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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 

 

Date of inspection 16-01-2025 

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 one Early Childhood Care and Education Programme 
session  

 Interaction with children  

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with the setting manager and early years educators 

Context of setting 
Little Smarties Pre School and Afterschool is a private early learning and care setting located in 
the rural village of Aughrim, County Galway. It provides one morning pre-school session to 
children availing of the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. On the day of 
inspection, thirteen children, the setting manager and two early years educators were present. 
The setting was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and actions advised 
in this report, and the response submitted on behalf of the setting can be found in the appendix 
of this report. 

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 excellent. 

 The atmosphere in the setting was very warm, inviting, and homely. The educators met and 
spoke with the parents on arrival in a very friendly and engaging manner. It was clearly 
evident that the educators knew the children and their families extremely well. 

 The well-paced daily routine provided the children with ample time to engage in child-led 
play, both indoors and outdoors. The educators also allocated time for snack, story, songs, 
and a yoga activity. 

 The educators very effectively used a visual aid to support the children during transitions 
throughout the session. Combined with their clear verbal guidance, this strategy provided 
reassurance to the children and effectively guided them to their next activity. 

 The educators and the children came together for a relaxed and enjoyable snack time, 
where friendly, informal conversations took place. 

 A key person approach was implemented. This approach enabled the building of secure 
child/educator attachments. The key educators facilitated differentiated learning experiences 
for the children and at all times respected the children’s choice. 

 The educators very warmly nurtured the children’s sense of identity and belonging through 
extensive and meaningful displays, planned experiences, and interactions. 

 The educators viewed the local community as an extension of their learning environment 
and critical to the curriculum. The educators and the children jointly created a large map of 
the landmarks of their community which was centrally displayed in the learning environment. 
The educators welcomed a variety of community members into the setting to speak with the 
children and the children visited many of the local amenities as a class group. There were 
many photographic displays of the children’s adventures in the locality on display. 

 The educators valued and recognised diversity in the setting. They ensured that all the 
children’s cultures and languages were represented and respected. In particular, the 
educators facilitated effective communication with parents whose home language was not 
English through the translation of information, the use of specific strategies and by including 
the children’s home languages, where possible, during planned learning experiences.  
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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 very 
good.  

 The setting’s highly effective emergent play-based curriculum had an eclectic approach 
shaped by Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. The educators were 
inspired by different early years pedagogies. 

 The educators planned for the children’s learning and development on a short-term, 
medium-term, and long-term bases. The curriculum plans included many proposed learning 
themes based on seasonal and community events. They also incorporated the children’s 
main emerging interests. The children’s ideas and interests were captured by the educators 
through anecdotal noting. This supported curriculum planning in some ways and added rich 
information to the children’s files.  

 The educators implemented very thorough assessment procedures. The educators 
documented formal observations which provided a very clear focus on how to extend each 
child’s learning and development. The ideas that were outlined for the next steps in the 
children’s learning were agreed collaboratively by the staff team. They completed some 
learning stories which were added to the children’s files. The educators regularly shared 
information on each child’s learning and development with their parents. 

 The indoor learning environments were resourced with many real and natural resources 
alongside socio-dramatic materials, small world play toys and creative resources. These 
resources were arranged into distinct areas and clearly labelled.  Some items were not 
always easily accessible to the children. 

 The outdoor learning environment offered a rich context to support the children’s learning 
experiences. It contained playhouses, sensorial materials and room to use ride-on 
equipment and climbing structures. 

 The educators motivated and supported the children’s learning in a respectful and caring 
way. They eagerly responded to the children’s requests, used open-ended commentary 
effectively, prompted and made suggestions to extend the children’s thinking and 
understanding during play. 

 This setting was inclusive of all children. The educators demonstrated their awareness of 
each child’s individual strengths, interests and needs. They accessed support from the 
Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) and in collaboration with the AIM early years specialist 
developed and progressed goals for the children’s development. The educators and the 
children communicated through Lámh throughout the morning. 

Actions advised 

 The educators are advised to streamline their planning and assessment practices. This 
should ensure that many of the children’s interests inform the short-term curriculum plans 
and that the children’s individual learning journeys are illustrated more clearly in the 
children’s files. 

 The educators are advised to review the indoor learning environment and rearrange the 
resources so that the children can easily access them as they desire. In doing so the 
educators are advised to prioritise the provision of real, sensorial and creative resources. 

