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Executive Summary 

A preschool facility was established and opened in Mosney Accommodation Centre 
in April 2003. Currently 60 children attend the preschool where demand far 
outweighs supply. There is an urgent need to expand the preschool facility to provide 
a consistent and dedicated support to children on a 5 day week basis. 

In this context the Board of Management of the Daughters of Charity undertook to 
commission research into the needs of preschool children in Mosney, and the 
effectiveness of the existing preschool facility in meeting these needs. This report is 
the outcome of this research. 

The research, drawing on existing literature on the psycho-social needs of preschool 
children together with primary research with Mosney's children,parents, and pre
school staff identifies a number of specific needs of Mosney's preschool children. 
These include the following: 

• Language and Communications Development 
• Personal and Social Development 
• Need for Routine / Parameters 
• Creative Development 
• Nutrition 

The contributions of the existing preschool facility in Mosney are examined in the 
context of the Irish Government's policy commitments on the rights of children. 
Contributions of the preschool are seen to meet many of the needs identified, and 
include the following: 

• Language and Communication Development 
• Personal and Social Development 
• A Sense of Routine 
• Creative Development 
• Identification of Special Needs 
• Support to Parents 

It is clear from the research that Mosney's preschool has made a very positive 
contribution in addressing many of its childrens' needs, thereby contributing to the 
development of both children and parents in what are very stressful and trying 
circumstances for both. However it also emerges that the preschool has experienced a 
rapid expansion and with limited resources, is struggling to meet the needs of all its 
attendees. Within this context a number of specific recommendations are made: 

• Extend the internal classroom size to allow for dedicated play areas - there are 
plans to do this with necessary refurbishments being funded by Mosney 
management; 

• Extend the number of rooms in the preschool separating these according to age 
and ability; 



• Extend the number of sessions for children - so that they may attend for whole 
days on a 4-5 day basis instead of for half day sessions as currently; 

• Increase the number of staff accordingly; 
• Provide training for all staff; 

There is evidence of considerable support for the preschool from the Daughters of 
Charity, the NEHB, and, in particular, from the management of the Mosney 
accommodation facility, as well as from parents of the children themselves. Whilst 
this is currently meeting the building, space and equipment requirements, there is a 
need for support for staff expansion. The research concludes that it is imperative that 
the preschool receive the level of financial support required to meet the needs of its 
children in a comprehensive and sustained manner. 
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1. Introduction 

The Mosney accommodation centre for people seeking asylum, established in 
Decemlier 2000, is the largest in the country. Over 750 people are resident in 
Mosney. At any given time, there are over 140 children under 5 years of age living in 
the centre. For Mosney residents the asylum seeking period takes on average 18 
months, and in some cases has taken over 3 years. During this period they are housed 
in Mosney under the state policy of direct provision where they receive a €19.10 
allowance per week for adults and €8.50 allowance for children. 

In 2002, the Daughters of Charity and the North Eastern Health Board (NEHB) were 
approached by volunteers at Mosney with a proposal to establish what they identified 
as an essential area of support and development - a preschool facility. This proposal 
had been prepared by asylum-seeking mothers in the centre, the public health nursing 
service, Mosney management, and volunteer workers. 

Following discussions between the three groups concerned, (Mosney management, 
the NEHB, and the Daughters of Charity) a preschool facility was established and 
opened in April 2003. Currently 60 children attend the preschool where demand far 
outweighs supply. There is an urgent need to expand the preschool facility to provide 
a consistent and dedicated support to children on a 5 day week basis. 

In this context the Board of Management of the Daughters of Charity undertook to 
commission research into the needs of preschool children in Mosney, and the 
effectiveness of the preschool facility in meeting these needs. The research was 
carried out over a three month period, January - March 2004. The methodology 
combined documentary research with qualitative methods of primary data collection 
with staff, parents, preschool children, and other specialists in the field. Group 
sessions employing participative methodologies were held with both parents and 
preschool children whilst preschool staff, Mosney management, and other relevant 
specialists were interviewed using semi-structured questionnaires. A list of research 
participants is included in Appendix I. The following report outlines the results of 
this research. 

~ Section I introduces the context and scope of the report. 

~ Section 2 outlines the background to, and describes the facilities provided by both 
the Mosney accommodation centre and the preschool. 

~ The needs of preschool children are discussed in Section 3. These include both 
the needs of children at this age as recorded in the relevant literature, together 
with the needs of children within the particular context of direct provision, a 
context which is recognised as particularly stressful for both parents and children 
alike]. 

~ National and international policy on children's rights is outlined and discussed in 
Section 4. 

I Fanning, Veale and O'Connor, (200) 
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~ Section 5 presents and discusses the contributions arid supports provided by 
Mosney preschool as identified by children, parents, staff, and primary school 
teachers. 

