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What is an Early Years Education Inspection?  

The Early Years Education Inspection model is used to provide evaluative information, advice 
and support in relation to the education of children aged birth to six years in early learning and 
care settings. The inspections will affirm good practice and provide advice to support internal 
quality development processes that optimise children’s education experiences and outcomes. 

How to read this report 
During this inspection, the inspector evaluated and reported under the following headings or 
areas of enquiry: 

 Quality of the context to support children’s learning and development 

 Quality of processes to support children’s learning and development 

 Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 

 Quality of management and leadership for learning  

Inspectors describe the quality of each of these areas using the Inspectorate’s quality 
continuum which is shown on the final page of this report. The quality continuum provides 
examples of the language used by inspectors when evaluating and describing the quality of the 
setting’s provision in each area. 
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Early Years Education Inspection 

 

Dates of inspection 10-11-2025 

Activities conducted during the Inspection 

 Pre-inspection meeting with the setting manager  

 Review of setting documentation and records relating to the children’s learning and 
development  

 Review of the education resources and facilities  

 Observations of interactions during four Early Childhood Care and Education Programme 
sessions  

 Interaction with children  

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with the setting management team 
 

 

Context of setting 
Tots Childcare is located in a purpose built centre in Sallins, County Kildare. It is part of a chain 
of Early Learning and Care settings located in County Kildare and other counties. The setting 
offers care and education to children availing of the Early Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE) Programme. One morning time only ECCE session was in operation on the day of the 
inspection with ECCE children also in attendance in three full-day care rooms. The manager 
and assistant manager were in attendance in the setting throughout the inspection, and an area 
manager attended the post-evaluation feedback meeting. There were seven early years 
educators and forty-one children present in the setting on the day of the inspection. The early 
years setting was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and actions 
advised of the report; a response was not received from the setting. 

Area 1: Quality of context to support children’s learning and development 

 The quality of the context to support the children’s learning and development was good.  

 A warm and welcoming atmosphere was evident in the setting. In one learning room the 
children enjoyed singing songs to create a calm atmosphere and to reduce the noise level in 
the room. 

 Parents were welcomed into the setting and were afforded the opportunity to drop their 
children to their allocated learning rooms. The educators spoke with parents at drop off and 
collection time sharing updates regarding children and their daily routine. 

 All educators were kind and caring towards the children. They offered comfort to the 
children and spoke softly to them during their interactions. The children heard praise and 
encouragement throughout the day. 

 The daily routine consisted of periods of free play, circle time, snack time and planned group 
activities. Pre-planned tabletop activities were also organised and focused on the theme of 
the week. The children enjoyed the opportunity to be active during the daily routine, 
however on some occasions children sat for long periods with limited opportunities for 
movement. 

 In one learning room the educators used an alarm to countdown and prepare the children 
for tidy up time. In most learning rooms, the educators verbally notified the children of 
changes as they happened in the moment. This resulted in many children being unable to 
complete their activities and they were not engaged in clean-up time.  

 Meal times were a social occasion as the children sat together and chatted to each other. 
The educators did not sit with the children unless they required support and guidance during 
meal times. The educators encouraged healthy eating throughout snack time.  

 The setting had family walls and birthday walls on display in the learning rooms. In some 
learning rooms, the children enjoyed bringing home ‘Foxy the teddy’ to spend the weekend 
in their home. The parents then recorded the experience and sent in photographs to create 
a learning record of the experience. 
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 At the time of the inspection, the setting had made enquiries regarding organising 
community visitors to the setting. The children celebrated road safety and ‘Beep Beep Day’. 
In the past the children explored Indian culture and Chinese New Year.   

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to review the daily routine and transitions periods to ensure 
children are not sitting for too long, that transition strategies are used consistently in all 
learning rooms and that the visual displays of daily routines in all rooms are up-to-date. 
Using more prompt cards, ‘now and then’ visuals and signals to support children with 
additional needs is also advised.  

 The educators are advised to sit with children at meal times. This will support all children to 
engage positively at meal times. 

 The children would benefit from opportunities to explore the local community more. The 
educators can consider adding more resources to the learning environments and following 
up on the connections already made with some community members. 

Area 2: Quality of processes to support children’s learning and development 

 The quality of the processes to support the children’s learning and development was good.  