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

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

 The children were very happy, content and engaged. 

 The children were actively encouraged and supported to make choices about their play. The 
children confidently organised their own learning activities by selecting their desired area for 
play and preferred resources. They chose to participate in the adult-led experiences as they 
so wished. 

 The educators created files on each child’s learning and development. These were available 
for the children to review at any stage. They included learning stories, samples of the 
children’s self-led art, chosen template art and the children’s documented thoughts and 
ideas. The educators noted information on learning experiences in the children’s home 
languages.  

 The children’s fundamental movement skills were very effectively challenged and extended 
through access to ride-on toys and by climbing on the structures available. Additionally, a 
whole group yoga activity was facilitated by a visiting parent. 
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 The children capably took care of their own belongings and managed their self-care needs 
autonomously.  

 The children were very effectively supported to understand their emotions and to develop 
their independent problem-solving skills. The educators used discussions, visual supports 
and stories to guide children in resolving minor conflicts and when taking turns.  

 The children engaged with songs and stories on a very regular basis. The educators had 
developed many props related to the stories to enhance the story-telling experience for the 
children. Commendably, the children were provided with the opportunity to listen to nursery 
rhymes representing the children’s home languages.  

 There were many examples of the children’s self-led art displayed in the learning 
environment. These were annotated with detailed descriptions of the children’s ideas and 
inspiration. 

 The children demonstrated sustained engagement in their learning experiences. Some of 
the children became particularly engrossed in the home corner, making food and taking care 
of the dolls, while others eagerly explored with a small group sensory activity, where they 
manipulated materials and experimented. On the day of inspection, the tuff tray had been 
filled with rice, which the children eagerly explored. 

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

 There was a strong sense of teamwork in this setting. There was a clear ethos of 
professionalism amongst the staff team which ensured a collaborative approach to the 
development of provision. The manager implemented an effective system of support and 
supervision of the staff team.  

 The staff team met very regularly to plan for high-quality early years education. The notes 
from these discussions were scribed systematically and included information on curriculum 
implementation and the meaningful participation of all children.  

 The educators regularly engaged with the self-evaluation tools from the Aistear Síolta 
Practice Guide to inform review, evaluate and reflect on provision and practice.  

 The educators engaged with an exemplary level of continuing professional development 
courses including those related to inclusion, Science Technology Engineering, Arts and 
Mathematics (STEAM) and communication strategies. 

 The educators endeavoured to form strong two-way communicative links with the parents. 
They shared information regularly with the parents on a large white board located in the 
foyer of the setting. This board was updated weekly and described ongoing activities, 
interests and curriculum plans.  Additionally, updates were also disseminated through a 
termly newsletter and a messaging application. Commendably, the educators garnered the 
parents’ views regarding their early years learning experiences through a questionnaire.  

 For the children starting in the setting, the structure of the transition period was developed in 
consultation with the parents whilst taking into account the particular needs of each child. It 
was evident that this period was reviewed and extended as required.  

 The manager and the educators created very close working relationships with the local 
schools. The teachers visited the setting to meet and speak with the children. The educators 
completed the Mo Scéal reporting template to share strengths-based information on the 
children’s learning and development with the schools in collaboration with the parents. 
Towards the end of the school year, the educators added relevant props, such as the school 
uniforms, to the learning environment. 
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Summary of overall inspection 

Area Quality level 

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

Quality of processes to support children’s learning and 
development 

Very good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Excellent 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Excellent 
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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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APPENDIX 

 

SETTING RESPONSE TO THE REPORT 

 

SUBMITTED ON BEHALF OF THE SETTING 
 

Area 1   Observations on the content of the inspection report      

Many thanks for your inspection report comments, feedback and suggested actions. We would 
like to point out the following: 

Children played with sensorial materials on the day of inspection (rice play which is a natural 
resource) and frequently elect to play with other open ended and creative resources which are 
located on low shelving in the preschool room. It was not possible for the children to 
demonstrate all aspects of their creative play and activities in a three-hour session.  

Children’s main emerging interests inform all curriculum plans. The preschool room is shared by 
afterschool children necessitating the presence of extra play equipment. 

 

Area 2   Follow-up actions planned or undertaken since the completion of the inspection 
activity to implement the findings and recommendations of the inspection.   
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