~ The overall findings of the research, the needs of Mosney's preschool children 
within the context of national and international commitments on children's rights, 
and the effectiveness of the preschool in addressing these, are brought together in 
Section 6. Some recommendations emanating from the findings are presented. 
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2. Preschool children in Mosney 

Although numbers fluctuate from week to week, at any given time there are typically 
over 140 children under the age of 5 resident in Mosney. 60 of these are currently 
attending the preschoof. The large number of births last spring and summer coupled 
with the fact that many families have not been moved out means that the pre-school 
can expect to be asked to cater for up to 150 babies between now and the end of the 
summer. There has been a steady rise in the number of one year olds being booked in 
to the facility. 

2.1 Mosney Centre and Facilities 
The Mosney Centre accommodates asylum seekers from 40 different nations. These 
are made up of residents from 14 African, 26 Eastern European and Asian, and a 
small number of Latin American countries. The 750 residents are made up of 247 
families of varying sizes. Table 2.1 below provides a breakdown of the age profiles 
and nationalities of children resident in Mosney at the time of writing (March 2004). 

Table 2.1: Resident Children of 5 Years and Under in Mosney (March 2004) 

Country 5 years 4 years 3 years 2 years 1 year Infant 
Albania 1 
Algeria 2 
Angola 2 1 3 
Belarus 1 1 
Brazil 1 1 
Burkina Faso 1 
Cameroon 2 6 
Croatia 2 2 
Czech Rep. 1 1 3 1 1 
DR Congo 1 9 
Eritrea 1 1 
Estonia 2 
Ghana 1 1 9 
Ireland 1 
Israel 1 2 
Ivory Coast 1 1 
Jamaica 2 
Kazakstan 1 
Kenya 2 
Kosovo 1 
Latvia 1 
Liberia 1 
Libya 1 
Moldova 3 
Nigeria 10 12 19 6 116 1 
Philippines 1 

2 Currently one child attending the preschool is of primary school going age but a place has not been 
found for him yet in any of the surrounding primary schools. 
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Poland 1 2 
Romania 1 
Russia 1 
Slovenia 1 
Somalia 1 1 
South Africa 1 1 
Ukraine 1 1 3 
Uzbekistan 1 
Zimbabwe 3 
TOTAL 16 23 29 11 180 2 

Each family in Mosney is accommodated in a self catering type unit with its own 
kitchen, living area, bathroom and bedrooms. Residents prepare breakfast at home, 
and lunch and dinner are provided at a communal restaurant. 

The Centre also includes a supermarket, laundrette, and a function room. English 
classes, computer instruction, and arts and crafts classes are provided on site for 
residents. The Reception and Integration Agency hold a clinic in Mosney once a 
week. A fully staffed Health Centre is also provided and a Community Welfare 
Officer holds a regular clinic on site. 

A free bus is provided every day to Drogheda (the local town) and a bus runs to 
Dublin every Monday and Friday. 

2.2 Mosney Preschool 
Mosney preschool was opened in April 2003. The management of the Mosney centre 
has invested considerable financial support into its establishment and development. 
The preschool is jointly supported by three groups: 

~ Mosney management, who provide and maintain the physical space including all 
utilities, food, cleaning provisions, and some office and kitchen supplied. Mosney 
management also fund three teaching posts and provide health and safety training, 
and training in cultural awareness to staff. 

~ The North Eastern Health Board who support the manager's salary, plus one and 
half other teaching posts; and 

~ The Daughters of Charity who provided the equipment and furniture and who also 
support half a teaching post. 

The preschool comprises two main play areas/classrooms, a sleeping room, a kitchen, 
four toilets (three child-sized and one suitable for adults with disabilities), and a new 
office which is used by the manager. The area is brightly decorated throughout. 
There is a wide range of materials and equipment including a kitchen, jigsaws, games 
and construction materials. Some of these materials have been bought with funding 
from the Daughters of Charity. Others are donated by families from the local area. 
Extra toys not needed in the preschool are distributed among the children's parents for 
use in the home. 
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At present the work areas are quite small - the two classrooms are approx. 5.6 x 6.5 
metres, and 4.4 x 6.15 metres respectively, and the sleeping room a little smaller. An 
outside play area for the children is currently under construction. Although the area is 
wann, welcoming and bright, in a number of respects in its current state it falls short 
of the guidelines for preschool physical environment which stipulate that the 
environment should be large enough to accommodate anchor areas, (e.g. a book / cosy 
comer; home comer etc.), and a variety of contexts that offer choices and 
opportunities for self-initiated play, as well as encompassing a garden / outdoor play 
area3

• As a result, and to meet regulations, the preschool currently cannot 
accommodate children all day, but can only take them for one four hour session each 
day. There are plans to expand the rooms internally. This work will be funded by 
Mosney management. 

Four full-time and 1 part-time childcare workers work in the preschool, together with 
the manager. Just two of the five workers are fully trained. There are plans to 
provide opportunities to the untrained staff to train in a childcare course in the 
Autumn. 

Operating just under a year, the preschool has experienced a rapid take-up in 
attendance. Currently 60 children attend. They come from 12 different countries. 
These include Angola, Brazil, Cameroon, Croatia, DR Congo, Ghana, Ivory Coast, 
Kosovo, Nigeria, Russia, Somalia, and South Africa. A large proportion (73%) of the 
children come from Nigeria. Table 2.2 below presents a breakdown of these children 
by age. 

