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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 

 

Date of inspection 11-06-2024 

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 a number of Early Childhood Care and Education 
Programme sessions 

 Interaction with young children  

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with the setting manager 

 

Context of setting 
The Connolly Childcare Centre was established in 1996. It is a community-run setting located in 
Dublin Inner City. The setting provides full-time and part-time early learning and care to children 
from the local area, many of whom participate in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
Programme. During the evaluation, the pre-school room observed had four educators and 
eighteen children in attendance. Since the last evaluation, there were alterations to the 
management team. The previous manager has taken a position on the Board of Management, 
and the role of manager was taken over by the former assistant manager. The manager attended 
the post-evaluation meeting. The setting was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the 
findings and actions advised in this report, the setting chose to accept the report without response. 

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 caring, warm, and friendly atmosphere was evident in the setting. On arrival, the children 
were greeted in an upbeat manner. Parents brought their children into the setting; this 
provided opportunities for parents and the educators to communicate and share information.   

 Relationships between the educators and the children were positive and kind. Due to the 
longevity of the setting operating in the community, the educators knew the children and 
families well.  

 A key person approach was in operation. Each key person had responsibility for a small 
group of children. Their role was to observe and document learning and to share information 
with parents.   

 There was a consistent daily routine in place with times allocated to indoor and outdoor free 
play periods. The routine provided ample time for the children to engage in free-play 
activities.  

 At the time of the evaluation, a timer was used to inform children tidy up had begun. 
Though, the routine was not documented for the children, and changes within the daily 
schedule of events were not communicated to them in advance. 

 Breakfast time was a calm and social event. The children sat with their key groups. When 
they weren’t distributing food, the key persons joined their respective groups of children, and 
they participated in many open discussions. 

 The children’s independence skills were supported through the mealtime helper routine, 
where they distributed bowls, plates, cups, and utensils. Their emerging personal care skills 
were also seen in activities like washing their hands and taking on and off their own coats 
and jumpers.  However, during the evaluation, the educators were observed performing 
tasks such as drying the children’s hands, putting on their jumpers and wiping their noses, 
indicating missed opportunities to further promote the children’s independence. 

 In the setting, the children’s uniqueness was represented through displayed photographs, 
birthday charts and artwork. At the time of the evaluation, it was noted that the cultural 
diversity of the children attending the setting was not reflected in the environment.  



4 

 

 The educators were effective in providing opportunities for the involvement of families and 
the community. Parents were invited to seasonal and festival events and were encouraged 
to share information on their professions and cultural experiences with the children. On 
occasion, the children engaged in trips to the local library and shop and used a local 
community garden for outdoor play.  

Actions advised 

 To support the children’s daily transitions, the educators are advised to document the daily 
routine in picture format. They are also advised that advanced verbal notice, using visual 
and audio cues be used to draw the children’s attention to the end of an activity.  

 To further support the children’s independence skills, the educators are advised to provide 
opportunities for the children to serve their own food and drinks. Additionally, a consistent 
approach to support the children to manage their own clothing and to take care of their own 
personal hygiene skills is advised. 

 The educators are advised to reflect on the cultural diversity of the children and families 
attending the setting. In doing so, it is advised that attention be given to making visible all 
children’s families and cultural celebrations. Additionally, it is advised that props 
representing cultural backgrounds and books in the children’s native languages be added to 
the 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.  

 A play-based curriculum linked to Aistear; the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework was 
implemented in the setting.  

 The educators engaged in long-term planning. This was linked to the ethos of the setting 
and the four themes of Aistear. No medium-term or short-term plans were recorded. The 
educators reported that these were informal and were guided by the children’s interests. 

 Observations documented for some of the children, identified their interests and next steps 
in learning. Checklists and learning journals completed at the end of the year were also 
used to document the children’s learning and development.  

 The educators regarded the children as active learners and viewed play as the central 
medium through which children learned and developed.  

 During the evaluation, the educators were seen actively engaging with children, providing 
feedback and praise for their participation and completion of activities. Their playful 
interaction was notable during role-play and group outdoor games. However, the 
consistency of this engagement varied throughout the day, and the use of open-ended 
questions to encourage children’s curiosity, interests and thinking skills were limited.  

 The indoor learning environment was well-maintained and divided into various areas of 
interest for tabletop, construction, pretend play, creative, sensory, and mark-making 
activities. A house area was situated in the mezzanine above the book section. During the 
evaluation it was noted that certain areas, like the book, tabletop, and house areas, were 
more strategically located, better defined, and better equipped compared to others. 

 The children had daily access to a large outdoor learning environment (weather permitting). 
This area was located in a community garden off site. It offered the children many 
opportunities to explore the natural environment, develop their gross motor skills and 
engage with sensory and pretend play activities.  

 The educators fostered the children’s early literacy and language skills by offering a wide 
variety of books and some equipment for mark-making. 

 On the day of the evaluation, it was noted that the children were learning in an inclusive 
learning environment. The educators linked closely with parents and when needed with 
external agencies to support children with additional needs. They have applied for support 
under the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). 

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to build on established observation, planning, and 
documentation practices. They are advised to document the medium-term plans, which 
typically provide a general overview of seasonal activities; they are also advised to 
document the short-term plans that are informed by the children’s emerging interests and 
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next steps in learning. It is also advised that individual learning journals be created 
throughout the year in collaboration with the children. 

