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About this learning paper
This learning paper, on the theme of strengthening practitioners' capacity to support 
parents and children from pre-birth to age six, draws from the sub-study evaluation 
of interventions, provided through the ABC Programme, for professionals working 
with children from pre-birth to age three and their parents and oral language 
development interventions for children aged from birth to six years.

Key stakeholders, from a range of services and 
sectors, including 129 early years and preschool 
practitioners and more than 90 health and social 
care professionals, provided information on their 
experiences of participating in or delivering the 
ABC Programme in their local area through a 
combination of interviews, focus groups and 
surveys. This learning paper is intended to 
inform the planning and delivery of services by 
practitioners, managers and other area-based 
service providers who work with expectant parents 
and parents with babies and young children. 

A national evaluation of interventions for children 
aged three years and older and their parents was 
conducted by the Centre for Effective Services

For the summary report of the national evaluation, 
see:

www.dcya.gov.ie
or
www.effectiveservices.org 
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About the ABC Programme

The aims and objectives of the ABC Programme 
align with the outcomes and transformational 
goals of Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures, the 
national policy framework for children and young 
people, 2014-2020. 

Each ABC area implemented a range of 
interventions, specific to the identified needs of 
that area and informed by a local area logic model. 
Interventions were, for the most part, provided for 
children from pre-birth to 12 years and their parents.

Provide new and improved services to support 
children’s learning, health and development, and  
to support parents in their role as parents.

Support professionals working with children to 
strengthen their skills and to improve the ways 
organisations work together for children.

• 

• 

The ABC Programme aims to:

The ABC Programme started in 2013 and was 
funded by the Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs (DCYA) and The Atlantic Philanthropies. 
Since 2017 the Programme has been funded 
by DCYA. The ABC Programme in each area is 
supported by a consortium of local organisations 
working together to deliver services; a lead 
agency oversees day-to-day management, 
including funding.
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The ABC Programme is a national area-based prevention and early intervention 
initiative for families living in areas of economic disadvantage. 



The ABC Programme interventions 
included the following:

Interventions to support parents, including 
home-visiting and mentoring interventions, such 
as antenatal supports. 

Interventions intended to support children’s 
general development, including centre-
based and home-visiting interventions and 
programmes.

• 

• 

Interventions aimed at supporting children’s 
oral language development including 
centre-based, school-based and one-to-one 
interventions. 

Interventions intended to strengthen 
practitioners’ capacity to support parents 
and children, including training, coaching and 
mentoring supports for practice and quality  
improvement. 1

• 

• 

 

1 A full list of all interventions aimed at strengthening the capacity of practitioners to achieve outcomes across each of the outcome areas: parenting, children’s health & 
development, including oral language & children’s’ learning, is included in Appendix 1.
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The type of capacity strengthening activities provided 
varied across the areas and included training, coaching 
and mentoring, with most areas providing a range of 
different professional development options. The focus 
of the capacity strengthening also varied across ABC 
areas, with professional development opportunities 
provided across a range of different practice areas.

How capacity strengthening opportunities
were provided in ABC areas
Eight ABC areas incorporated capacity strengthening opportunities for 
practitioners working with parents and children from pre-birth to age three 
to support children’s health and development. Seven ABC areas provided 
professional development supports to practitioners working with parents and 
children to support children’s oral development. There are useful insights from 
practitioners about their experiences of participating in and implementing the 
learning from these types of capacity building interventions.

04

• 

• 

• 

For example, areas provided: 
Training to support the implementation of 
evidence-based programmes (EBPs), such as 
Triple P, Incredible Years, Parents Plus, etc. 

Professional development opportunities for 
quality and practice improvement, including 
training, coaching and mentoring in Síolta, 
Aistear2, HighScope, etc. This strand of the ABC 
work built on and utilised existing Síolta and 
Aistear guidance and advisory materials. Staff 
in ABC areas linked in with the Better Start 
initiative but did not overlap in terms of the 
provision of support to community-based early 
years practitioners. 

Professional development opportunities, such 
as training and coaching, in the areas of infant 
mental health, oral language development 
and play-based approaches to early childhood 
development. 

2 Síolta sets out the principles, standards & components of quality in terms of good practice in early childhood education, while the principles of Aistear offer a 
curriculum framework of how babies, young toddlers & children learn (www.aistearsiolta.ie). 



