks at ideas 
for resources that will provide children with many fun, wonderful 
opportunities to explore and grow. It also gives guidance on how 
to monitor and assess your environment on an ongoing basis.

Equipping, Assessing 
and reflecting on 
the Environment

Section 4
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Providing for Different Types of Play 

Educators can make decisions regarding the equipping of an early years service by considering 
the types of play that will be supported in it. Equipment and materials are one aspect of 
play opportunities; the approach and ethos of the service, the attitude of the educators, 
and the provision of time and opportunity for free play are equally important. The taxonomy 
or classification of play types developed by Bob Hughes (2002) help to determine what 
opportunities services can provide, and through them the equipment that will support these.

1. Symbolic play – play which allows control, gradual exploration and increased 
understanding without the risk of being out of depth. An example would be using a 
piece of wood to symbolise a person or an object, or a piece of string to symbolise a 
wedding ring.

2. Rough and tumble play – close encounter play which is less to do with fighting and 
more to do with touching, tickling and gauging relative strength. Involves discovering 
physical flexibility and the exhilaration of display. This type of play allows children to 
participate in physical contact that doesn’t result in someone being hurt. It can use up 
lots of energy.

3. Socio-dramatic play – the enactment of real and potential experiences of an  
intense personal, social, domestic or interpersonal nature, for example, playing at house, 
going to the shops, being mothers and fathers, organising a meal or even having a row. 

4. Social play – play during which the rules and criteria for social engagement and 
interaction can be revealed, explored and amended. For example, any social or 
interactive situation which contains an expectation on all parties that they will abide by 
the rules or protocols such as games, conversations, making something together.

5. Creative play – play which allows a new response, the transformation of information 
and awareness of new connections, with an element of surprise. This allows children to 
design, explore, try out new ideas and use their imagination, enjoying creation with a 
range of materials, tools, props and equipment. Creative play can have a beginning and 
an end, a texture and a smell. It involves self expression through any medium, making 
things and changing things.

6. Communication play – play using words, nuances or gestures, for example, mime/
charades, jokes, play acting, mickey taking, singing, whispering, pointing, debate, street 
slang, poetry, text messages, talking on mobiles/emails/internet, skipping games, group 
and ball games.

7. Dramatic play – play which dramatises events in which the child is not a direct 
participator. For example, presentation of a TV show, an event on the street, a religious 
or festive event, even a funeral.

8. Locomotor play – movement in any or every direction for its own sake, for example, 
chase, tag, hide and seek, tree climbing.

9. Deep play – play which allows the child to encounter risky or even potentially life 
threatening experiences, to develop survival skills and to conquer fear, for example, 
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light fires with matches, make weapons, conquer fear such as heights, snake and creepy 
crawlies. Some find strength they never knew they had to climb obstacles, lift large 
objects etc., for example, leaping onto an aerial runway, riding a bike on a parapet, 
balancing on a high beam, roller skating, assault course, high jump.

10. Exploratory play – play to access factual information consisting of manipulative 
behaviours such as handling, throwing, banging or mouthing objects, for example, 
engaging with an object or area and, either by manipulation or movement, assessing its 
properties, possibilities and content, such as stacking bricks.

11. Fantasy play – this is the make-believe world of children. This type of play is where the 
child’s imagination gets to run wild and where they rearrange the world in their own 
way, a way that is unlikely to occur. Examples include playing at being a pilot flying 
around the world, pretending to be various characters/people, being wherever they want 
to be, driving a car, becoming six feet tall or as tiny as they want to be.

12. Imaginative play – play where the conventional rules which govern the physical world 
do not apply, for example, imagining you are or pretending to be a tree or ship, or 
patting a dog that isn’t there.

13. Mastery play – this involves control of the physical and affective ingredients of the 
environment, for example, digging holes, changing the course of streams, constructing 
shelters, building fires.

14. object play – play which uses infinite and interesting sequences of hand-eye 
manipulations and movements, for example, examination and novel use of any object 
such as a paintbrush or cup.

15. Role play – this is play that explores ways of being, although not normally of an intense 
personal, social, domestic or interpersonal nature. For example, brushing with a broom, 
dialling with a telephone, driving a car.

16. Recapitulative play – play that allows the child to explore ancestry, history, rituals, 
stories, rhymes, fire and darkness. This enables children to access play of earlier human 
evolutionary stages.  
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All of these types of play can be experienced by children both indoors and outdoors. 
Equipment that will support them varies from traditional items such as a dressing-up box, 
puppets or poetry books to newer items such as magnet sets and IT. These and other 
resources are described below.

Consider the list on pages 80 and 81. How many of the experiences described 
can be availed of freely by the children in your service?

	How do you cater for sensorial experiences; do you have different fabrics,  
 surfaces and materials indoors? Can children smell, taste touch? 
	Outdoors have you considered developing sensory areas? (See useful   
 weblinks on page 124.)

Educators need to cater also for the varying stages of child development, depending on the 
age range attending their service. For further information see Supporting Quality, Book 2 
Enhancing Children’s Learning and Development (French, 2008b) and Child Development Guide 
(Barnardos, 2013). See also Table 5 on pages 94 and 95, which suggests basic equipment for 
various age groups.

There are particular items, materials and facilities that are considered essential for children’s 
play opportunities. Some examples of essential materials and items usually include a range 
of open-ended materials, such as sand, water, mud, art supplies, junk materials and blocks. 

The materials invite children to explore and manipulate and to talk about what they 
are doing. The materials are varied, manipulative, open-ended and have the touch 
of wonder: natural materials, wood; stone and grass; sand, mud, clay; slimy, slippery, 
squishy, squeezy things; fragile things that require gentleness, laps and hugs. 

(French, 2012) 

 
 

“
For some children with poor fine motor skills, open-ended materials such as 
playdough offers them gradual opportunities to achieve success through firstly 
using their hands, and then moving on to cutters, scissors and other tools to shape 
the dough.

 TIP
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Jelly Tots playgroup, Sligo - The Mud Kitchen
Bringing our mud kitchen from just an idea in our heads to its fruition and watching and 
listening to how it has enhanced the children’s experience here at Jolly Tots has been 
one of the most rewarding projects to date. A lot of families got involved in designing 
and making the kitchen and it created a strong sense of community. There is something 
about the pleasure of mud play that evokes memories in us all of childhoods spent 
making muck pies and cakes. 

Our mud kitchen isn’t fancy and it didn’t cost much. Most of the materials, pots, pans 
and cookware were donated by our families. A source of water in the mud kitchen is 
necessary and you can add other materials such as sand, gravel, pebbles, grass and 
plants to the mud. The children make all sorts of concoctions; the mix becomes birthday 
cakes, soups, coffee, potions and lotions. The possibilities are endless. 

The children are developing all the time. Some of the kids are reticent to start with but 
we find that after a few days they generally join in with gusto. While some get stuck in 
from day one, others are hesitant to get messy. We encourage them to get involved at 
their own pace. We, as the adults, try to remain in the background in the mud kitchen 
and let the children lead the play. It is amazing to watch how they encourage each other, 
problem solve and create a world of new play experiences. If we had known how amazing 
this project would be for all involved, we would have developed it years ago! 

 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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Essential and Creative Equipment and resources
 
 
Art supplies

Art supplies should include large sheets of paper, good quality paint brushes of different 
sizes, and small quantities of different coloured paint in small tubs close to an easel. Stubby 
brushes and finger paint should be available for younger toddlers and those whose fine 
motor skills are still developing. Rolls of newsprint can be hung on a roller on a wall. Nearby 
access to a sink enables the children to become independent in managing their work. 
Different coloured paper, supplies of crayons, old magazines, glue/paste in tubs and lollipop 
sticks are all essential items, as are scissors, and varied types of paper such as doilies. 
Transient art can be supported by having old sheets and baskets of items for laying out on 
the ground indoors and outdoors for children to compose their own ideas.