Table 2.2 : Mosney preschool children: Age Profiles 

Age Profile Number of children 
5 year old 1 
4 year old 5 
3 year old 19 
2 year old 27 
1-2 years old 8 

As indicated above, due to capacity constraints (space and staff), with the growing 
number of children each child can only attend the preschool 3-4 times a week for 3 or 
3.5 hour sessions, although all spoken to were keen to come more often, as were their 
parents to bring them. The preschool is open Monday-Thursday from 9.00-12.30 and 
1.30-4.30, and Friday from 9.00-1.00. This allows 9 sessions per week with approx. 
20 children per session (toddlers in one room, and children 3-5 years in the other). 

In interviews with children, parents, and staff a number of constraints to the optimal 
running of the preschool emerged. These included the following: 

3 McGovern et aI, (1998), p.l 0 
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• Space limitations together with insufficient staffing levels mean that only two 
rooms are functional as classrooms at present and children are quite crowded in 
these rooms. 

• As a result each child can only attend 3-4 half-day sessions a week. The 
irregularity of available sessions disrupts the necessary routine of the learning 
environment and this lack of consistency impedes the continuity of the children's 
learning. 

• There is little space in each classroom for dedicated play areas. As a result 
children tend to be 'on top of each other' when playing and tend to argue and fight 
more over toys and materials. As noted previously, there are plans to expand the 
workspace internally which will help address this problem .. 

• There is as yet no outside play area. This is critical as the children are full of 
energy and need somewhere to run around. It is all the more important as parents, 
finding the climate very cold and damp, tend to keep children indoors when at 
home. Recognising this, work has now begun developing such a play area. This 
will consist of three parts; grass, tarmac and a rubber matting area. It will be 
fenced around and divided by low fences. 

• Only two of the five childcare staff are fully trained. All staff are somewhat over
stretched, dealing with big class sizes containing children of a range of ages and 
abilities. 

With new building work underway to extend the physical area of the preschool, a 
number of these constraints are being addressed. Both classroom and the sleeping 
room sizes will be increased by about a third, leaving room for the division of rooms 
into anchor areas. The sleeping room for the youngest children will also become 
functional allowing the children to be divided into three groups, rather than two, as at 
present. In addition construction work is underway on an outside play area. The 
Daughters of Charity received €8000 towards this from the Ireland Funds and have 
passed it to Mosney management who are funding the rest of the construction work. 
Some NEHB lottery funding has also been allocated to the outside play area for 
equipment. 
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3. The Needs of Mosney Preschool Children 

The psycho-social needs of preschool children has been extensively researched and 
documented. Children in Mosney, living within a very particular context which is 
recognised as being highly stressful, lack many of the supports associated with 
'normal' home life, and consequently many oftheir needs are particularly acute. 

3.1 The Psycho-Social Needs of Preschool Children 
Much documentation exists on the psycho-social needs of preschool children. 
Research has shown that the first feelings of self-esteem in children emerge at around 
6 weeks of age4

• How this self esteem grows depends on the child's interactive 
environment and their degree of success in negotiating their way through each 
developmental stage. At three years of age the basic elements of self-esteem should 
be in place. 

The Curricular Guidelines for Good Practice in Early Start Interventions5 outline 4 
main developmental needs of preschool children. These are: 

• Cognitive development : the ability of a child to use symbols such as words, 
images and gestures to represent objects and events thereby developing the child's 
motor and mental patterns of behaviour (which later become concepts). 

• Language development: language and thought are inextricably linked, and so as 
children learn language they learn how to cognitively organise concepts and ideas 
and so develop a sense of themselves in the world. 

• Personal, emotional and social development: without a sense of themselves and 
themselves in relation to others, children cannot grow and develop as well
adjusted people and effective learners. 

• Creative and aesthetic development : children engaging with a wide range of 
creative and imaginative experiences will allow for exploration of feeling, 
cultivate imagination, and develop a sense of beauty, of awe and wonder, and of 
delight in experience. 

Play is recognised as the core mediator between all these needs. Research literature 
points to its crucial role in child development; in the development of cognitive 
abilities to their highest level of representation, in the development of symbolic 
thought and action, in the development of language, in the development of the 
physical self, and in the development of personal, emotional, and social intelligence. 
Indeed a. child's play patterns can tell much about their social development with 
solitary play being associated with low positive emotion, high asocial behaviour, and 
high peer excIusion6

. 

4 McGovern et ai, (1998) 
5 idem 
6 Spinrad, (2004) 

10 



In addition to, and congruent with these elements is the need for high quality 
interaction with both adults (parents and care-givers)7 and other children8

. Both the 
quality and the reciprocity of early relationships with other children and adults are 
central to the development of an effective le~ing environment, and thus to the 
development of the child. 