Coaching

Figure 1: Capacity strengthening approaches used in the ABC Programme

Approach

Figure 1 provides information about the different 
types of professional development; their purposes 
and associated benefits, as discussed in the 
literature (Morgan and Rochford, 2017). 

ABC InterventionsDelivered by BenefitsPurpose

Training in: EBPs, 
e.g. Incredible Years, 

Strengthening Families, 
Triple-P, Hanen, 

HighScope; the Aistear 
& Síolta frameworks

Skilled trainers
New skills, knowledge 

& ideas
Increased motivation

To improve knowledge 
and skillsTraining

Early years practice 
development

Increased networks & 
confidence
Professional 
development

Career development

Internal or external, 
experienced 
professional

To support career & 
personal developmentMentoring

To develop work-related 
skills or behaviours

Quality and practice 
improvement, e.g. 

Aistear, Síolta, infant 
mental health, oral 

language interventions, 
evidence-based 

programmes

Implementation of new 
skills/practice
Staff retention

Increased confidence
Learning culture

Certified coach

The figure also shows the range of professional 
development interventions provided by the areas as 
part of the ABC Programme.
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Adapted from Morgan and Rochford (2017). Coaching and mentoring for frontline practitioners: An Access Evidence Report. Dublin: CES
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What the literature tells us
about strengthening practitioner capacity 
Supporting and investing in professional development opportunities for 
staff working in frontline services with vulnerable or disadvantaged children 
and families has benefits for the individual staff member in receipt of these 
opportunities, for the organisations themselves, and ultimately for the children and 
families accessing such services.

Benefits for staff and organisations
Ongoing professional development supports 
organisations to build capacity, improve the quality 
of services provided and retain staff (McArthur and 
Thomson, 2014). The quality of service provision 
has been linked to a skilled and experienced 
workforce, and an open and reflective culture 
in which practice is tailored to the needs of the 
child (Callanan et al., 2017). Effective professional 
development takes place in an environment and 
culture that fosters and responds to learning 
(McArthur and Thomson, 2014). Three different 
types of professional development opportunities 
were provided across the ABC areas, with some 
areas offering one or a combination of training, 
coaching and mentoring.

Benefits for children and parents
The importance of quality in service provision in 
the early years care and education sector was 
documented by the OECD (2012); the review 
suggested that without attention to quality, the 
desired benefits for children and society would be 
compromised. Research suggests that good quality 
provision in early years education and care can 
have a positive effect on the behavioural, social, 
cognitive and educational outcomes of children 
(Barnes and Melhuish, 2017); and on the long-term 
effects for children living in poverty (Lloyd and 
Potter, 2014). 



Learning from the sub-study about the capacity strengthening 
opportunities for practitioners 
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1. ABC areas provided access to a range of 
training for practitioners to support the 
implementation of services

Training is understood as organised or structured 
activities – whether or not they lead to a recognised 
qualification – which aim to provide people with 
knowledge, skills and competencies necessary 
and sufficient to perform a job or a set of jobs 
(CEDEFOP, 2010). While some ABC-supported 
training focused specifically on the implementation 
of evidence-based programmes, other types of 
training and support were offered to improve the 
quality of practice in the early childhood care and 
education (ECCE) sector generally.

• 

•

•

Evidence-based programmes to support 
parents in their role as parents and to improve 
children’s social and emotional well-being

Evidence-based/informed interventions to 
support children’s oral language development

National frameworks and/or specific curricula 
to the strengthen the capacity and quality of 
ECCE provision. 

Most ABC areas provided opportunities for both 
types of training, with an additional input from 
onsite mentoring of early years practitioners. Most 
ABC areas provided training, coaching and/or 
mentoring to support the implementation of:

ABC areas provided these types of training 
opportunities as a way of improving practice quality.



All the practitioners who took part in the sub-
study survey and interviews told us that the ABC 
Programme provided them with more opportunities 
to attend training and avail of mentoring than they 
previously had access to. Most commented that 
they believed this would not have been possible 
without the resources provided by the ABC 
Programme in their area.