 To build on their positive interactions with the children, the educators are advised to be 
more consistent in their approach to sitting with children and playfully engaging with them 
during child-led and pretend play activities. They are also advised to increase their use of 
open-ended questions to scaffold learning and to encourage the children’s higher-order 
thinking skills. 

 The educators are advised to introduce clearly defined areas of interest, for sensory, 
creative, and mark-making activities; and to make open-ended, creative and mark-making 
resources more freely available.  

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

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

 The children demonstrated interest and enjoyment in their learning. They were content and 
at ease in the learning environment. 

 The children’s developing social and communication skills were evident when they 
introduced themselves and played together in pairs and small groups. During the evaluation, 
strong friendships were clearly visible, and some good sharing, co-operation and turn-taking 
skills were observed.   

 A small number of children were in the early stages of developing an awareness of their 
emotions and their understanding of rules and boundaries. Whilst the children were 
comforted when upset, the responses from the educators to support children to develop 
their self-regulation skills and to resolve minor disagreements were not consistent.     

 During the evaluation, the children had plenty of opportunities to be active, and to select and 
lead activities that were of interest to them. The time allocated for free play was effective in 
allowing children to master tasks and complete many activities to their satisfaction. 
However, it was noted that some time restrictions, coupled with limiting the number of 
children participating in activities like sand and water play, did not provide the children with 
opportunities to master skills such as negotiation, sharing, and turn-taking.  

 The children demonstrated natural curiosity, good imagination skills and had an awareness 
of the environment around them. For instance, while playing in the house area they became 
doctors and hairdressers and went to the beach when they played in the sand. Some 
created lollipops out of playdough, while others displayed an interest in berries that fell from 
the tree.  

 The children’s awareness of their own identity and that of others was emerging. Some made 
references to family and friends, while others discussed their likes and dislikes. Some 
children also displayed confidence in sharing their interests and achievements with others.  

 The children’s co-ordination, fine and gross motor skills were observed to be developing 
well. They were also confident in expressing themselves through role play and mark-
making. For example, they confidently used ride-on trikes, climbed, and ran, and 
successfully completed tabletop activities such as jigsaws.  

 The children demonstrated an interest in books and mark-making activities, and they had a 
good awareness of print, shape, colour, and number. A small number of children were 
observed referencing the letters in their names, while others used mathematical 
terminology, such as “fast” and “slow,” to compare the speed of cars. During the inspection, 
opportunities for the children to engage in story, song, and rhyme time with the educators as 
a group were limited.  

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to provide the children with the time and opportunity to use age-
appropriate conflict resolution strategies to discuss emotions and resolve any minor issues 
that arise. 

 To encourage the children’s autonomy and to enhance their emerging skills in negotiation, 
sharing, and turn-taking, and completion of activities to satisfaction, the educators are 
advised to avoid placing restrictions on the use of popular activities. 

 The educators are advised to increase opportunities provided for the children to actively 
engage in rhyme, story, and song time with their small groups.   
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Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

 The manager and almost all the educators have worked in the setting for many years and 
developed good working relationships.  

 The manager had good oversight of the programme for learning and linked closely with the 
board of management to ensure the smooth operation of the setting.  

 Full team and room unit meetings were used to plan, reflect on practice, and discuss day-to-
day operations, issues, and concerns. 

 The manager conducted regular formal supervision of all educators to identify and affirm 
good practice and to support their ongoing development. 

 The manager reported that reflections on practice were regularly carried out using the 
Aistear, Síolta Practice Guide; these were not documented.  

 The educator’s roles and responsibilities were clearly defined. All educators had an 
opportunity to lead learning during the session.  

 The setting availed of external support, advice, and training from the local county childcare 
committee and Early Childhood Ireland.  

 The educators engaged in accredited and mandatory training. At the time of the inspection, 
some staff had completed or were completing nationally accredited training.  

 The settings’ policies and procedures were reviewed and updated bi-annually or more 
regularly when required. The manager reported that staff, parents, and children were not 
involved in the process.  

 There was evidence of effective communication between the setting and the parents. These 
included an open-door policy and the formal and informal sharing of information. Information 
was shared by means of a notice board, information handbook, social media, email, phone 
conversation, daily chats, parents, key person meetings and a computer application.   

 The setting had established a consistent approach to settling children into the setting and 
between learning rooms. Many children began their time in the setting as toddlers. Prior to 
the children starting in the setting, parents and children were invited to visit and ‘All about 
Me’ information on each child was sought from parents. The manager stated that transitions 
between learning rooms followed a similar procedure. On the day of the evaluation, there 
was no policy available outlining these procedures.  

 The educators prepared the children for primary school through discussions and planned 
activities. Information, with parents’ consent, was shared with schools on their request. 

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to enhance their methods of review and self-reflection by 
recording their insights and findings. 

 To enhance the educators, parents and children’s engagement in the setting, the 
management team are advised to seek their views and include them in policy development 
and reviews relevant to them.   

 The educators are advised to develop a policy to support transitions between learning 
rooms. They are also advised to strengthen the links and the sharing of information with the 
primary school's to which the children will transition to. The National Council for Curriculum 
Assessment (NCCA) Mo Scéal resources will be a useful resource in implementing this 
action. 

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    

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 
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