Pets can be a wonderful asset in a setting, providing chances for children to 
understand the pet's needs, such as feeding, cleaning and playing, and supported 
grief when the pet dies. For some children, the chance to develop a different type 
of attachment can be of great value. Suitable pets include fish, dogs, hamsters, 
rabbits, guinea pigs and chickens. Proper hygiene practices need to be established.  

 TIP

Keep tiny circles of paper, from punched white and coloured paper, and ask parents 
to bring from their workplaces when emptying the punchers. Large bags may also be 
available from resource and recycling centres, such as Play Resources in Belfast and 
Recreate in Dublin. These paper circles can be used in a variety of art projects.

 TIP
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Chalks and blackboards can be used in 
various ways – use blackboard paint and 
small wooden frames to prepare areas on 
the walls indoors for chalking or outdoors 
on a sheltered wall. Pavement chalks 
can be used effectively outdoors and on 
designated floor areas indoors. Outdoors a 
piece of marine ply can be fixed to a wall, 
painted on with acrylics and repainted 
as needed, possibly weekly for different 
groups of children (photos can be taken of 
the week’s work). 

Junk box (for art/construction/drama/role play)

A junk box can contain almost anything, from cardboard tubes to yoghurt pots, ribbons to 
pasta shapes.

 
Cottage Kids, Lusk, Co Dublin - Fabric Fun
One of our children’s mums asked us if we had any need for a bag of remnant fabrics, 
to which we replied ‘Of course!’ We said nothing to the children and just left the bag in 
the room. It wasn’t long before many children came over, including the boys, and it was 
fascinating to listen to the children describe the patterns on the materials. ‘This one looks 
like sandwiches!’ ‘This one looks like bowls of cereal!’ and ‘Mine is a garden picture’.

Harry then chose material with birds printed on it, ‘Hey these could be pirate shorts!’ In 
the previous weeks we had observed and supported the children’s interests in pirates, 
spiders and dressing up and so decided to extend these interests incorporating this huge 
bag of fabric. This learning story was carried out over approximately 5–6 weeks. 

Harry was still figuring out how to make his pirate trousers when he asked Fiona for help. 
Fiona explained that they needed to make a pattern. ‘Do you remember last week when 
we made the pirate hats [for cardboard dolls]?’ she said. She reminded Harry that they 
had traced around a hat and made a template for making more pirate hats. Harry went 
and got a pair of trousers from the dress-up box. ‘Could we use these as a pattern? It’s 
like the shadow.’ They laid the trousers on the fabric. Fiona explained about doubling over 
the material and she showed Harry how to measure the trouser width to make sure that 
they would fit. ‘It needs to be 9 [inches]’ said Harry. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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Dressing up for dramatic, imaginative play 

Dressing-up props can include some recognisable items as well as fabric and material of 
different sizes and textures – shoes, scarves, jewellery, ties, lunch boxes, picnic baskets, 
laundry baskets, doll’s beds, blankets, bibs, prams, nappies, baby bath, dustpan and brush 
and telephones could all be included. Babies and young children especially enjoy trying on 
hats in front of a mirror. 

The next day Fiona brought in the sewing machine and there was great excitement. Liam 
asked, ‘What’s that?’ Fiona explained how it worked and what the thread and needle 
would do. She explained how we had to be extremely careful with the machine. She was 
asked, ‘Would the needle go through your finger?’ Harry replied, ‘Yes, you’d bleed and you 
would have to go to Temple Street where the hospital is.’ Calum was thinking and said ‘My 
sister knits with wool but not thread.’ 

Fiona threaded the needle first. Calum said ‘Careful Fiona, don’t get hurt!’ Fiona asked 
‘Did anyone see the pedals in your car? What happens when mam puts her foot down on 
the pedal?’ ‘It goes’ replied the boys. Fiona: ‘Right so, the needle won’t go till I put my foot 
on the pedal. And when she did a test run ‘Wow!!! That was fast!’ 

Over the next few weeks there were lots of trousers, cowboy scarves, batman cloaks and 
peter pan hats made by the boys. Fiona worked with the material and the needle and the 
boys used the pedal. 
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IT

There are a lot of IT resources, for use on 
laptops, computers and tablets, that will 
provide an increasingly rich range of play 
experiences which can be creative and fun. 
For example, for older children the game of 
Minecraft is very popular, and using it will 
enhance the development of maths skills 
such as spatial awareness and geometry as 
it affords children the opportunity to build 
in three-dimensional space. There are a 
number of free and purchasable animation 
packages and apps available which give 
opportunities to explore various aspects of 
design and storytelling and link with other activities provided in the setting. There are now 
also many interactive products, which allow for co-operative and group play with adults and 
children, and products which encourage children to physically move around. 

Stop-motion is the form of animation that uses models which are moved and  
filmed in sequence to tell stories. Well-known names would be the plasticine models 
Wallace and Gromit or Morph. Packages are available to provide children with this 
particular form of animation. (There is an example of a three year old doing this  
with Lego and her toys to tell the story of Humpty Dumpty on YouTube   
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HqDhyKYtdTs)

 TIP

Technology in the form of projectors that can be connected with microscopes will help 
groups of children to explore small items of nature, and microscopes themselves are really 
exciting for children to examine things that they have found. 

Books

Books are key items to have in all early years settings. Books that range from the simplest 
cardboard pictures to those that take children and adults on journeys to far-away places 
bring richness to children’s experiences, and engender imagination, curiosity and interest in 
the wider world. Books can also be used as a starting point to look at issues such as family 
diversity, explore other lands and peoples, or just to entertain and have fun. Join the local 
library so you have access to a wide range of books (and art works).
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A library/book area with a variety of accessible picture books, art prints, postcards, 
photographs of the children as they explore and play at the setting, and photos of their 
families provide opportunities for educators to talk with children about what they see in 
pictures and photographs. 

Make your own books about the centre, focusing on occasions such as having lunch, 
story time, treasure basket time or going on short journeys outside, for example, 
to visit the greenhouse or see the wind moving through the trees, or to visit other 
rooms where there are other children like brothers and sisters (very good for 
transitions too!). 

 TIP

The book area should be filled with rugs, 
cushions and comfortable seating as well 
as a wide range of books of varied style, 
content and complexity. This requires 
variety within the types of book offered, for 
example, reference books on many different 
topics, story books about animals, people 
and imaginary creatures, and picture 
books showing trees, the sea or animals for 
children just to look at. Sizes and formats of 
books should vary (French, 2012). 

There is a list of books suitable for children 
aged 0-6 in Literacy and Numeracy Matters 
(French, 2012). Educators can also get ideas 
from www.helpmykidlearn.ie, a website 
from the National Adult Literacy Agency.

Invite parents in regularly to book/story sessions, either where they can read with 
the children or where they sit in on story time. In this way the educator can model 
good reading practice for those parents who may need support, and reading 
becomes a positive way of linking with parents. 

 TIP
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Blocks

Wooden blocks are great for young children as they 
need lots of opportunities to stack and knock things 
down. Blocks can be used for simple fun play that 
challenges children, for more complex engineering 
projects and as part of socio-dramatic play in 
constructing small worlds. 

A block area, located in an open space and on a flat 
surface, indoors or outdoors, with blocks and large 
trucks, small cars, and animals and people figures 
stored on low shelves or stacked against a wall 
should be available for imaginative play. Children 
will explore the qualities of blocks, including size, 
shape, weight, texture and volume. When educators 
discuss those qualities while children are exploring 
and working with blocks, children receive valuable 
language that is directly linked to their experiences 
(French, 2012). 