3.2 A particular context- A displaced people under the policy of direct provision 
Whilst the needs examined above apply to all preschool children, it is important to 
appreciate that the situation of preschool children in Mosney is very particular. 
Stateless, and homeless - in the sense of supports from extended family and 
community - they are accommodated in Mosney under the State policy of 'direct 
provision', a policy which has been widely criticised as discriminatory and 
detrimental to both adults and chi I dren9 

. 

The period of asylum seeking can be extremely stressful for parents and children alike 
as the present is transient and the future unknown. The United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees describes displaced people as among the most vulnerable in 
the world 1o

• The UNHCR's Guidelines on Refugee Children ll notes that children 
have a unique psychological characteristic: their personalities are being fonned and 
their coping skills developed almost daily. The disruption and insecurity inherent in 
displacement situations can hann children's physical, intellectual, psychological, 
cultural and social development. 

This situation is compounded in Ireland with difficulties experienced under the policy 
of direct provision. This policy, introduced in April 2000, provides for the dispersal 
of asylum seekers to accommodation centres such as Mosney where food and board is 
provided and a weekly allowance of €19.1 0 per adult and €8.50 per child paid. 
Asylum seekers are not entitled to full rates of supplementary assistance as afforded 
to other residents, nor are they allowed to seek work while their asylum applications 
are being processed. 

Whilst it is beyond the scope and remit of this piece of research to examine the 
multiplicity and complexity of the effects of the policy of direct provision on 
Mosney's preschool children, the findings of an extensive piece of research 
commissioned by The Irish Refugee Council in 2001 12 are very pertinent and provide 
some indications of the environment and context for the specific needs of preschool 
children in Mosney. Among the findings in the report were the following: 

• A high level of stress and fear among asylum seekers was reported. This derived 
from an absence of infonnation and advice initially upon arrival in Ireland, 
followed by a period of rumours and anxiety. This stress inevitably filters down 
to the children. 

7 Bronfrenbrenner and Morris, (1998) 
8 Rubin et aI, (1995) 
9 see The Irish Refugee Council, (www.irishrefugeecouncil.ie);TheChildren·sRights Alliance, 
(www.childrensrights.ie) 
10 UNHCR, (2000) 
II UNHCR, (1994), p. 38-39 
12 Fanning, Veale and O'Connor, (2001) 
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• Asylum seeking children were found to experience extreme material deprivation. 
Levels of income poverty within asylum seeking families typically placed them 
well below the 20 per cent poverty line 13

• To place this in context, children living 
in households below the 60 per cent poverty line are regarded as vulnerable and 
relatively deprived within mainstream policies in Ireland on social exclusion. 

• The lack of choice and control in the preparation of food contributed to financial 
hardships : In the face of competing financial demands, e.g. non-prescription 
medicines not covered by the medical card, clothes and toys for children, nappies, 
parents also had to purchase extra food from their allowance to supplement the 
accommodation centre diet provided for their children. 

• Life in a number of accommodation centres was found to have a detrimental 
impact upon the development of children in a number of ways, for example toilet 
training of small children was impeded by overcrowding. 

• Children living in accommodation centres found it hard to make Jriends with other 
children at school and were all too aware of their marginal status in Irish society. 

• Parenting was undermined by the constraints oj life in accommodation centres. 
Parents had little control or influence over matters which affected the day-to-day 
lives of children, and discussed how their children perceived them as unable to 
protect them anymore. 

Although this current research did not set out to explore, with children or parents, any 
of these factors in any depth, and although the Mosney Centre is recognised as one of 
the better accommodation facilities in the country, it is still probable that many of 
these factors are also pertinent to the children attending Mosney's preschool. 

3.3 The needs of preschool children in Mosney 

The specific needs of preschool children in Mosney were investigated with parents, 
children, preschool staff, and staff of a local primary school which 2 Mosney children 
have been attending since September 2003 14

• Research with parents involved the use 
of timelines to outline the children's activities during the day leading towards a more 
open discussion of their needs. Children were encouraged to draw their favourite and 
least favourite activities and to explain their pictures to each other. Preschool staff 
were interviewed using a semi-structured questionnaire. 

The needs which emerged mirror those discussed in the previous section but appear 
more acute owing to the particular living situations of the children. Broadly speaking, 
their lives are less structured, their supports reduced, and their opportunities for 

13 This is likely to have deteriorated since publication of the 2001 report as the direct provision 
allowance has remained unchanged (at €19.1 O/adult; €8.50/child) since that time despite inflation. 
14 Efforts were also made to locate children in local primary schools who had attended Mosney's 
preschool. Unfortunately there are very few as the preschool is so new, and those identified could not 
be located as they have subsequently moved on from their first primary schools. 
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interaction and play with other adults and children less than what they would enjoy in 
their places of origin. Specific needs which emerged are as follows: 

• Language and Communications Development 
It is through language that children develop confidence and competence to engage 
with others. Language and communication skills were consistently highlighted as 
being critical by both parents and staff. In most ofthe children's homes English is not 
the spoken language, yet parents are anxious for them to learn to speak it well to be 
able to interact with others. Parents also spoke of the need for competency in English 
for when the children come to attend primary school. English was seen as a key 
prerequisite for both academic achievement and in developing friendships with other 
school children. Teachers interviewed from a local primary school also underlined 
the importance of English among junior infant children. As one teacher put it, "they 
need to understand what 'sit down' means when you tell them". 

