CCMC Circular 2004/16


Review of Pre-school Education: Question Booklet Responses
Full-Time & Part-Time Places

Council is disappointed that the Department has not seized the opportunity to increase the number of full time places.  Research quoted by the Department implied that the length of time of the session made no difference to the educational outcome.  However this is to take an overly narrow view of education.  Education deals with the development of the whole child - social and emotional as well as intellectual.  Given the overwhelming endorsement of professionals in nursery provision, Council believes this is best achieved in a full-time context.  Moreover nursery units have reported that this is the wish of parents.  Full-time provision offers many additional benefits.  In tackling poverty there is the guarantee of adequate meals for those on the appropriate benefits.  In addition there is the provision of consistent adult supervision rather than a variety of individuals for the child to relate to over the course of a day.  In the context of a desire by Council to develop wrap around provision for young children movement to full-time is a logical development.
Admissions Age
Council is of the view that nursery education is best suited to children in the year immediately prior to statutory education.  The raising of the lower age limit to 3 years 2 months would bring nursery provision more closely into line with playgroup provision.  In addition it would allow centres with part-time provision (for example 26 morning and 26 afternoon places) to convert to full-time provision.  Increased full-time provision is helpful in the development of wrap around provision.  Indeed given the success of some nursery providers in identifying the nature of the curriculum and the physical needs of children, Council would support the development of additional provision for younger children on school sites.
Admissions Priorities
Criteria only come into play when oversubscribed.  Therefore the falling birth rate should reduce the significance of having to apply these criteria.  However in keeping with targeting social need and with the obvious need to guarantee places for July/August birthdays there is no need to change the existing regulatory criteria.

Children with Special Educational Needs (SEN)
Early intervention is highly desirable for children to identify and assist them with any special needs.  All children in pre-school settings should have access to the support offered in statutory education.
Reception Classes and Groups
In terms of rural proofing reception classes will continue to play a limited role. Reception classes should be the exception rather than the norm.  The Department should continue to have the authority to zero weight pupils after consulting the employing authority.

Staff:Child Ratio
An improvement is staff:child ratios is desirable.  However it is impossible to answer this issue clearly without examining the quality of the staff provided.  Given the decline in demographics and in order to enhance the provision particularly for the assessment and provision for children with special educational needs, the number of children in a group could be reduced from 26 to 24.  However one of the supervisors should continue to be a qualified teacher.  The skills of lesson planning, assessment of individuals and plotting their progress requires a professional teacher.  In this context a qualified classroom assistant can make a tremendous contribution in support of a teacher/leader.
CASS Provision
CASS responsibilities should be extended to all funded providers.

Introduction of New Statutory and Voluntary/Private Sector Providers 
It is sensible that arrangements should be made to allow additional providers (statutory or private) to be admitted to the programme.  Each case should be considered on its merits.  Places may be provided where there is under provision or where there is clear parental demand for a particular type of provision such as catholic education.  In addition applications should be considered where there are rationalisations and schools come into being who are able to meet a local or parish need.  These may be well placed to serve the community with an opportunity for appropriate accommodation which was not available at the initiation of the expansion programme.
Viability of Voluntary/Private Playgroups
A key principle which Council would seek is as far as possible equity between voluntary and statutory provision.  Playgroups require more reliable predictable funding.  Council would suggest that at least part of the funding could be guaranteed if children are in place at the census date.  For example 50% of funding for each place for the year could be guaranteed.  This would smooth out fluctuations due to the movement of children and allow playgroups better opportunities to plan.

The Wider Context
Many schools here and in other countries are trying to maximise the use of their facilities.  Schools should be encouraged to pursue such projects.  The integration of school, parents and parish community benefits the child and society in general.  The approach by the Department of Education in England in their five year strategy recognises the need for cohesion between education, health, social services etc.  Council would wish to see exploration of the role for primary schools in wrap around provision for parents and children. 
Catholic Ethos
Legislation under section 75 shows that parental wishes in regards to ethos should apply even in non statutory settings.  As outlined in Building Peace Shaping the Future, this will often be in healthy co-operation with other sectors.  However Trustees would wish to accommodate the religious conviction of parents who wish to see their child educated within a catholic ethos.
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