Music 

Every form of art – music, dance, drama, sculpture – provides children with another set 
of symbols for thinking about and expressing ideas and meaning.

 (Barnardos and BCCN, 2013)

Music is a powerful medium for children’s expression. Children engage with music at many 
levels: they enjoy singing and hearing nursery rhymes and can use music as a fun way to 
tackle tasks such as clearing up along with the educators. They may also like to make music, 
and this affords opportunities for both solo and group play.

“

With the children, pick a favourite nursery rhyme. Create sound effects for parts of 
the rhyme, such as Jack and Jill going up the hill, with bucket noises, water sounds 
and falling down sounds. Then put on a performance for the rest of the children 
and the staff. 

 TIP
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Educators who are not musicians can 
still provide rich musical experiences. 
For example, a music area with some 
real instruments or the means for 
children to make their own musical 
instruments can be created. Children 
can be included in musical projects 
such as exploring silence and sound, 
and watching fun performances such 
as finding a video of the ‘Vegetable 
Orchestra’ on YouTube (see useful 
weblinks on page 124). Educators can 
provide games that involve music, 
and invite children to use movement with music through acting as animals complete with 
sound effects or creating their own orchestra with old household items such as old frying 
pans, chains, boxes, tins, piping, buckets, wooden and metal spoons. 

As children become more interested, invite local performers in to play with the children, 
and possibly engage with one of the kindermusik programmes on offer. Many local arts 
venues will have music programmes, and the National Concert Hall in Dublin does regular 
'music in the classroom' events which may suit younger children. The Ark in Dublin also has 
children’s music. 

Physical space and items for movement

In addition to the equipment and materials, space and time for children to use their 
imaginations in exploring all types of play are key elements of equipping each environment. 
Physical space, both indoors and outdoors, gives children scope to roll, jump, crawl and feel a 
sense of freedom, most of which can be experienced with little or no equipment. 

Some items that will encourage movement 
are blocks, tyres and wooden boxes for 
climbing, balancing and weaving in and out. 

 TIP
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other items to be included

		Children need the opportunity to dump, fill, push, pull and move things around, and throw 
and gather items. Repetition is the name of the game. Provide containers of all shapes 
and sizes to put things in – trucks, push and pull items, large shopping bags, baskets, 
trays, purses, wallets, briefcases, wooden and plastic boxes, egg boxes, cans (cleaned), 
tins of various sizes, plastic bottles etc.

	Provide play dough and play dough items. Small baking and cooking sets are ideal for 
this and include items such as cake tins, mixing bowls and spoons, rolling pins, dishes of 
different sizes, small pans and a teapot. Keep these items as real as you can, try not to 
buy plastic items.

	Include stacking cups and beakers, vehicles and garages, a wooden farm set, a wooden 
train set with a small track, trucks and diggers, boats, ducks, stacking rings, nesting eggs, 
clementoni (bricks).

	Offer torches, blankets and tents.
	Items that can roll such as spools, balls, tubes (plastic ones, cardboard and others) and 

hair rollers would also be good (try a 2 Euro Shop or source these items at home).
	Provide materials for heuristic play. Children will instinctively seek to investigate objects 

which interest them and make discoveries via taste, touch, smell and sound. Items from 
home such as wooden pegs, pine cones, sea shells, lids of jars, keys, bracelets, curtain 
rings are suitable for this (see Treasure Baskets on page 93).

 (adapted from Goldschmied, 1987)

In addition, each educator will have their own preference for particular items that they find 
of value and like to use. There are many other ideas for items that educators may consider 
for expanding opportunities for children of all ages. The table on page 92 offers further ideas.
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The miracle of life The magic of vision

 Incubators
 Bird cages 
 Aquariums
 Animal cages
 Ant farms
 Bug hotels
 Butterfly gardens
 Bird feeders and baths
 Baby carriers
 Comfy adult chairs to make laps (feel 

heartbeats, human contact)
 Magnifying glasses

 Lamps, torches
 Prisms
 Stained glass
 Canopies
 Mobiles, hangings
 The wonder of language
 Microphones
 Voice recorders
 Computers and keyboards
 Tongue twisters
 Rich language books

The magic of cause and effect Alchemy and chemistry

 Motors 
 Fans
 Pulleys, levers
 Computers
 Bubbles

 Sinks 
 Plastic tubs
 Water tables
 Electric pans
 Cooking areas
 Microscopes

The joy of invented places The wonder of construction

 Lofts, platforms
 Wigwams [bamboo, guttering]
 Boxes, crates, pallets
 Tyres, car and tractor
 Blankets, parachutes, old curtains
 Planks
 Blocks

 Cardboard boxes, boxes
 Planks
 Mirrors
 Crates, pallets
 Duct tape, string, nails, hammers
 Paste, glue
 Blocks
 Tyres

The wonder of caring adults

 Adult encouragement
 Adult support 
 Ample storage

Table 4: Furniture and equipment to promote wonder  (adapted from Greenman, 1998)
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Treasure baskets 
The treasure basket was developed by Elinor Goldsmied where she ‘put the world in a 
basket for babies to explore’. Babies love treasure baskets full of things they can explore 
and tell you about. It is a medium-sized, low, rigid-sided basket, no more than 35 cm in 
diameter and 12 cm in height, which contains up to 100 natural and household objects. 
The items to be included are low cost but a lot of thought needs to go into these as they 
should provide opportunities for babies to explore weight, smell, texture and colour. 
Household objects can be collected for children to select, investigate and discover. The 
only rules are that all objects should be checked for safety, babies should never be left 
alone with the basket, the objects should be non-synthetic and the adult should feel 
comfortable about what is put in. Children should be able to use one or both hands to 
pick up objects. These are just some items you can begin with and build on.

	Natural objects – fir cones, a lemon, big feathers, corks, large pebbles, large sea 
shells, apples, a natural sponge. 

	Wooden items  – a wooden ball, curtain ring, napkin ring, small drum, wooden rattles, 
small boxes, cubes, small bowl.

	Metal objects – spoons of different sizes, egg whisk, key rings, metal egg cup, lemon 
squeezer, bottle brush, whistle, bicycle bell, triangle, bunches of keys.

	Soft objects – textiles such as a fleece or soft blanket. 

Additional training should be sought on the use of 
treasure baskets as these are part of a planned 
approach for learning and development and are not 
provided for children all the time. Educators will need 
support and direction on the use of treasure baskets.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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Basic equipment by age group

The table below, adapted from Community Playthings, 2010, shows suggested basic  
equipment for various age groups. Keep in mind that children develop at different rates so this 
is just a guide.

