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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(s) 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 27-01-2025 

Activities conducted during the Inspection 

 Pre-inspection meeting with the early years educator 

 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 two Early Childhood Care and Education Programme 
sessions  

 Interaction with young children  

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with manager and early years educators  

 

 

Context of setting 
Ardtona House School is a private Montessori School located in Churchtown, South County 
Dublin. Established in 1942, the setting offered part-time and sessional pre-school education to 
children participating in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. It also 
offered primary school education to children attending from junior infant class to second class. 
During the inspection, four early years educators and twenty-eight pre-school aged children were 
present across two learning rooms. The manager and the four educators attended the post 
evaluation meeting. 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 very 
good.  

 A caring and affirming atmosphere was evident in the setting.  

 At arrival times, the children and their parents were warmly greeted. The highly effective 
open-door policy allowed parents to enter the learning environment, drop their children off at 
their learning rooms and engage in relaxed and unrushed conversations with the manager 
and the educators.  

 Relationships between the educators and the children were observed to be positive, kind, 
and reciprocal. Through observed conversations between the educators, parents, and 
children, as well as frequent references made to family members throughout the session, it 
was clear that the educators knew the children and their families well. 

 The daily routine was visually displayed for the children in the learning rooms. It included 
opportunities for the children to engage in circle time, Montessori work, outdoor play, and 
snack time. Between activities, the educators used advance notification to inform the 
children that tidy-up time was about to begin.  

 Healthy eating was encouraged in the setting. During snack time, the children chose where 
to sit and openly chatted with their peers. On the day of inspection, the educators were 
observed moving between the tables chatting to the children and serving their food. 

 The educators were very effective in promoting the children's personal-care and self-help 
skills. Children were given helper roles, such as circle time helper. They were encouraged to 
put on and take off their shoes and coats, use the toilet facilities independently, wash their 
hands, clean their noses, and tidy up equipment after completing activities. 

 The uniqueness of each child was represented across the learning environments; through 
photographs, family walls, birthday charts and artwork displays. Family books were also 
available to the children in the book areas.  

 To support the children's sense of identity and belonging, and to encourage the building of 
positive parent relationships, the educators organised various activities throughout the year. 
For example, parents were invited to coffee mornings, afternoon tea, Christmas activities, a 
festival, and an end-of-year event, 
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 Parents were also invited to share their professional and cultural experiences with the 
children. At the time of the inspection, Chinese New Year events were taking place to 
acknowledge the festivals that were celebrated by some of the children attending the 
Montessori school. As part of these activities, a parent had offered to cook Chinese food for 
the children later in the week. 

 The educators reported that community links were established during the ‘Community 
Week’ activities. Parents and community members were invited to visit and discuss their 
professions with the children. It was noted that, the children did not have opportunities to 
reflect on these activities in the learning rooms. 

Actions advised 

 To further support the children’s independence and personal care skills, the educators are 
advised to provide the children with opportunities to self-serve their own food. In addition, 
the educators are advised to sit with their key group of children during mealtimes. 

 To provide opportunities for the children to make connections with the local community 
throughout the year, the educators are advised to display information on the community in 
the learning environment.  

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. 

 Provision for the children's learning was guided by the Montessori Method of Education and 
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework.  

 Curriculum planning was organised on a long-term, medium-term, and short-term basis. 
Planning documents observed, were predominantly thematic, similar across both learning 
rooms, and based on Montessori activities, children’s learning goals, and seasonal events. 
While the children's emergent interests were acknowledged and followed, and some next 
steps in learning were recorded, these were not included in the documented plans. 

 A Montessori diary, a computer application, and the children’s individual scrapbooks were 
used to document the children’s learning. Typically, observations were linked to individual 
children's participation in Montessori activities, while their emerging interests were mostly 
recorded as group interests. 

 The educators viewed the children as competent and capable learners and encouraged 
their active engagement and participation in self-chosen activities. 