Concept fonnation and language are closely associated. Children need to be able to 
name objects and construct sentences in order to fonnulate ideas and concepts. 
English is also very critical at this level. . 

• Personal and Social Development 

A session with a non-preschool child as well as comments by parents and staff in 
relation to children not attending the preschool or children newly started at the 
preschool revealed a very low level of personal and social development. Preschool 
staff cited cases of newly arrived children, some of whom were highly 
uncommunicative, some of whom did not know how to play, and others who were 
unable to sit and could become quite aggressive towards both other children and the 
staff. Primary school teachers interviewed also outlined problems they have had with 
children arriving into junior infants from Mosney, not having attended the preschool. 
Two children in particular, whilst quite bright were described as "aggressive - kicking 
and hitting other children in the yard", and were unable to sit down for long periods. 
Both the school principal and the mothers have had to be brought in to intervene on a 
number of occasions. 

Discussions on the timelines drawn by parents revealed that when at home, children 
spend much of their time either watching television or sleeping.' This is somewhat 
symptomatic of their living situations where, as discussed previously, parents are very 
constrained financially and so cannot afford to go places with the children. All of the 
children and parents who participated in the research had a television in their house. 
Parents estimated that children spent 6-8 hours a day in front of the television. Again, 
due to financial constraints, children had few toys in their houses (these are either 
bought from the weekly allowance, or neighbours in the Mosney area also donate toys 
from time to time). 

Discussions revealed that the level of play and interaction with others is very low. 
One of the reasons given for this is the poor climate. Parents and children find the 
weather very cold and wet, and prefer to remain indoors. Parents were also afraid of 

13 
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children falling sick from being out in the cold weather. Another reason given for this 
low level of interaction was the fact that people do not know and trust their 
neighbours as they would at home. Some distrust of children from other ethnic 
backgrounds and cultures was evident in discussions with parents. Consequently 
levels of interaction with both children and adults among the preschool children is 
low, and interactive skills poorly developed. 

• Need (or Routine / parameters 

Although in many ways the typical day in Mosney is quite structured, with meals 15 

dividing it into three main parts, there are few other activities to fill the day. For 
children in particular, there is little or no routine, and very little stimulation. 

Parents noted that at home (their places of origin) there was often an extended circle 
of family and friends who shared the childminding duties. This meant that the mother 
was· not required to spend 24 hours of every day looking after the child. Some parents 
clearly found the constant presence of their children a strain and were finding single 
parenthood very difficult. Trips to Dublin or Drogheda were almost impossible as 
there was no one in Mosney they could trust with their child and it proved difficult to 
bring them with them. 

Preschool staff observed that the Mosney children, when first aniving to the 
preschool, were unused to any routine and proved quite challenging. They noted that 
the Mosney children were far less disciplined and familiar with rules and parameters 
than those in the other preschools where they had worked previously. Primary school 
teachers in a local school also spoke of problems with Mosney children (non
preschool) in their first few months in primary school. One teacher explained that 
they could not actually be taught anything in their first few months as all energy went 
on trying to keep them under control. 

• Creative Development 

Play: Just as play is a major vehicle for learning in language and cognition, it is also 
centrally important in aesthetic / creative development. As discussed previously, 
children have limited opportunities for play, and many children anive into the 
preschool not knowing how to do so. 

Stories : Stories are central to the culture of childhood. They are a rich source of 
language learning and act as a stimulus to imaginative growth allowing for 
exploration of thought and feeling. Preschool children demonstrated an eagerness and 
enthusiasm for stories and enjoyed both listening to, and relating them. Some parents 
explained that, in their cultures, the older people told stories to the every evening, but 
that they found less time for story telling here in Mosney. 

15 Lunch and dinner are served at specific times in the canteen 
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• Nutrition 

There are a wide variety of options provided in the canteen for both midday and 
evening meals. Preschool staff have noted that children tend to eat a lot of high fat, 
high energy foods, and far less fresh fruit and vegetables. This gives rise to concerns 
about the long-term implications of this diet for the children. As much of this diet is 
different to the diet consumed by residents in their home communities, parents appear 
unaware of the nutritional value of the canteen foods. 
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4. National and International Policy for Children 

The needs and rights of all children have been acknowledged by many Governments, 
both in Ireland and internationally. The Irish Government has committed to a range 
of strategies at national and international level to uphold and protect the rights of 
children. The main principles of two of these are outlined in this section; the National 
Children's Strategy published in 2000, and the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, (CRC), which Ireland ratified in 1992. 

