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The EDENN initiative is striking for its commitment to equality on the age ground. 
The initiative valuably emphasises the goal of empowering children, alongside a focus 
on children and their awareness of difference, and on children and their access to 
equality in their diverse identities. In an adult focused and often authoritarian world, 
equality for children is rarely considered. This is evident in our own Equal Status Act 
where the age ground does not extend to those below the age of eighteen. 
Powerlessness is the inevitable indicator of this inequality experienced by children. 
 
The focus on children and their awareness of difference is an important part of our 
search for a more equal society. This awareness by children of difference can shape 
their own ambitions and aspirations either positively on negatively. This awareness 
can inform children’s relationships with each other and with the wider society, again, 
either positively or negatively. Finally the nature of this awareness also holds 
potential to either limit or expand children’s experiences and learning. 
 
Despite the importance of this focus on children and their awareness of difference, all 
too often, with a casual and unstated ageism and, with a disregard for the powerful 
cultural forces already shaping children’s awareness of difference, we pull back and 
falsely assume that equality and diversity are a topic for more adult circles. 
 
The current societal context does not favour an adequate focus on difference and 
awareness of difference. The dominant societal message about difference is one of 
tolerance. We value tolerance as we are taught to put up with difference. Yet, 
tolerance requires no knowledge of, or understanding of, difference, and can co-exist 
with ignorance about, and even contempt for, difference. Tolerance therefore does not 
assist any understanding or, most importantly, valuing of difference. 
 
However when we examine difference and responses to difference in Irish society we 
must acknowledge that tolerance is by no means the most problematic response to 
difference. Difference has been denied as, for example, in the failure by the state to 
acknowledge Traveller ethnicity. Difference has been a basis for segregation, as has 
happened in some caring services meeting the health needs of older people and people 
with disabilities. Difference has been a focus for assimilation as is evident in some 
strands of the integration debate in relation to migrant workers. Difference has even 
been criminalised. It was only in 1993 that homosexuality was decriminalised. Many 
commentators have argued that the criminal trespass legislation criminalises 
Traveller’s nomadic way of life. 
 
These approaches to difference underpin inequality. This highlights the importance of 
a focus on children’s awareness of difference and, within this, a particular type of 
focus on difference. Equality requires a valuing of difference, a celebration of 
difference and a commitment to take account of difference so that policies, 
programmes, employment practices and service provision can benefit all groups, can 
achieve full equality in practice for all groups.  
 
This emphasises the importance of the EDENN initiative – an initiative concerned 
with equality for all children in early childhood care and education and with the 



contribution to be made by all children to a more equal society. EDENN should 
provide valuable networking opportunities to share expertise and promote standards 
on these issues of equality and diversity and to secure a voice for an equality and 
diversity perspective in early childhood care and education. EDENN should provide 
important capacity building opportunities to drive and resource this focus on equality 
and diversity and to ensure that standards, developed in this area are put into practice. 
This is a powerful and effective combination of activities chosen by EDENN – a 
combination that will not only build an agenda for change but that will also enable 
that agenda for change to be implemented. 
 
This is no easy task being taken on by EDENN. A recent study carried out for the 
Equality Authority on the design and marketing of goods for children emphasises the 
scale of the challenge in building an awareness of difference among children that is 
not shaped by stereotypes. 
 
The study identified a persuasive and thorough gender stereotyping was evident in the 
language used, in the symbols and images deployed, in the production techniques and 
in the use of space in advertisements. This marketing sends powerful messages to 
boys that they must be active, aggressive and independent and to girls that they must 
be passive, nurturing and dependent. These stereotypes shape the ambition of boys 
and girls, shape societal expectations of girls and boys and diminish the choices open 
to boys and girls. 
 
This study underpins the importance EDENN and the work of EDENN. I wish the 
new network well and look forward to its ongoing impact. 