 Interactions between the educators and the children were consistently positive and 
supportive. The educators showed genuine care for the children, sitting with them at their 
physical level, engaging in conversations, and supporting their participation in and 
completion of activities.  

 The learning environment was well-kept and included two learning rooms and a large 
natural outdoor play space. Combined, the indoor and outdoor areas provided opportunities 
for the children to develop their creativity, imagination, curiosity, exploration, psychological 
and physical skills.  

 The indoor learning rooms were organised into defined areas of interest for Montessori 
practical life, sensorial, mathematics, language, and cultural activities. Each room also 
provided the children with resources for pretend play.  In one of the learning rooms, pretend 
play resources were integrated into the main space, while in the other, it was located in an 
annex off the main learning room. During the inspection, it was noted that open-ended and 
multi-sensory resources freely available to the children in the indoor areas were limited. 

 The children had daily access to a large natural garden, which offered them many 
opportunities to play in open grassy areas, a forest, a den, and a mud kitchen. Natural 
(made from trees) and purposefully structured sheltered areas within the garden allowed for 
the children to play outdoors throughout the year. 

 Within the setting, whilst play was valued and regarded as a means by which the children 
learned, opportunities for the children to engage in pretend play during the ECCE session 
were limited to the outdoor playtime. The educators reported that pretend play implemented 
as part of the daily routine was included before the ECCE session began.  

 The children’s emergent literacy and numeracy skills were fostered through a print rich 
environment, Montessori resources, books, story, rhyme, song and mark making activities. 
Additionally, materials such as worksheets and workbooks, which were not ideally suited for 
preschool-aged children, were also used. 
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 The educators promoted an inclusive environment. They linked closely with parents and 
with external agencies to support children with additional needs and they availed of support 
under the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) when required. 

Actions advised 

 To further support the implementation of an enquiry-based curriculum, the educators are 
advised to review their approach to planning, observation, and assessment. They are 
advised to use the children’s observations and next steps in learning to inform short-term 
plans. 

 To further enhance children's play experiences during ECCE hours, the educators are 
advised to provide opportunities for the children to engage in pretend play activities and to 
freely explore a wider range of open-ended and multi-sensory resources whilst playing 
indoors.  

 The educators are advised to discontinue the use of worksheets and workbooks to promote 
the children’s literacy and numeracy development. 

Area 3: Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 

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

 The children demonstrated very high levels of engagement and a positive sense of 
wellbeing. They were happy, content and at ease in the setting. 

 It was clear that the children's voices were heard, respected, and acted upon. For example, 
throughout the session the educators consistently followed the children's emergent interests 
and allowed them ample time to engage in discussions and share their thoughts. They 
provided opportunities during the year for children to create the learning environment ‘rules’ 
and allowed them to choose the theme for the annual festival event. 

 The children’s social skills were highly effective in supporting their sharing and turn taking 
skills. Good friendships were evident as they played together in pairs and in small groups.   

 The children’s communication skills were very good. Most were chatty, displayed strong 
listening skills, and expressed their ideas through mark-making activities. They also 
questioned, answered in context and made requests.  

 The children exhibited highly developed self-regulation and co-operative skills, and their 
behaviour was very good. On the rare occasions when educators had to address minor 
disagreements between the children, they very effectively named issues and provided 
opportunities for the children to independently solve these.  

 The children displayed high levels of self-confidence, and their sense of identity was 
developing well. For example, many children introduced themselves and others, discussed 
their interests, likes, and dislikes. They enjoyed looking at family photographs and happily 
sharing information about their family members with others. 

 The children were observed to view themselves as competent learners. They regularly 
discussed their learning and shared information about their abilities and successes with 
others. The educators reported that the children occasionally had opportunities to view their 
scrapbooks. On the morning of the inspection, one child took great delight in looking at the 
photographs in her scrapbook and happily shared information about the content.  