4.1 The National Children's Strategy 

The National Children's Strategy is a 10 year plan of action which includes a range of 
actions across such areas as eliminating child poverty, ensuring children have access 
to play and recreation facilities, and giving children a voice so that their views are 
considered in decisions that affect them. The strategy sets out a common vision to 
work towards. This is as follows: 

':4n Ireland where children are respected as young citizens with a valued 
contribution to make and a voice of their own; where all children are cherished 
and supported by family and the wider society; where they enjoy a fulfilling 
childhood and realise their potential" 

The importance of play and interactions with both adults and children, as discussed 
above, is recognised within this strategy. 

"Children's development and realisation of their varied capacities ... are more 
likely to be met if they have frequent opportunities to play and interact with both 
adults and other children" 

National Children's Strategy, pg 19 

The strategy sets out a number of goals and objectives to facilitate the development of 
children and the fulfilment of their needs. One of these objectives addresses the need 
for quality childcare services: 

National Goal: "Children will receive quality supports and services to promote all 
aspects of their development" 

Objective 1 : "Children's early education and developmental needs will be met 
through quality childcare services and family-friendly employment measures" 

The additional needs of some more vulnerable and marginalised children are also 
acknowledged in the National Strategy. A specific goal begins "Some children have 
additional needs ... " and an objective is set out which underlines the importance of 
diversity and inclusivity, and the extension of developmental supports to illlchildren. 

16 



Objective : "Children will be educated and supported to value social and cultural 
diversity so that all children, including travellers and other marginalised groups, 
achieve their full potential. " 

The National Children's Strategy is a key policy document in promoting and ensuring 
that the developmental needs of all children are met in a manner which values cultural 
diversity and promotes equality. In this, it is of particular relevance to the 
developmental needs of Mosney's preschool children. 

4.2 The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 
In addition to national commitments, the Irish Government has also committed itself 
internationally to safeguarding and promoting the rights of all children. It has done 
this through the ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, (CRe). 
The CRC was established in 1989 and ratified by Ireland in 1992. It obliges 
signatory states to address the needs and assure the rights of all children within their 
jurisdiction. 

"States are to respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Convention 
to each child within their jurisdiction without discrimination of any kind, 
irrespective of the child's or his or her parent's or legal guardian's race, colour, 
sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, nationa~ ethnic or social origin, 
property, disability, birth or other status. " 
Article 2, Para. 1 CRC 

The Convention places equal emphasis on the rights of all children and endorses the 
principle of non-discrimination. 

The Convention makes specific reference to the needs and rights of asylum seeking 
children, stipulating that Governments are required to take all appropriate measures to 
provide protection and assistance to these children. 

''States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure that a child who is 
seeking refugee status or who is considered a refugee in accordance with 
applicable international or domestic law and procedures, sha/~ whether 
unaccompanied or accompanied by his or her parents or by any other person, 
receive appropriate protection and humanitarian assistance in the enjoyment of 
applicable rights set forth in the present Convention and in other international 
human rights or humanitarian instruments to which the said States are Parties. " 
Article 22 para. 1 

Specific articles within the CRC refer to childcare services and facilities, as well as 
the rights of children to education. 

''For the purpose of guaranteeing and promoting the rights set forth in the 
present Convention, State Parties shall render appropriate assistance to parents 
and legal guardians in the performance of their child-rearing responsibilities and 
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shall ensure the development 'of institutions, facilities and services for the care of 
children. " 

Article 18, paras 2 and 3 

''States Parties recognise the right of the child to education with a view to 
achieving this right to progressively and on the basis of equal opportunity. " 
Article 28, para 1 

The UN CRC is unambiguous in the role laid out for signatory States in protecting 
and upholding the rights of all children, including asylum seeking children under its 
jurisdiction. Children's rights, to protection, development, and education, are clearly 
outlined in the treaty. These obligations are highly relevant to the needs and rights of 
preschool children in Mosney, where the State has a clear role in upholding these 
rights. 
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5. The contributions of Mosney preschool 

Having explored the needs of preschool children in Mosney, and examined the Irish 
Government's obligations in meeting these needs, the contributions of Mosney's 
preschool in meeting these needs in its current form is examined. 

Research and evaluation of preschool programmes in Ireland and in other countries 
indicate positive outcomes for the children who participated in these programmes l6

. 

These positive outcomes include factors such as cognitive readiness, communication 
and literacy skills, together with a positive attitude and positive motivation. 

The positive outcomes of participation in the Mosney preschool programme were 
explored with children, parents, and preschool staff. The areas emerging reflect those 
recorded above, as well as reflecting positive outcomes for parents also. The 
principle contributions of Mosney preschool include the following: 

5.1 Language and Communication Skills 
Mosney preschool has made a significant 
contribution to developing the language and 
communication skills of its children. Both 
staff and parents observed that children's 
abilities to both receive language, and to 
communicate and interact themselves, has 
developed considerably. Allied to this many 
children have very much "come out of 
themselves", and become much more 
communicative with staff and other children, 
both verbally, and non-verbally. 