ChARACTERISTICS ACTIVITY 
AREA SuggESTED EQuIpMENT

0–6 MoNThS

Need much sleep Sleep area  Cots
 Room dividers to screen sleep area

Need much 
physical care and 
contact

 Nappy-changing unit
 Glider, rocking chair, or settee for caregiver, for 

feeding and bonding
 Table for bottles and other items

Involved in sensory 
exploration

Takes place 
in all areas

 Treasure basket
 Baby floor gym and mat
 Ceiling can provide visual interest
 Tactile materials on walls and floor 

Start press-ups
Start to roll

Baby-safe 
area on floor

 Floor mats
 Room dividers

6–12 MoNThS

Continue to need 
much sleep Sleep area  Cots and/or rest mats

 Room dividers to screen sleep area

Continue to need 
much physical care 
and contact

 Nappy-changing unit
 Glider, rocking chair or settee for caregiver
 Table (adult height) for bottles and other items

Start to eat  
solid food

Mealtime 
area

 Chairs with trays and/or
 Low table and chairs

Increasing sensory 
exploration Sensory area

 Room dividers (clear panels are good to see through 
and fingerpaint on; pinboard panels are good for 
attaching tactile materials)

 Mirrors
 Baby shelf

Frustration with 
lack of mobility

Play area  Treasure baskets containing variety of tactile objects
 Shelves to store treasure baskets

Book corner  Book display units accessible to babies

Increasing mobility Active play 
area

 Objects to push (cartons, sturdy chairs, pushcarts)
 Nursery gym
 Objects to crawl through and over and to cruise around

Beginnings of  
role-play

Takes place 
in all areas  Needs little or no equipment
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12–24 MoNThS

Physical care

 Nappy-changing unit with steps

Quiet area  Rest mats
 Comfortable chair or settee for caregiver, for cuddling

Mealtime 
area  Table and small chairs

Continuing sensory 
exploration

Creative play 
area

 Sand and water table
 Low easels
 Low tables

Heuristic 
play space  Wide range of everyday objects collected by staff

Large muscle 
activity

Active 
play area, 
possibly 
on covered 
porch

 Nursery gym
 Wheeled riding toys
 Rocking equipment
 Push carts

Increasing fine-
motor coordination

Construction 
and small 
world area

 Wooden and foam bricks
 Shelves to store blocks
 Little figures of people and animals
 Small shelving to hold equipment and to establish  

the area
Advancing  
role-play Home corner  Simple home corner furniture

 Low table and small chairs
Recognition of 
and interest visual 
symbols

Book corner  Book display units
 Floor cushions

24–36 MoNThS

Physical care

 Nappy-changing unit with steps

Quiet area  Comfortable chair or settee for caregiver, for cuddling
 Rest mats

Mealtime 
area  Tables and chairs

Continuing sensory 
exploration

Creative play 
area

 Sand and water table
 Easels
 Tables and chairs
 Shelves to hold supplies

Large muscle 
activity

Active 
play area, 
possibly 
on covered 
porch

 Kiddie cars
 Small scooters
 Pushcarts
 Rocking equipment
 Hollow blocks

Increasing fine-
motor coordination

Construction 
and small 
world area

 Wooden blocks
 Shelves to store blocks
 Shelving to hold equipment and delineate the area

Advancing  
role-play Home corner

 Home corner furniture
 Table and chairs
 Dress-up unit

Recognition of and 
interest in visual 
symbols

Book corner  Book display units
 Floor cushions

Mark-
making  Table and chairs

Table 5: Suggested equipment for various age groupings
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Extending the Environment Beyond the Setting

Educators can consider the wider environment as a means of providing rich and new 
experiences in their own right, and also as a means of providing for experiences that may be 
scarce in their own setting, for example if they have limited outdoor space. Services may also 
be closely engaged in sustainability as part of their vision, and this will have an impact upon 
the environment provided.

What resources and amenities in your local community do you use regularly 
to enrich and enhance children’s experiences in your setting and engagement 
with their environment? 

(Síolta Standard 16: Community Involvement, Component 16.3) 

There are many external options for outings and connections that may be considered, either 
on a regular or occasional basis. These might include:

	Local parks
	Forests and woods, forest schools
	Beach/lakeside areas
	Art centres and galleries 
	Museums 
	Neighbourhood walks
	Theatres
	Animal centres, butterfly houses, zoos
	Libraries
	Community facilities such as astro turf
	GAA or FAI playing pitches
	Playgrounds 
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Chimchiminey Centre had a strong focus on all types of artwork with children. They 
arranged with the local credit union to hold an art exhibition each year in their offices. 
The credit union committee usually have an opening ceremony for this to which parents 
and members are invited and where the children can discuss their work. 

This strong focus on community involvement enables children to have real visibility within 
their community and impacts on how they are viewed by the wider community and 
society. Síolta Standard 16: Community Involvement offers further ideas. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Sustainability can be fostered through ongoing recycling, taking part in local and 
national green initiatives, the use of natural materials and recycled items. Check 
our greenschoolsireland.org for ideas.

 TIP
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Monitoring and Assessing Your Environment

 
Adults admire their environment; they can remember it and think about it – but a child 
absorbs it. The things he sees are not just remembered; they form part of his soul. He 
incarnates in himself all in the world about him that his eyes see and his ears hear. 

(Maria Montessori, in Community Playthings, 2010)

What is working well? Should there be change?

Early years services are dynamic environments. New children and staff may come in at 
regular intervals, and children mature and move through stages of development at different 
paces. So the dynamic of each service, the interactions and each space within a service is 
rarely static, rather it is constantly evolving. 

“

 
After Christmas, Carol noticed that when the children were working around the block area 
there seemed to a lot of dissent. She monitored the situation over a few days, observing 
patterns of activity, who played there, when it was busy and when it was quiet. Carol 
realised that the equipment and space that had been included in this area since the 
previous summer were now inadequate. There was a lot of interest among the children in 
making large projects with the blocks, and they often ran out of space and blocks. Carol 
discussed this with the children and asked them for solutions. The children suggested 
that the construction area, which was close by, could be opened up by moving a table 
that was between the two spaces, thus freeing up space and enabling a wider range of 
play between the two areas. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Identifying reasons for change comes about through observation, ongoing assessment, 
consultation and reflection. Aistear has developed a useful template for 3-5 year olds in their 
Aistear in Action initiative, which can be used to assess the indoor and outdoor environment 
and identify improvements that may be required. This can be accessed at www.ncca.ie 

	Have you consulted with the children regarding how the environment in  
 your service, or aspects of it, works for them?
	What would encourage children to bring their idea to the educators?
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Educators need to regularly 
look at ideas for new 
possibilities and for changes 
that may improve elements 
that do not work so well. 
Focus on feasibility, testing 
and the possible barriers, 
for example, to mud play, 
adventurous play or being
outdoors in all weathers. 

Consider a new event that may be occuring in a child’s life, such as a hospital visit 
or a new sibling, and adapt the programme to include activities that reflect that 
child’s new circumstances. 

 TIP

Team discussions can examine all ideas for change, both immediate and medium term. 
Longer term changes need to be linked back into strategic reviews, with goals and targets 
set for implementation and the steps to be taken and resource implications identified. At 
all times educators should weigh up the balance between change and children’s need for 
familiarity and security. 

reinventing the early childhood setting… points to consider

	What values and beliefs are implied/explicit about how the space is used and who  
uses it?

	What message does the environment give children about how they should use their 
bodies? For example, think of babies, lying, sitting crawling, and cruising; what do they 
see, reach for, touch and move?

	Are the indoor and outdoor areas flexible enough to be used in a variety of ways?
	Are there places for individual children to get away from it all to relax and to dream?
	How can we create spaces so that a small group of children can work without 

interruptions and still have spaces for being together and for building friendships?
	Do we have enough open-ended/natural materials and equipment that serves more than 

one purpose?
	What can we add that is unusual and would spark curiosity and imagination?
	Have we given enough attention to detail in the colour of the walls, how we arrange the 

furniture and other items, the lighting, sounds and smells?
(Adapted from Curtis and Carter, 2005)
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The next steps

START

planning for Quality Development 

Identification of Standard/Component

Reviewer of Current practice

Next stage of planning & Development in the Quality Cycle

The spiral of reflection set out in Síolta shown above looks at ongoing improvement, 
development and change. Teams can go back to the first steps of assessing what is working, 
continue their ongoing assessment and set dates for further reviews, observations and 
consultations. Individuals can monitor their own practice within the environment and reflect 
upon personal changes that they may wish to make. Developing a culture of reflective 
practice will enhance quality in the environment and other areas.