 A play-based curriculum was in place in the setting. The curriculum was influenced by 
Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework.  

 Long, medium and short-term plans were in place in the setting. All learning rooms had 
planning boards with short-term plans that were based on group interests and explored the 
themes and occasions outlined in the medium-term plans. Some educators planned for 
formal learning experiences including introducing numbers, colours and letters to the 
children. 

 The setting completed monthly observations via the online parental portal. There were no 
links between the short-term plans and children’s monthly observations. Post-it notes were 
used to record the voice of the child and were then filed in the children’s individual learning 
journals.  

 Learning journals were completed for all children. They included artwork and photographs. 
Group learning journals were also completed on a regular basis. 

 The ECCE indoor learning environments had some defined interest areas with displays and 
labelling. All rooms were bright and filled with natural light throughout the day. There was a 
array of toys available to the children while a number of additional resources were stored in 
locked cabinets. In some learning environments educators had begun to introduce loose 
parts. 

 Play was the main medium for learning. The children enjoyed engaging in different types of 
play. On the day of the inspection, the children returned to construction play with magnets 
on many occasions. 

 The children enjoyed interacting with each other and with their educators. Lots of chat and 
conversation could be heard throughout the day. The educators talked to the children about 
numbers, colours, shapes and their home life. 

 The management team had availed of support for children with additional needs through the 
Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). An AIM specialist was due to visit the setting in the 
coming days to begin creating individual learning plans for children who required them. The 
manager reported that they were currently applying for one educator in the setting to 
complete the Leadership in Inclusion course. 

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to add the information contained in the narrative observations 
next steps in development into the short-term plans. The educators are advised to 
discontinue the planning of formal learning practices.  

 The educators are advised to complete an audit and review of the learning environments 
using the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide self-evaluation tool. Ensuring all rooms have 
attractive and well defined interest areas with a range of resources including culturally 
diverse items, and more loose parts in all learning rooms is advised.  

 The educators must ensure all children with additional needs have an up-to-date individual 
learning plan to support their learning and development. Supporting an educator to 
complete the Leadership in Inclusion course is also advised. 
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Area 3: Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 

 The quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements was good.  

 The children were happy in their learning environment and were well settled into the routine. 
‘All about me’ forms completed by parents and shared with educators supported a smooth 
settle-in experience for children. 

 At various times during the day the children enjoyed singing songs. Songs were sung at 
various times and prompted fun and playful moments between children and educators. 

 The children demonstrated a deep interest in construction play with magnets and blocks and 
these were available in all rooms to support their interests. 

 Creative art and creative play was limited in most learning rooms in the setting. Most 
learning journals contained large amounts of template based art activities and worksheets. 
Creative spaces were not yet established in the learning rooms. 

 Sensory play and outdoor play were available to the children at designated periods of the 
week. On the day of the inspection children had no access to outdoor play and exposure to 
sensory play was limited. The setting had a large outdoor space with a variety of equipment 
including wheeled items, seating, a play kitchen and play houses. 

 Every Friday the children were invited to bring in a book from home, and the educators sat 
and read the stories with the children. All learning rooms had cosy areas with a few books 
openly available to the children. The educators stored additional books in a locked cupboard 
out of reach of the children. 

 All children were developing positive friendships with their peers. They were learning to take 
turns, share and talk about their feelings. The educators were open and supportive 
regarding these learning moments. 

Actions advised 

 Open and accessible creative spaces are advised for all learning rooms. These spaces will 
support more process art experiences for children and reduce the number of worksheets 
and templates used during planned activities.   

 The children would benefit from more exposure to sensory play and outdoor play. The 
educators are advised to reflect on the importance of these play experiences and plan for 
them on a daily basis.  

 Increased access to a variety of books and literacy resources including story sacks and 
puppets will have a positive effect on all children’s learning experiences. 

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

 The quality of management and leadership for learning was good.  

 The manager had oversight for the running of the setting. She received support from the 
area manager and had some communication with the operations manager.  

 The manager was focused on developing the quality of the setting. She encouraged all 
educators to upskill and learn new skills. At the time of the inspection the manager was 
focused on working on extending the emergent curriculum. The assistant manager had 
oversight for the curriculum in practice in the setting.  

 There were regular manager meetings where all setting managers came together to reflect 
and share their learning. They also planned for future events and engaged in some 
professional development. 