"My daughter was very shy and didn't 
speak at all. She would only sing along 
with a record we had. But since she has 
been going to the preschool she has 
been talking all the time. She even 
brings home her work (drawings) to 
explain what it is she does. She is 
always wanting to go to the school -
even at weekends. It is very good for 
her." 

Mother of a 4 year old preschool child 

Preschool staff described the different techniques they use to develop children's 
communication skills. These include the use of flashcards and colour cards, 
descriptions of favourite foods etc ... , and songs and stories. 

In sessions with the researcher preschool children proved able to communicate in the 
following ways: 

• Naming of objects: "] have the doll" . 
• Describing objects in terms of their characteristics : "Mary lives in a house with 

her Mother and wears a red dress" 
• Planning how they were going to use a piece of equipment : "I'm going to draw a 

house with big windows". 
• Sorting materials : Researcher: 'What colour pen do you want?" Child: "] want a 

red pen and a purple one". 

In a second session, one week after the first, children were able to recall and describe 
the activities they engaged in during the first session. "First Mary Jell and hurted her 

16 Schorr, L (1988), pp. 179-214 
NICHD (2003) 
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knee (from a story related in the first session), then we drew pictures". Researcher: 
"What did you draw a picture of?" Child: ''A house with a big tree". 

5.2 Personal and Social Development 
Very much linked to language and communication development is the area of 
personal and social development. Preschool children were quite happy to leave their 
parents and go into class and were observed mixing easily with other children. They 
showed no fear in working with the researcher, enjoyed new experiences, responded 
to challenges (telling stories, drawing pictures and deciding which songs to sing), and 
displayed a curiosity in asking questions on their own initiative, {"Where does Mary 
live? Does her sister live there too?''}. 

Staff outlined how many children arriving at the preschool do not know how to play, 
and have no ability to "decentre", i.e. to view a situation from another's perspective. 
In the preschool children are taught to develop a sense of others, to take turns and to 
share. This was demonstrated in sessions with the researcher where children took 
turns at explaining their drawings, while the other children listened and waited their 
tum. 

Children's development of a sense of others, their ability to share, to empathise, to 
include, to accept and celebrate diversity is intimately linked with their own sense of 
self. If they are affirmed and confident in themselves they will then be able to extend 
this to others. This is particularly important in the context of Mosney's ethnically 
diverse population where there is some evidence that children may already have 
acquired discriminatory attitudes towards others of different ethnic backgrounds. 
Mosney preschool plays an important role in countering this discrimination, fostering 
a sense of self-esteem within children, together with a respect for and appreciation of 
others. 

5.3 A sense of Routine 

As outlined in Section 3.3 above, one of the fundamental gaps in children's lives in 
Mosney is a sense of routine and order. In breaking up each morning or evening 
session into definite slots the preschool introduces the children to routine. For 
example a morning session may follow the following schedule with activities broken 
up into approximate 30 minute slots: 

• Free play and jigsaws 

• Tidy up 

• Art and crafts / painting - a different theme each week 

• Clean up and break at 11 am 

• Construction - cutting pieces out of magazines and sticking them on paper 

• Clean up 

• Playing in the sand 
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• Circle time - Singing and stories 

• 12.30pm - coats and biscuits 

With this routine each session staff find that children feel more secure and assured, 
and quite happily fall into the routine after some time. Staff do note however that the 
long periods between sessions (particularly those of a number of days) throw the 
children into some disarray as they forget what they learn from one session to the 
next. 

5.4 Creative Development 
The preschool also contributes to the creative development of the children. This is 
done through a variety of media. 

Play, in the form of artwork, construction, playing with sand etc. encourages the 
children to explore the world they see around them, leaving them free to improvise 
upon and imagine fictional contexts and scenarios. The preschool is equipped with a 
range of toys and materials which support these activities, and, as seen above, a good 
deal of each days session is given over to creative play. 

Stories are another medium through which the preschool stimulates the children's 
imaginations and promotes their creative capacities. Each day the children hear a 
story and they are also encouraged to relate their own stories on a regular basis. 
These stories are critical in the children's creative development as they allow children 
access to invented situations, characters and actions, linking what they already know 
and are learning to further representations and interpretations of the world. 

Gardening / cultivation : The preschool manager, a keen gardener herself, has a 
number of pots of different plant varieties planted in the outside area. There are plans 
to incorporate a much larger garden area in the new play area currently being 
developed. This will allow children to experience and learn about nature and growth, 
as well as providing the foundations for learning about food and nutrition (the 
manager is a qualified nurse). 