Quality environments will be maintained through the provision of suitable equipment and 
resources and an understanding of the need to be flexible, responsive to children’s needs 
and to reflect frequently on the areas and items that are working well and those that need 
change, always based on the needs of the children. Such an approach will ensure that the 
environments provided will continue to be stimulating, challenging and exciting places in 
which to play and work. 

Action 

Evaluation & Reflection 

Achievement of 
Standard/Component



The development of new environments and spaces is a major 
undertaking, and it is important for early years educators to be 
able to contribute to the process and, through their expertise, 
ensure that the new space is developed appropriately. This 
section provides an overview of the main steps that need to  
be considered.

new Build 
Environments

Section 5
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new Builds

At some point in their careers, early years educators may be involved in developing the 
whole environment for a service, including the premises. Their knowledge and expertise 
about the needs of running a service for young children are a vital component of the 
success of such a building. Early years educators are the people who have the strategy 
and vision for the future of the service, and the experience of actually working with young 
children that can inform the other professionals involved in the project such as architects, 
planners, builders and funders.  

 
A new community facility was being built in a large city in Ireland. A major part of the 
facility would be the provision of a full day care centre, to meet the needs of nearly 200 
children. Established, experienced architects were engaged by the Board of Management. 
Exciting and innovative designs were drafted, accepted and approved. On completion, the 
architects won awards and plaudits for their designs and style. An early years team was 
recruited and began to enrol children. 

As the rooms began to be used by the educators, problems started to emerge with the 
cupboards and room layouts. The cupboards looked stylish, but they hung from the walls 
near the ceiling, ending about a half metre from the floor, leaving space underneath. The 
high shelves were too high to reach comfortably, the shelves were too shallow to store 
boxes, the children could not 
take items out of the closed 
presses independently and 
the gap underneath was 
too low to be used by the 
children without banging 
their heads. The activity 
rooms were designed to 
curve around corners, which 
meant that room workers 
could not see children at the 
other end of the room; they 
were also narrow at both 
ends which left inadequate 
space for table or floor 
activities at these points. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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Developing a basic understanding of the stages involved in a new build and effective ways 
of working with architects and builders will lead to a project that will achieve its aims. 
These aims will be ones that the educator and team have set and are satisfied will create 
a quality environment that works in the best interests of the children who will attend. The 
new premises will fit the children, rather than the children and staff having to fit with the 
new premises. 

Educators will recognise typical activity patterns for young children: they will be aware of the 
different needs of various age groups, the preferences for floor play, the need for seamless 
movement between outdoors and indoors, how toileting facilities need to be easily reached, 
the need to ensure children can use storage and reach sinks for art works independently. 

Nappy changing and toilet facilities should be easily accessible from both indoors 
and outdoors.

 TIP

The steps outlined in this section are the basic minimum steps in such projects, they are 
intended to trigger awareness of the main elements of building and the key role that 
educators have in this process. For any groups considering a new build there are some 
Sources of Further Information listed on page 122 and close liaison with relevant bodies  
is recommended.

Keep doors to a minimum: they take up space and generate traffic.

 TIP
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Understanding What is to Be Achieved

Architectural features of early years environments are key to children’s  
development. They have a demonstrable effect on the quality of all child-adult  
and child-child interaction.

(Dudek, 2012)“
The exciting prospect of moving to new premises, starting from scratch, perhaps in a brand 
new building or one that is being converted to suit the needs of an early years service, 
presents opportunities and challenges. Opportunities will be the realisation of the educators’ 
hopes and dreams for the children who will attend and the chance to create new and up-
to-date high quality environments. Challenges include delivering a project that comes in on 
budget, on time and as envisaged. 

New builds for early years services may happen for a variety of reasons. They may be the result 
of a pressing community need for a service where none exists or is too far away; an individual 
may be establishing a private business; or an established service may have the opportunity to 
move to brand new premises or undertake major renovations to older ones. Those tasked with 
creating the new setting need to be clear about the type of facility needed in the area, whether 
full day care, pre-school or after-school, and to establish what is sustainable in the long term. 
The purpose of the service needs to be established early on as this will clarify the initial steering 
group to determine the size, scope and expectation for the project. This can be done through 
consulting with all stakeholders including the local community, the local Childcare Committee 
and potential users of the building, especially children.

For example, a community group may have identified that a pre-school could be set up so 
that children moving into a new housing estate will have access to the free pre-school year 
locally. However, when they look at this in more depth, they may decide it would make more 
sense to develop a full daycare service which incorporates a pre-school. 

Educators also need to determine their vision for the service, which will help give a clear 
sense of purpose about what is to be developed. The vision can be explored in more detail 
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following the initial decisions about the type of service required and will help to determine 
details such as balance of size between indoors and outdoors. For example, a new service 
may make the decision to provide a predominantly outdoor service, with some indoor 
provision such as small outbuildings or sheds.

Architect Mark Dudek has published widely on environments for young children in the UK 
through the Sure Start programme. In the early stages (2000–2005), extensive consultation 
with children was conducted recognising that, as users of the new buildings, the facilities would 
be poorer if children’s voices were not included. Unfortunately this was not made a statutory 
part of the process; political expediency in the later years meant that there was a rush to build 
as many premises as possible, and time and budgets did not allow for wider consultation. 
This resulted in premises that ‘made grand architectural statements at the expense of interior 
design’. One example is of a centre that looks good from the outside, but inside is ‘poorly lit, 
drab and spatially indistinguishable from the local medical centre’ (Dudek, 2012). 

The Initial Stages

For a new build, some of the initial factors for consideration will be:

	Establishing a working group to include early educators.
	Selecting site/location.
	Determining finances and budget.
	Agreeing on the timeframe.
	Deciding who will be involved.
	Deciding who will manage the project.
	Determining what type of building and outdoor space will fit the requirements and vision.
	Looking at examples and other premises.
	Considering what skills will be needed to see it through.
	Determining who has these skills.
	Obtaining planning permission.
	Identifying local constraints. 
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PrACTICE SCEnArIo

These and many other factors need to be clearly thought through, with advice where 
appropriate, and can save a lot of unnecessary expenditure at a later stage. For fuller useful 
background information check out Spaces for Young Children (Dudek, 2012), which has 
extensive checklists and guidance; your local Childcare Committee; The Royal Institute of 
Architects in Ireland, and other services who have experience of the building and design 
process (See Sources of Further Information, page 122). 
 

The Board of Management of a large community service had completed a new premises 
and were introducing staff to the various details. Some of the staff asked where were the 
spaces for displaying artwork done by the children, as in their old premises they had used 
the walls around the rooms at child height, and could not see any space for doing this in 
the new building. The Board pointed out cork boards set over the sinks for this, and said 
there were to be no pictures stuck up on the walls.

When the staff tried to use these cork boards, most adults could only reach high enough 
to use the lower part of the boards and the children could not reach at all as they were 
positioned high up on the walls and the sink was in the way. Eventually, the Síolta mentor 
helped the staff make representations to the Board to put up picture rails at child height 
around the room for displaying art. 
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Consultation

Once the purpose and aim of the new premises is clearly set out by those initiating the 
development, a strong project team can be put in place, with a clearly named individual 
as the ‘go-to’ person for all. This team will consult with all stakeholders, including those 
located close to the project and those who may be 
affected by its development. This consultation process 
is crucial and should not be rushed. Local issues such as 
access, roads and planning permissions all need to be 
identified and considered in order to save time later on, 
for example if something is planned that does not turn 
out to be permitted in that area. The project team should 
consult with those who worked on other new childcare 
developments in the vicinity, finding out what worked 
well for them and what they would change now that their 
building is completed. Local Childcare Committees should 
be able to give you guidance or provide you with contacts.

Children should also be included in the consultation, both 
potential users of the service, and children living locally 
who may be either involved at some level later on or who 
will have useful opinions to contribute. 