The ways in which training programmes were 
provided varied across and within the areas, 
including where the training was provided, to 
whom the training was provided and when the 
training was provided. Training was provided 
onsite in early years settings, in ABC offices 
where suitable, and in other community venues. 
Professional, sectoral and organisational 
representation at training events varied; for 
example, some training was provided to mixed 
professional groups, some to groups of the same 
types of practitioners from different organisations 
or settings; while other training was provided to 
practitioners who worked together in the same 
setting or organisation. Finally, some training took 
place outside of working hours to accommodate 
settings or organisations unable to release staff 
during working hours.
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Some ABC areas focused on supporting 
practitioners to implement specific evidence-
based programmes as way of supporting practice 
quality improvement. Training was provided 
to practitioners to implement evidence-based 
programmes, such as the Incredible Years suite 
of programmes, Strengthening Families, Parents 
Plus and Triple P, to support parents in their role 
as parents. Most of the practitioners who took part 
in the sub-study identified the benefits of having a 
common language and framework from evidence-
based programmes that they could use in their 
settings. 
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Most practitioners also told us that having access 
to evidence-based training, which provided 
learning about effective engagement strategies 
for working with parents, also increased their 
confidence when interacting with parents in 
settings. The number of practitioners attending 
ABC training opportunities for evidence-based 
programmes varied from setting-to-setting. 
Practitioners told us it was easier to implement 
changes in practice when all staff attended the 
training. Settings who could send some but not 
all staff found it more challenging to consistently 
implement evidence-based programmes or 
practices.

Most early years practitioners who took part in 
the evaluation and participated in ABC-supported 
training, connected the learning from participation 

in these trainings to improvements in their 
knowledge and application of the Aistear and 
Síolta principles. Some of the practitioners told 
us the training offered through ABC was valuable 
as it linked directly to the national standards and 
frameworks and supported their understanding of 
what was required in terms of their practice and 
their work with children. 

Most practitioners who had participated in the sub-
study and had taken part in oral language training 
programmes referred to specific techniques 
and strategies that they had learned to use in 
their practice to improve interactions between 
themselves and children, between children and 
their peers and between children and their parents. 
They also told us that their knowledge about the 
core elements of language and the key strategies 
for encouraging communication among children 
had improved.

“If only two
of you in your room have

the training & you are trying 
to do something others are 
not fully aware off, it is hard 

to stay motivated to take 
that learning forward.”

Early Years
practitioner
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• 

•

•

•

•

•

Key Learning
Transferring and sustaining learning among practitioners takes time, support and training.

Training in the use of evidence-based programmes provides a helpful scaffold upon which 
to support improvements in quality practice.

Adopting evidence-based oral language programmes is a useful way in which to equip 
practitioners and preschool teachers to identify issues and support early signs of 
communication delay.

Training that aligns to national frameworks, such as Aistear and Síolta, provides important 
opportunities to add to the existing knowledge base and helps to make clear the 
connections between individual practice and national policy and/or standards.

Implementation of evidence-based/informed programmes and practices are supported 
when all staff have a shared understanding of the content and practices.

Coaching or mentoring are useful post-training activities that support staff to embed 
learning and develop quality practice.



2. Fostering a culture and ethos of 
reflective practice was a recurrent feature 
of the ABC Programme 

Research suggests a weak link between providing 
training by itself and embedding practice change 
(Garat et al., 2001). Reflective practice has been 
shown to be an important feature of adult learning 
and provides an important way in which to bridge 
the gap between the acquisition of new skills and 
knowledge and implementing them in practice 
(Moon, 1999).

a. Fostering reflective practice through 
coaching and mentoring

Coaching and mentoring contribute to a reflective 
approach to practice development. There is no single 
definition of coaching and the term is often used 
interchangeably with mentoring, as both approaches 
use ‘helping’ behaviours (Morgan and Rochford, 
2017). Research shows that coaching and mentoring 
increase workplace wellbeing, reduce depression 
and stress, help staff deal with organisational change 
(Grant et al., 2009), improve communication between 
staff (O’Connor and Kavanagh, 2013) and improve 
competitiveness for organisations (Vidal-Salazar et al., 
2012).