 Many of the children displayed highly developed fine-motor and gross-motor skills. These 
skills were evident in their highly effective use of Montessori materials, and mark-making 
equipment and when they engaged in activities such as cutting, climbing and running.  

 Many of the children exhibited natural curiosity and demonstrated a strong awareness of the 
world around them. This was particularly evident when they chatted about animals, 
discussed the functions of body parts, played with twigs, and stones and explored the 
shrubbery in the garden.  

 As part of the school's achievement in gaining the ‘Green School Flag’, the pre-school 
children engaged in various environmental activities, such as planting flowers and recycling. 
Additionally, there were plans for them to participate in a biodiversity activity to attract 
insects and bees into the garden.  
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Action advised 

 To make the children's learning more visible to them and help them connect their current 
and previous experiences, the educators are advised to develop the children’s individual 
scrapbooks in collaboration with them. It is also advised that the children be provided with 
open access to these scrapbooks.   

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

 A professional atmosphere was evident in the setting. The philosophy and vision of the 
Montessori school was evident in practice. 

 The manager demonstrated very effective leadership abilities and was highly committed to 
ensuring the smooth operation of the Montessori school. 

 During the inspection, it was clear that the adults in the setting had developed positive 
relationships. Staff retention was high, with most educators having worked together for 
many years. 

 The manager and the educators engaged in daily chats, full staff meetings and pre-school 
team meetings. Meetings were used as opportunities to reflect on practice, to discuss issues 
and concerns and the day-to day operation of the Montessori school. The manager reported 
that in the past the Aistear, Siolta Practice Guide was used to support reflections.  

 Many of the roles and responsibilities of staff within the setting were clearly defined. 
Although, it was noted that, the role of the key person was not fully established to support 
the sharing of tasks related to observing children, documenting, and sharing their learning 
with the children's parents. 

 The manager reported that the setting's policies and procedures were regularly updated and 
shared with parents through a handbook. The educators were informed of policy changes 
and had some opportunity to discuss the rationale behind them. At the time of the inspection 
parents and children were not involved in the process. 

 The management team linked with the local county childcare committee (CCC), Better 
Starts' Early Years Specialist and early years consultants for advice and training.  

 Continuing Professional Development (CPD) was encouraged within the setting. The 
educators had participated in professional training and workshops on areas, such as 
leadership and autism spectrum disorder (ASD) training and a staff member had also 
completed the Leadership for Inclusion (LINC) in Early Years programme  

 There was clear evidence of effective communication with parents. The educators actively 
engaged formally and informally with parents. Information was shared through informal daily 
chats, and formal parent-educator meetings, email, notice boards and a newsletter. In the 
past, parents were sent surveys to gather feedback on their satisfaction with services 
provided. 

 A very effective settling-in policy was developed to facilitate children’s transitions from home 
to the setting and between the learning rooms. The children and their parents were invited 
to visit the school and ‘All About Me’ information for each child was collected before they 
started. A phased settling-in approach, where parents were welcome to stay with their 
children until they were settled, was encouraged.  

 Many of the children transitioned to the primary school which was co-located with the pre-
school. The manager noted that pre-school-aged children mixed with older children and 
school staff throughout the year, which made their transitions seamless. To support all 
transitions, discussions and activities about going to "big school" were planned. For internal 
transitions, the children visited the junior infant class and met their new teacher. For children 
moving to other schools, the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), Mo 
Scéal documents were used to share information about the children’s learning experiences.  

Actions advised 

 The manager and educators are advised to further develop the key person approach. It is 
advised that each key person be assigned a small group of children, with responsibility for 
conducting individual observations and assessments, documenting and planning for their 
learning, and sharing information about the children's progress with parents.  

 The management team is advised to review their approach to policy development and 
create more opportunities for educators, parents, and children to be involved in the review 
and revision of policies.  
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Summary of overall inspection 

Area Quality level 

Quality of context to support children’s learning and development 
Very good 

Quality of processes to support children’s learning and 
development 

Good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Very good 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Very 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    

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 
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