‘I want circle windows and triangle windows.’ 
(Conor, Co. Tipperary, in Start Strong, 2011) 
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regulations

Planning needs to always bear in mind the relevant building legislation, the Pre-school 
Regulations and other relevant legislation. See the website of the Department of the 
Environment, Community and Local Government www.environ.ie for more information. 

Project Planning

 
The development of a detailed project plan is crucial to the success of a capital project. Each 
project will have certain tasks that will have to be dealt with before others can advance, such 
as getting planning permission for a new building before commencing work.

Síolta asks in Component 4.1.4 ‘what opportunities are available for children 
to make plans and indicate these plans to adults?’ In your service, what 
opportunities exist and how do you act upon the children’s plans?  

 
Being asked to plan for the tea break at a meeting in the new centre before it opened 
seemed simple and easy, until Mags considered the steps involved. Some of these were: 

	Would there be electricity? 
	Would there be running water? 
	Would there be equipment such as a kettle, teacups, spoons, teapots?
	Would there be a fridge for the milk or should Mags bring an insulated cool bag? 
	Where were the nearest shops to buy sugar, tea, coffee, milk? 
	How would Mags get money in advance for buying items? 
	How would the clean-up happen, would there be washing-up liquid? 

These steps each needed to be thought through logically. Mags decided to put them in 
order as there were some steps that may or may not need to be taken depending on 
answers to other ones, such as the availability of electricity. If there was no electricity, 
would Mags have to get a gas ring or bring a thermos with hot water? Running water then 
became part of that question, and also affected the cleanup plan. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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While the example above is a small project, the core elements exist in all projects – scaled 
according to size, scope and complexity of the project being undertaken. If a large-scale 
project is being undertaken, a comprehensive project plan needs to be set up from the 
beginning, building in flexibility and identifying possible hold-up points, which can occur 
when essential steps have not been foreseen and timed correctly. 

 
Mick was overseeing the new room extension. He booked in the management committee 
volunteers for Saturday 20th to paint the walls of the room. When they arrived, one of 
them took one look and pointed out that the plaster wasn’t dry, and they couldn’t paint. 
However, Mick had also planned for new shelving units to be put in on Monday 22nd, which 
couldn't be done until the walls had been painted. The carpenter was not happy when 
contacted as he had planned his schedule around the few days work to fit the units, the 
flooring contractor was not happy as his schedule would now be affected and he would 
be unavailable the following week.

PrACTICE SCEnArIo

Projects need to have a key person who is able to look 
at the detailed plans and the overall picture, keeping 
tabs on progress at all levels. This project manager will 
work closely with outside agents being employed, such 
as architects, builders and funders. 

There are many tools available to make project 
management easier, such as using Excel spreadsheets, 
Gannt charts and others. For example, the technique 
of Critical Path Analysis, where key hold-up points are 
identified at the beginning of the project, is a useful 
planning tool that can be used with spreadsheets 
and Gannt charts. Mick, in the example above, would 
have found this invaluable. In the cup of tea example, 
some of the critical points would be to have a source of 
water identified and to have tea available. (See useful 
websites and online resources on page 124 for where to 
find further information on these tools.)

At what stage earlier in his planning could Mick have spotted that allowing the 
plaster to dry was a critical point that needed to be identified? 
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Working with Architects and Builders

According to Mark Dudek (2012), ‘many childcare professionals now understand the 
importance of architecture in ensuring good provision for young children and their families’. 
However, the architect will need to have a shared vision of the completed project and an 
understanding of the needs of children in their early years in order to achieve the vision. 

A straightforward, no-nonsense style that considers the needs of children on practical 
levels can often be as effective as a more extreme architectural statement. However, 
the key is to make the environment understandable for young children, and for their 
carers and parents.

(Dudek, 2012) 

The project manager and team need to examine their options carefully prior to engaging an 
architect, providing a brief when inviting tenders for the design of the proposed new space 
which will establish the credentials, understanding and values of the architects, and their 
previous experience of developing early years settings. 

“

Having different heights in the indoor spaces provides exciting and interesting 
opportunitites for play. Built-in lofts with stairs, or low platforms accessible by 
steps and slides offer the chance to play under, over, create private spaces and 
cosy corners, and use for dramatic play. Also consider your use of space under 
stairs - this could be used as a hidden art area as shown in the photos below. 

 TIP
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Key steps in the design process 

	Appoint an architect or another creative 
building consultant as early as possible  
to help develop the brief and set out 
design options.

	Consult with the local community and 
user groups as this is a critical part of the 
design process, particularly observing and 
understanding how children use space.

	Adopt a deeper, more considered 
consultation process with users than 
might be expected on adult-only buildings.

	Prioritise important design features, with 
the emphasis on what children can learn 
from the environment. Remind everyone 
that children learn through play.

	Decide what you can and can’t afford in 
relation to the available budget. Bear in 
mind you may have to build in phases. 

 (Dudek, 2012)

The architect will develop a plan of work, and will frequently have builders with whom they 
have worked previously. This is useful as they will have a shared understanding and way 
of working that will save time and money. The project manager will liaise closely with the 
architect and the builder to ensure successful progress, and will be on hand to discuss any 
issues that may arise. 

The website of the Royal Institute of Architects in Ireland www.riai.ie offers 
guidance and tips, for example on working with architects, understanding the 
role of architects, understanding drawings and glossary of architectural terms, 
questions to ask before you start and finding an architect

 TIP
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The Finishing Touches

Don’t forget to consider everything that will affect how the building is used: 

	Think carefully about where plug sockets be placed. Do you have enough? Will they  
meet requirements into the future? Plug points should be planned to be kept away from 
wet areas. 

	In terms of plumbing, keep options open for sinks that may be included later on. Also 
consider the height of sinks – can toddlers reach the taps? 

	Can the kitchen be designed to be open plan so that children can watch and participate in 
cooking easily?

	Are doors wide enough for double buggies?
	Keep doors to a minimum, and consider different shaped windows in doors, for example 

doors with round windows indicate staff only areas, and triangles are accessible to 
children and adults.  

	Check where light switches are placed, and consider using wall lights to create different 
atmospheres. 

	Avoid built-in features that can’t be moved to suit changing needs.
	Ensure direct access between indoor and outdoor play areas. 
	Consider the type of floor to be installed. It should be washable (such as marmoleum) 

and safe, especially in wet areas. Add rugs for cosy areas. 
	

 Floors can have designs built in such as pathways, varying colours to denote areas 
easily and fun things such as butterflies, traffic lights and paint splashes, as in the 
art area in Imaginosity, the Children’s Museum in Dublin.

 TIP
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Introduction
In 2005 a group of people came together in order to assess the need for a second 
community childcare facility in Navan. This Committee consisted of public representatives 
and community activists within the wider Meath area. After carrying out their research, 
the need for a new community facility was established.

project failure
Subsequently, the Committee applied to Meath County Council to ascertain if any 
‘community land’ might be available within the Navan area. Land was made available by 
Meath County Council, which was situated in a RAPID area, in the middle of a Business Park.

An architect was engaged and plans were drawn up, with a proposed cost for the build of 
€1.6 million. The Committee set about applying for funding under the Equal Opportunities 
Childcare Programme (EOCP). After some time this funding was granted, which in turn 
allowed for the Committee to apply for planning permission. Some of the existing 
businesses in the Business Park objected to the planning application on the grounds 
that they had not been consulted and that they did not understand what the proposed 
project was about. Animosity developed between the Committee and the local business 
community because of the perceived lack of local representation on what was largely a 
committee made up of public representatives. The Committee itself, unfortunately, had 
not gelled well as a team and there was clearly no strong leadership emerging from them 
as a group.