Eight ABC areas provided opportunities to 
participate in coaching or mentoring3 to supplement 
and complement training programmes to further 
support practice development and embed practice 
improvements. For example, coaches across four ABC 
areas supported the implementation of evidence-
based programmes, such as Preparing for Life (a 
home-visiting support programme for parents) and 

Highscope (an early years’ curriculum), while mentors 
supported practitioners to strengthen skills such as 
observation and note taking, reflective practice and the 
delivery of core components of Aistear and Síolta. 

Some sub-study respondents who took part in 
ABC-funded training intended to support the 
implementation of evidence-based programmes, told 
us they benefited from having a mentor visit their 
settings to support their reflection on the skills and 
knowledge gained through the training and to support 
the translation of these new skills and knowledge 
into practice. The skills and knowledge gained by 
participating in training and the capacity to implement 
evidence-based programmes with fidelity were viewed 
by most practitioners as being more difficult to sustain 
when the training was not accompanied by mentoring. 
Practitioners who experienced onsite mentoring, told 
us they felt more assured about transferring learning 
to practice in their day-to-day routines because of the 
mentoring they received.

11
3 Evaluation participants often used the terms ‘coaching’ and ‘mentoring’ and ‘coach’ and ‘mentor’ interchangeably. 
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Practitioners who engaged with a mentor regularly 
noted the benefits of the mentoring process 
to reflective practice. The role of the mentor in 
supporting and advancing implementation was 
viewed as a critical factor by practitioners in driving 
quality practice by providing opportunities to:

Most early years practitioners who took part 
in the sub-study told us that while they were 
encouraged to reflect on the data gathered from 
their observations of children; document children’s 
progress; and evaluate their own practice, the time 
needed to meaningfully reflect on this range of 
information was limited. Most practitioners told us 
that the lack of non-contact time was a significant 
challenge to planning, documenting and reflecting 
on their work. They viewed these activities as 
critical to implementation quality. The issue of 
adequate resources such as access to training 
(within their working time) and professional 
mentors for the ECCE sector, was suggested 
by most practitioners who took part in the sub-
study as the primary barriers to consistent quality 
provision. They told us that while this issue was 
not an ABC Programme only issue, all practitioners 
expressed their frustration at what they viewed 
as a recurring problem in the ECCE sector. Some 
practitioners also remarked on how much time 
they spent outside of paid hours to complete 
documentation and planning. 

• 

•

•

Discuss observations from interactions with 
children in settings

Raise questions about planning as a response 
to reviewing practice

Have guidance on implementing actions as a 
result of their reflections.

“Being able to
discuss with the mentor 

the difficulties we are having 
in our own setting in putting 

things into daily practice, 
made such a difference.” 

Early Years
practitioner
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b. Fostering reflective practice through 
participation in professional networks 

Opportunities for reflective practice were also 
facilitated through the establishment of new 
or participation in existing networks and fora. 
These networks tended to be oriented around 
specific areas of work, for example, networks for 
practitioners working to support children’s oral 
language development; networks/fora for early 
years practitioners; and networks to support 
practitioners working to support early child 
development. A network of mentors representing 
mentors across ABC areas was also established. 

For example, speech and language therapists 
(SLTs) working as part of the ABC Programme 
participated in a pre-existing national network 
for oral language development professionals 
involved in community-based programmes. This 
network provided an opportunity for specialists 
to their share learning in implementing local and 
national oral language development models and 
initiatives. Three areas also offered opportunities 
for shared professional learning and reflection 
which were welcomed by early years practitioners 
and teachers. The structured forums facilitated 
discussions around practice and focused on 
key areas of shared interest that promoted 
opportunities to learn about the implementation of 
knowledge and developments in practice.

The formation of a maternity forum across ABC 
areas delivering antenatal supports was reported 
to have been important in facilitating shared 
learning around engagement strategies between 
community and statutory supports available for 
expectant parents.

The value of opportunities to meet with peers 
within and across settings was viewed by 
practitioners and professionals who took part in 
the sub-study as having a positive impact on their 
role in supporting children and parents. They told 
us networks and fora meetings provided a platform 
to share ideas, discuss practice developments and 
importantly gain encouragement and support from 
fellow peers. 

The network of mentors for early years 
practitioners was viewed as an important space 
in which the mentors could share progress related 
to supporting practice development in the ABC 
areas and have peer discussions about issues 
arising in their own individual area. It is important 
to note that these meetings, in some ABC areas, 
happened outside of work, which meant early years 
professionals were attending on their own time. 