 Informal chats and conversations were used to support the educators in the rooms. Some 
educators used the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide to support their professional development. 
All educators were at varying levels of development and in-person mentoring was used on 
some occasions to assist in-house training for educators. 

 Formal staff meetings took place on a regular basis. Support and supervision also took 
place on a planned basis and the manager used a template to guide the conversation with 
educators. 

 At the time of the inspection none of the educators were engaged in professional 
development and training based on curriculum or quality development. The educators did 
have access to courses on a centralised training hub.  

 The settling-in procedure for new children included an open day for all ECCE children and 
gradually building up time in the setting to familiarise themselves with the educators and 
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surroundings. Parents were invited to support their children during this process. Parents 
were provided with a welcome pack which provided information on policies and procedures.  

 The manager was commended for having an open-door policy in place in the setting. It 
provided opportunity for parents and educators to engage in lots of conversation and to 
share important information about the children. A parent’s portal was used to share 
information regarding daily activities that took place in the setting. There was no opportunity 
for parents to comment or provide feedback to the setting management team via the portal.  

 The setting had created good relationships with the local primary schools, and this 
supported the children to be well prepared for the transition to primary school. The 
educators completed the Mo Scéal transition resources available from the National Council 
for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). 

Actions advised 

 Building on the structures and responsibilities currently in place, the management team are 
advised to create a plan to offer further mentoring and support to all ECCE and full day-care 
pre-school educators. This will include supporting the educators to implement the actions 
advised in this report by using the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide and other relevant training 
materials.  

 Accessing training regarding special educational needs, open-ended materials and 
interaction strategies would benefit educators. The assistant manager should avail of 
training based on implementing Aistear 2024.  

 To further extend parental involvement and communication strategies in the setting, the 
educators are advised to introduce events and visits for the parents to participate in the 
curriculum. Opportunities for comments and reflections from parents within the learning 
journals and observations is also advised. The management team can find opportunity 
during the year for formal parental feedback also. 

Summary of overall inspection 

Area Quality level 

Quality of context to support children’s learning and development 
Good 

Quality of processes to support children’s learning and 
development 

Good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Good 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Good 
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Language used in Early Years Education Inspection 

Reports 

Inspectors describe the quality of provision in the setting using the language which is shown 
below.  

Level Description Examples of descriptive terms 

Excellent Provision that is excellent is 
exemplary in meeting the needs of 
learners. This provision provides an 
example for other schools and 
settings of exceptionally high 
standards of provision. 

Excellent; exemplary; outstanding; 
exceptionally high standard; with very 
significant strengths 

Very good Provision that is very good is very 
effective in meeting the needs of 
learners and is of a very high 
standard. There is potential to build 
on existing strengths to achieve an 
excellent standard.  

Very good; of a very high quality; very 
effective practice; highly commendable; 
very successful 

Good Provision that is good is effective in 
meeting the needs of learners. There 
is need to build on existing strengths 
in order to address the aspects to be 
developed and achieve a very good 
standard.  

Good; of good quality; effective 
practice; competent; useful; 
commendable; good standard; 
strengths outweigh the shortcomings; 
appropriate provision although some 
possibilities for improvement exist 

Requires 
improvement 
to achieve a 
good 
standard 

Provision that requires 
improvement to achieve a good 
standard is not sufficiently effective 
in meeting the needs of learners. 
There is need to address certain 
deficiencies without delay in order to 
ensure that provision is good or 
better. 

Fair; less than effective; less than 
sufficient; evident weaknesses that are 
impacting on learning; experiencing 
difficulty; shortcomings outweigh 
strengths; must improve in specified 
areas; action required to improve 

 

Requires 
significant 
improvement 
to achieve a 
good 
standard 

Provision that requires significant 
improvement to achieve a good 
standard is not meeting the needs of 
learners. There is immediate need for 
significant action to address the 
areas of concern.  

Weak; poor; ineffective; insufficient; 
unacceptable; experiencing significant 
difficulties; serious deficiencies in the 
areas evaluated; requiring significant 
change, development and 
improvement to be effective 

 

 

The following resources can be used by ELC settings in their quality improvement: 

Aistear Siolta Practice Guide    

Aistear - Nurturing Skills website  

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 
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