Meanwhile, a review of EOCP funding was carried out within the Department of Children 
and, not surprisingly given the long delay since the initial allocation of funding had 
been made and the poor outlook for progress on this particular project, the funding was 
withdrawn by the Department.

project rescue
Not to be deterred by this setback, the Committee reapplied for funding, but this time 
they were given a reduced allocation of €1 million. Not unexpectedly, the Committee 
lost both interest and focus and all but one of the public representatives withdrew from 
the Committee, leaving only a few very inexperienced people in place. The chairperson 

Learning from Experience

 
In the following real-life case study, many of the elements of project management are 
apparent, along with pitfalls and successes. 

PrACTICE SCEnArIo
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of the Committee (himself the only remaining public representative) had the foresight to 
seek outside help and he decided to approach a community worker in the HSE for advice. 
Following discussions, Marie Daly was identified as the person best placed to guide the 
project and she was invited to join the Committee. 

Marie initially reviewed the project in early 2008 and, having identified the lack of 
suitably qualified and experienced personnel on the Committee to drive the project, 
she invited a number of new members to come on board to redress the imbalance. The 
new committee appointed Marie as Project Manager, based on her track record. She had 
already gained critical experience from her involvement in the development of both the 
Ballivor and Trim Community Childcare Centres, developing both from green field sites. 
She had skilfully guided these projects to completion within time and within budget.

A competent Design Team was appointed to deliver the project. Both the Architect and 
the Quantity Surveyor had previous experience of working on similar childcare projects. 
The drastic decrease in the revised funding allocation restricted the Committee and the 
Design Team from indulging in any luxuries in the newly designed facility. 

The new plans were drawn up and submitted to Meath County Council but, unfortunately, 
the revised budget allocation did not even meet the cost of the lowest tender for the 
newly downsized plans. Not to be deterred, the Committee decided to make a further 
application to Pobal to meet the projected shortfall. To the relief of all concerned, the 
application for extra funding was granted.

As anticipated, the new planning application was again objected to by the business 
community in the Business Park. However, the planning application this time was 
referred to An Bord Pleanála. While awaiting the outcome of the appeal, Marie Daly 
set up meetings with the local community to listen to their concerns and to explain 
fully to them the details of the proposed project. Visits were also organised to other 
childcare facilities for the benefit of the objectors, so that they could see for themselves 
what a fully functioning childcare centre might look like. Further to this, a face-to-face 
meeting was arranged with An Bord Pleanála to expand on the project plans and to 
clarify any matters necessary. But, before An 
Bord Pleanála announced their decision, the 
business community withdrew their objections 
and gave their full support to the project.

Planning permission was granted in November 
2008, the project was completed and facility 
was opened by September 2009.
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When planning a project, be it big or small, it is critical to have a cohesive committee, 
sharing a common vision, with the passion and commitment necessary to see the  
project through. Consideration also needs to be given to the balance of the skills, 
knowledge and experience required on a committee. I learned how important it was to 
have a balanced committee with local knowledge, an awareness of childcare regulations, 
financial management skills, legal expertise and business experience to call upon, in 
order to deliver the project effectively and efficiently. It is essential to have a clear 
understanding of the purpose of the funding and to keep the focus on ‘value for money’ 
at every stage of the process.  

The Design Team needs to be carefully chosen, particularly the Architect, who needs to 
listen to the Committee, so that together they can design and deliver a building that is fit 
for purpose and meets the regulations – rather than building a monument to themselves! 
The Quantity Surveyor and the Project Manager need to have a close working relationship 
throughout the process, so that the best value for money can be obtained. Close co-
operation between these three, Architect, Quantity Surveyor and Project Manager, can go 
a long way towards overcoming potential obstacles.

When planning a project it is vitally important to keep communications open with the 
local community. In this particular project, had time been invested in local consultation 
from the outset, it is possible that the initial allocation of €1.6 million rather than €1 
million would have been available for the project. 

Finally, there’s no room for ‘big egos’ on either committees or design teams, especially 
where funding allocations are low and schedules are tight so compromise is required
to achieve targets.

As I reflect on this project, I recall how, at times, it presented such difficult challenges 
that our Committee could barely see the light at the end of the tunnel. But, I am so 
happy they persevered and now, as I walk through the building, I take great pride in the 
wonderful stimulating environment in which the lives of so many children in the heart of a 
disadvantage area are enriched by the dedication and commitment of their early childhood 
educators, both within the building and in the lovely outdoor pre-school in the grounds of 
the centre. 

The childcare centre is an oasis in the heart of a Business Park in the town of Navan. 
Thankfully, the pangs of birth are a distant memory and the facility is performing to its 
full potential, enriching the lives of many children. The vision has become a reality. 

In this scenario, why was one process more successful than the other? During this particular 
project there were many lessons to be learned from the experience, as the Project Manager 
Marie Daly explains:
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In Closing
 
 
As has been shown throughout this book, the key elements in providing a high quality 
environment for children are governed by the educators within the setting. Educators 
determine the vision for the service and, through this, goals and targets appear. These lead 
to the emergence of the type of environment that will achieve their dreams and goals for the 
children therein.

Another important element is the recognition that educators must understand the needs 
and rights of children in early years settings. Through such an understanding, furnishings, 
equipment, resources and routines can all be put in place that will meet the criteria for 
high quality. 

When educators are deeply engaged in reflective practice on the topic of environments, they 
will meet not only the needs of the children, but will find their working experience enhanced 
through the fun, the sheer pleasure of enjoying the environment as much as the children. 

Above all, it is hoped that educators will feel encouraged to find their own vision and feel 
supported to create truly engaging, wonderful environments for children.
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Sources of Further Information 

 
Barnardos
Christchurch Square, Dublin 8 
T: 01 4549699 
E: resources@barnardos.ie or training@barnardos.ie
W: www.barnardos.ie 

Border Counties Childhood Network
M: Tek Building, Armagh Rd, Monaghan
T: 047 72469 E: info@bccn.ie W: www.bccn.ie

Childminding Ireland
9 Bulford Business Campus, Kilcoole, Co Wicklow
T: 01 287 8466 E: info@childminding.ie W: www.childminding.ie

Companies Registration office
Parnell House, 14 Parnell Square, Dublin 1
T: 01 804 5200 LoCall: 1890 220 226
E: info@cro.ie W: www.cro.ie

Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
43-49 Mespil Road, Dublin 4 
T: 01 6473000 E: contact@dcya.gov.ie W: www.dcya.gov.ie
 
Department of Education and Skills – Early Years Education and policy unit
43-49 Mespil Road, Dublin 4 
T: 01 6473050 E: earlychildhood@education.gov.ie W: www.education.ie

Department of the Environment, Community and Local government
T: 01 8882000 W: www.environ.ie

Early Childhood Ireland
Hainault House, Belgard Square, Tallaght, Dublin 24
T:  01 4057100 E: info@earlychildhoodireland.ie W: www.earlychildhoodireland.ie

Environmental protection Agency
EPA Headquarters, PO Box 3000, Johnstown Castle Estate, Co. Wexford
T: 053 9160600 E: info@epa.ie W: www.epa.ie
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Forbairt Naíonraí Teoranta
St. Patrick’s Hall, Marino Institute of Education, Griffith Avenue, Dublin 9
T: 01 853 5101 E: eolas@naionrai.ie W: www.naionrai.ie

health and Safety Authority
The Metropolitan Building, James Joyce Street, Dublin 1
T: 01 6147000 E: wcu@hsa.ie W: www.hsa.ie

health Service Executive 
Head Office, Oak House, Millennium Park, Naas, Co. Kildare
T: 045 880400 www.hse.ie (See website for the HSE authority in your area for relevant numbers)

high/Scope Ireland
c/o Early Years, 6c Wildflower Way, Apollo Road, Boucher Road, Belfast, BT12 6TA
T: 0044 (0) 289 0662825 E: info@early-years.org