“Going to network
meetings presented me

with an opportunity I have 
not experienced before, 

where I can discuss issues 
and talk about how I might 
approach something with 
the support of my peers.”

Psychologist
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• 

•

•

•

Key Learning

Mentoring supports the transfer of knowledge to practice following participation in training 

on evidence-based programmes and practices.

To maximise the benefits of reflective practice, an ongoing commitment from service 

managers and service commissioners to provide appropriately resourced designated time 

is required.

The capacity to implement evidence-based programmes and practices, in full and with 

fidelity, requires that practitioners have the time to plan, document and reflect on their 

work.

Networks or fora, established or operating across single or multiple communities, support 

and promote opportunities for continuous professional development for both frontline 

practitioners and the mentors providing support and guidance. 
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Appendix 1:
List of professional development supports provided in each ABC Area
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Area Target 
groupInterventionOutcome 

area

Parents, teachers and 
carers

Professional 
development in oral 

language programme

Children's health 
and development & 
children’s learning, 

specifically oral 
language development

Ballyfermot

Practitioners working in 
early years and school 

settings

Síolta Framework 
Quality Standard 
Implementation

Bray

Children’s learning

Early years staff, 
teachers and parents

Professional development 
in oral language

Children's health and 
development & children’s 
learning, specifically oral 
language development

Children’s health and 
developmentTallaght

Professionals working 
with pregnant women 
and parents of children 

aged 0-3 years

Antenatal to Three 
Initiative (ATTI)
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Area

Children in early 
years settings; early 
years practitioners

Teachers, early 
years and staff from 

organisations working 
with parents of children

Primary school 
principals; teachers 

and early years 
practitioners 

Teacher and early 
years practitioners 

Early Years 
& Transitions 
programme

Incredible Years 
suite of programmes 

Working with 
parents to support 

their children's 
learning

Universal Language 
Supports

Children's learning

Children’s health 
and development; 

improved parenting

Children's learning

Children's health 
and development 

& children’s 
learning, specifically 

oral language 
development

Clondalkin

Target 
groupInterventionOutcome 

area

Early Years 
practitioners

Zoom Ahead with 
Books

Dublin Docklands

Children’s learning



Children’s health and 
development

ECCE practitionersIncredible Years Teacher 
Classroom Management 
& Incredible Small Group 

Dina

Appendix 1:
List of professional development supports provided in each ABC Area
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Area

Early years practitioners; 
parents/caregivers

Teachers of children 
aged 3-7

Parents and caregivers 
of children aged 0-3; 

practitioners and other 
service providers

Teachers and early years 
practitioners; parents

Early Care and 
Education

Incredible Years 
Teacher Classroom 

Management

Infant Health and 
Wellbeing Programme

Speech, Language and 
Literacy Interventions

Children's learning

Children’s health and 
development

Children’s health and 
development

Children's health and 
development & children’s 
learning, specifically oral 
language development

Target 
groupInterventionOutcome 

area

Grangegorman

Knocknaheeny

ECCE Practitioners with 
children in early years 

settings aged 2-5

Early Years 
Programme

Children’s learning

Dublin Northside
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Area

Early years practitioners & 
teachers; children making 

the transition from pre-
school to primary school

Transition 
programme

Children's learning, 
specifically oral language 

development

Early years 
practitioners

Quality Early YearsChildren’s learning

Children’s health and 
development & children’s 
learning, specifically oral 
language development

Children’s health and 
development; children’s 

learning

Children's health and 
development; improved 

parenting

Children’s health and 
development

Children's learning

Children’s health and 
development

Parents; early years 
practitioners and teachers 

in junior infant classes

Teachers and staff from 
organisations working 

with parents

Early years practitioners 

Parents of children 
aged 12-24 months

Parents of children aged 
1-5 years with identified 
language delay or at risk 

of language delay

Little Voices Oral 
Language Programme

Incredible Years suite 
of programmes

Incredible Years 20-week 
Parent Programme

Highscope training

Talk and Play Every Day

Hanen You Make the 
Difference-Adapted 

Target 
groupInterventionOutcome 

area

Limerick

Louth

Ballymun

Group Leaders delivering 
the Incredible Years suite 
of programmes; ECCE 
practitioners; primary 

school teachers