5.5 Identification of Special Needs 
In addition to catering to the learning and developmental needs of children, preschool 
staff have been in position to observe children and refer them for additional supports 
if necessary. A strong collaboration has been developed with Mosney's nurse who 
has no other means of identifying children with special needs except when parents 
bring them into her specially. Over the period of its existence the preschool has 
referred 7 children for treatment: 

• 3 children were referred to the health nurse for developmental checks 
• 1 child was referred for therapy following physical abuse 
• 1 child was referred for extensive dental treatment. 
• 1 child was referred for speech problems and behavioural difficulties 
• I child was referred to both the physiotherapist and for speech therapy. 
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In addition to referring children as appropriate, preschool staff keep a record of 
children's behaviour during the sessions (this can be in the form of a written log), and 
discuss this as required with the parents when they come to pick up the children. In 
this way any behavioural difficulties are monitored on an ongoing basis, with parental 
involvement at all times. A high ratio of staff is required to cope with the needs of 
some children. The manager is currently in the process of getting a speech and 
language therapist to come and advise us regarding bilingualism and the needs of 
those children who speak no English at home. 

5.6 Support to Parents 
In addition to simply discussing children's issues with parents, Mosney preschool has 
adopted a more proactive approach in supporting parents. This approach is manifest 
through a number of activites : 

• A series of parenting classes are currently being organised by the manager. These 
will aim to train 8-10 women who will then go on to deliver parenting classes 
themselves to other women.· 

• The teachers and manager also· provide a high level of individual support to 
parents, both in the form of advice on the children - their developmental, health, 
and nutritional needs, and at a broader level, in providing support to the parents 
themselves - explaining official procedures, helping out with forms etc. This type 
of support, whilst not a typical preschool activity per se, provides an often much 
needed emotional/moral support to parents in what are often confusing, stressful 
and difficult circumstances. Parents had very high praise and respect for the 
preschool staff, and it is clear that their help to parents has helped alleviate home 
tensions, which has in turn, had positive effects for the children. 

• A further valuable contribution of the preschool is that it allows parents (many of 
whom have sole responsibility for their children) some free time on their own to 
pursue other activities. This is particularly important as, as discussed previously, 
many parents are unused to having to provide 24 hour care to their children, and 
find the situation difficult. Many parents of preschool children use their 'free time' 
to attend computer or English classes offered by the Centre, or to avail of the 
health or legal services on offer. These services also provide them with an outlet 
to meet with, and get to know other adults in the Centre. 

It is apparent that the preschool contributes to children's development at a number of 
different levels, from meeting their psycho-social needs, to identifying any additional 
needs they might have and referring them appropriately, to easing the stresses and 
strains of their home lives. These contributions remain limited however, with the low 
number of sessions; and hence poor level of continuity, afforded each child per week. 
It is anticipated that the developmental impact of preschool work with the children 
would increase significantly were children to attend on a full five-day week basis. In 
addition, with lunch provided at the preschool, their nutritional requirements would 
also be addressed. 
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

The multiple needs of preschool children are well documented in the relevant 
literature. Preschool children in Mosney constitute a particularly vulnerable category 
with acute needs which are amplified by displacement and their current stressful 
situation. Through commitments laid out in both national and international policy 
instruments, the State has a responsibility in ensuring these needs are adequately and 
comprehensively addressed. 

The contributions of the existing preschool facility in Mosney are manifold and 
manifest at a number of different levels. These contributions include the following: 

• Language and Communication Development 
• Personal and Social Development 
• A Sense of Routine 
• Creative Development 
• Identification of special needs 
• Support to parents 

It is clear that Mosney's preschool has made a very positive contribution in addressing 
many of its childrens' needs, thereby contributing to the development of both children 
and parents in what are very stressful and trying circumstances for both. This 
contribution is particularly relevant in the context of the Irish State's obligations under 
national and international policy instruments. However, as is clear from the analysis 
presented in Section 2.2, Mosney preschool has experienced a rapid expansion and 
with limited resources, is struggling to meet the needs of all its attendees. Within this 
context a number of recommendations are made: 

• Extend the internal classroom size to allow for dedicated play areas - there are 
plans to do this with necessary refurbishments being funded by Mosney 
management; 

• Extend the number of rooms in the preschool separating these according to age 
and ability (babies, toddlers, 3-4 year olds beginning preschool; advanced 3-4 year 
olds); 

• Extend the number of sessions for children - so that they may attend for whole 
days on a 4-5 day basis instead of for half day sessions as currently; 

• Increase the number of staff accordingly; 

• Provide training for all staff; 
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There is evidence of considerable support for the preschool from the Daughters of 
Charity, the NEHB, and, in particular, from the management of the Mosney 
accommodation facility, as weB as from parents of the children themselves. Whilst 
this is meeting the building, space and equipm~nt requirements, there is a clear need 
for a higher level of sustained support for staffing levels. 

Given the overwhelmingly positive contributions of the preschool facility at a number 
of levels together with the incontestable needs of its attendees, it is imperative that the 
preschool receive the level of financial support required to meet the needs of its 
children in a comprehensive and sustained manner. 
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Appendix I : Research Participants 

• Parents and children of Mosney preschool 

• Mosney preschool staff: Liz O'Reilly (manager) 
Pauline O'Brien (childcare worker) 
Michelle Woods (childcare worker) 

• Pat McKenna (manager of Mosney Accommodation Centre) 

• Mary Ferris (primary teacher at Duleek Boys National School) 

• Emma McQuaile (primary teacher at Duleek Boys NS) 
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