Irish Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC) 
Confederation House, 84/86 Lower Baggot Street, Dublin 2
T: 01 6051500 E: info@ibec.ie W: www.ibec.ie

Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association
17 Kildare Street, Dublin 2
T: 01 662 2755 E: info@isme.ie W: www.isme.ie

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA)
35 Fitzwilliam Square, Dublin 2
T: 01 6617177 E: info@ncca.ie W: www.ncca.ie
 
National Standards Authority of Ireland
1 Swift Square, Northwood, Santry Dublin 9  
T: 01 8073800 E: info@nsai.ie  W: www.nsai.ie

pobal
Holbrook House, Holles St, Dublin 2
T: 01 5117000  E: enquiries@pobal.ie W: www.pobal.ie 

Contact details for City/County Childcare committees can be found on  
https://www.pobal.ie/FundingProgrammes/EarlyEducationandChildcare/Pages/CCCs.aspx
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Useful weblinks

www.aspire-irl.com Aspire is the main support organisation in Ireland for Asperger’s Syndrome, which 
is a difficulty with social interaction.

www.bbc.co.uk/gardening/gardening_with_children/plantstotry_sensory.shtml Ideas for sensory 
planting with children.

www.bccn.ie The website of the Border Counties Childhood Network has many resources available  
on play.

www.businessballs.com/project.htm offers project management, tools, process, plans and project 
planning tips, such as Critical Path Analysis and Gannt charts. 

www.cecde.ie This is the website of the Centre for Early Childhood Development and Education who 
developed Síolta. The CECDE closed in November 2008. The website still contains useful resources in 
relation to Síolta and early childhood education and care generally.

www.cif.ie The Construction Industry Federation is the trade organisation of people involved in the 
construction industry. The CIF provides information on their website as to how to hire a builder.

www.citizensinformation.ie This site provides information on public services and entitlements  
in Ireland. 

www.communityplaythings.ie Community Playthings provide solid wood products and furniture that 
are designed to support children’s imagination, creativity and confidence.

www.ecssa.ie Electrical Contractors Safety and Standards Association Ltd. (ECSSA) is a voluntary self-
regulatory body for the electrical contracting industry. It aims to improve the standards of electrical 
installation work in Ireland by promoting and protecting the interests of the public relating to electrical 
services. 

www.earlyyearsmatters.co.uk/index.php/enabling-environments This website gives information 
about young children’s development and learning so that children receive the best opportunities right 
from the start whether they are at home, in settings or in schools. 

www.floorart.ie For flooring design ideas, with photographs and guidance. 
 
www.freshome.com/2010/08/18/10-best-free-online-virtual-room-programs-and-tools/10  
Best Free Online Virtual Room Programs and Tools.
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www.helpmykidlearn.ie This website is packed full of ideas to help children learn every day.

www.iei.ie Institution of Engineers of Ireland is the regulatory organisation for professional 
engineering in Ireland. One of its aims is to maintain standards of professional ethics and conduct.

www.imaginosity.ie The Children’s Museum in Sandyford in Dublin. Ideas for areas, activities, floor 
designs and ideas such as different ways to go from floor to floor.

www.iskaireland.org Ireland’s primary source of information about Steiner Waldorf Education in  
Early Childhood.

www.greenschoolsireland.org Green-Schools, known internationally as Eco-Schools, is an international 
environmental education programme, environmental management system and award scheme that 
promotes and acknowledges long-term, whole school action for the environment.

www.library.ie This is the website for libraries in Ireland. 

www.marc-armitage.eu Play specialist.

www.mindstretchers.co.uk Suppliers of a wide imaginative variety of resources for environments.  
 
mindinthemaking.org/article/give_the_gift_of_curiosity_for_the_holidays_--_lessons_from_ 
laura_schu Offers ideas for giving children the opportunity to explore.

www.nationalguild.ie The National Guild of Master Craftsmen is a representative organisation for 
trades and professions. They run a complaints service and will act as an intermediary in a dispute 
between a consumer and a member of theirs.

www.ncca.ie The Aistear Toolkit offers many online resources such as tip sheets, videos of practice, 
podcasts, training resources, background research papers among other resources. 
 
www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and_Assessment/Early_Childhood_and_primary_Education/Early_
Childhood_Education/Aistear_Toolkit/AIA_Report.pdf Aistear in Action final report.

www.ncca.ie/en/Curriculum_and_Assessment/Early_Childhood_and_primary_Education/
Early_Childhood_Education/Aistear_Toolkit/The-learning-environment.html Aistear – the learning 
environment. 

www.nch.ie The site for the National Concert Hall in Dublin, which provides regular workshops and 
activities for younger children. 
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www.nncc.org The goal of The National Network for Child Care in the US is to share knowledge about 
children and child care with parents, professionals, practitioners, and the general public. Practical 
information and resources useful to everyday work with children is provided.

www.npc.ie National Parents Council-Primary is the nationwide organisation representing parents of 
children attending early and primary education.

www.pobal.ie/childcare Contact details for City/County Childcare Committees. 

www.playfulminds.co.uk/2013/01/15/some-great-play-resources-from-a-usa-childrens-museum 
Some great play resources from a USA Children’s Museum.

www.playresource.org Play Resource is a centre of creativity, based in Belfast with membership open 
to groups across Northern Ireland. It collects waste materials from industry and recycles it into a free 
source of arts, play and creativity for children and young people.

www.readwritenow.ie The read write now TV literacy series (see also National Adult Literacy 
Association www.nala.ie website).

www.reci.ie Register of Electrical Contractors of Ireland (RECI) is a voluntary self-regulatory body 
for the electrical contracting industry. It aims to promote and protect the interests of the public as 
users of electrical service so that they obtain an acceptable standard of workmanship and technical 
competence within the electrical contracting industry. RECI investigates complaints about the 
standard of work of registered contractors.

www.recreate.ie ReCreate is an Arts, Play and Education Resource hub providing access to a huge 
range of affordable, creative materials, art and craft supplies and inspiration for people of all ages and 
abilities locally and nationally. They are a not-for-profit social enterprise.

www.riai.ie The Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland (RIAI) aims to protect the public by insisting 
on high standards of professional conduct and admitting only properly examined members.

www.scsi.ie The Society of Chartered Surveyors Ireland (SCSI) is the professional body for Chartered 
Surveyors.
 
www.sidefx.com This site has information and tutorials regarding the animation software Houdini, 
which is widely used in animations and special effects. There are also helpful clips on youtube.com  
or Vimeo. 

www.scoilnet.ie The main website for primary, post-primary and special needs education in Ireland.

www.tes.co.uk/article.aspx?storycode=19254 Information and links regarding schemas.
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www.theark.ie Website of The Ark, with programmes for children including art, books, music  
and drama. 
 
www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/teacher-blog/2013/jun/13/build-sensory-garden-green-
schools Step by step information on building a sensory garden in a school.

www.theinspiredchild.co.uk This is an early arts website with resources on a variety of art media.
 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=hqDhyKYtdTs Stop-motion animation video. 
 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=rInTg89JeLk The Acoustics of the Vegetable Orchestra.  
 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=jaSZM0Q9piI Lighting-up box video. 
 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=bgu4-WAuovA Gopnik Implications for how children learn. 
 
www.zerotothree.org Zero To Three is a national, non-profit organisation based in the US that informs, 
trains, and supports professionals, policymakers, and parents in their efforts to improve the lives of 
babies and toddlers. The site provides resources and information.






