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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

guality 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.



Early Years Education Inspection

Date of inspection 19-09-2024

Activities conducted during the Inspection

Pre-inspection meeting with the setting owner/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 an Early Childhood Care and Education Programme
session

Interaction with young children

Interaction with early years educators

Feedback meeting with the setting owner/educator

Context of setting

The Littlestars Preschool Piltown is an Early Learning and Care (ELC) setting located in the Iverk
Showgrounds, County Kilkenny. Established since 2023, the setting provides a morning session
for children participating in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. On the
day of the inspection, the owner/educator and an early years educator were present with four
children. 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 very
good.

There was a friendly, caring ethos and an inviting atmosphere in the setting. On arrival, the
educators warmly greeted the children and chatted informally with parents and carers.

The educators knew the children’s personalities, temperaments, needs and individual
preferences well. They had developed strong emotional bonds and special relationships
with the children.

The children were familiar with the daily routines established by the educators. They were
active agents in choosing and organising their learning and development activities and were
given ample time and space to freely explore. The educators were in the process of creating
child-friendly ‘here and now’ visual schedules.

Snack time was a social and relaxed occasion for the children. During this time, the
educators and children sat and ate together and chatted about their food preferences. When
asked by a child if anyone had eaten ‘chicken food’, the educator recalled a funny story
which the children responded to with laughter and delight.

The children were confident in managing their own self-help and self-care needs. They hung
up their coats and bags on arrival, went to the bathroom, washed their hands and opened
their own lunch containers. On a few occasions the educators completed tasks which the
children could have independently managed, such as putting lunches into the fridge,
cleaning tables and tidying away toys and materials.

Times of transition were a positive experience for the children. The educators provided the
children with five-minute signals, verbal signals of upcoming activities and used auditory
prompts such as timers, songs and sand timers.

The educators fostered caring and respectful child-child relationships. They had developed
a ‘kindness’ display and had implemented the practice of ‘a group hug’ for any child who
became upset.

The educators supported the children to regulate their emotions and feelings. Discussing
their feelings was a daily feature for each child during circle time. In addition, the educators
had included several child-friendly emotion posters and cushions in the book area.




The educators valued the uniqueness of each child. They had created a child-friendly
display of photographs of the children and their families at the children’s height. The children
referred to their photographs and discussed their families frequently throughout the morning.
Parents were welcomed into the setting for annual events, such as, Christmas concert and
Santa visit, sports day, Easter egg hunt and end of year graduation.

Actions advised

In order to strengthen the children’s independence, the educators are advised to plan
additional opportunities for them to be more involved in the daily routine. For example, the
creation of a child-friendly ‘helper schedule will support the children to predict whose turn
and responsibility it is for certain roles.

In further strengthening parental involvement in the setting, the educators are advised to
engage parents more regularly in the daily programme of activities. Inviting parents to
discuss their roles in the community, jobs and read stories will provide more opportunities
for the educators to share the children’s learning and development progress.

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 educators delivered a play-based curriculum that was informed by Aistear: the Early
Childhood Curriculum Framework.

Planning was organised in the long-term, medium-term and short-term. Medium-term plans
incorporated seasonal and themed topics and short-term plans were an extension of
medium-term plans which documented daily activities and some associated interests of
children.

The educators used Aistear learning records to assess the children’s learning and
development on a monthly basis. These included the children’s images, descriptions of their
learning engagements and planned next steps in their learning progression. The children
had access to their own learning folders, which included a variety of artwork and work.
There were many opportunities provided for the children to achieve fulfilment, success and
mastery during their learning activities. They made puzzles, engaged in free drawing
experiences and built high towers with blocks.

The educator’s interactions with the children were calm and respectful. They viewed the
children as confident and competent. The educators were attuned to the verbal and non-
verbal cues of children. They used a range of interaction strategies such as repeating the
children’s language, playing as partners and delivering clear and concise messages.

The indoor learning environment consisted of two rooms, which were freely accessible to
the children throughout the morning. There were some defined interest areas developed
such as a book area, home area, construction area and art area. There was an abundance
of resources which consisted of plastic and wooden toys and materials, which were spread
across the two rooms.

The outdoor environment consisted of a large grass area. The owner/educator reported that
the outdoor area is typically used on a daily basis as per their outdoor policy. In addition, the
owner/educator reported that the setting often accessed a secure Astro turf pitch located in
the adjacent GAA grounds.

Play was valued as the central medium through which the children learned and developed.
The educators provided the children with one and half hours of uninterrupted child-led free-
play experiences. During this time the children engaged in ‘driving cars in the garage’ and
‘ploughing fields’ and ‘feeding dogs and horses’ in a sensory tuff tray.

The educators had created a print rich environment which supported the children’s
emergent language, literacy and numeracy skills. They had displayed several child-friendly
posters, some of which included a fire-drill, numbers and play activities.

The educators had created a highly effective inclusive environment. They had implemented
strategies such as placing items and books of interests across the learning rooms to engage
children’s interest in participating in activities. They used Lamh communication as part of
their circle time routine and had in the past developed booklets and flashcards associated to
children’s interests.



Actions advised

The educators are advised to consistently use the Aistear planning templates and resources
to document their long-term, medium-term and short-term plans. They are further advised to
record and demonstrate how the children’s inquiry based and emergent interests are
incorporated into short-term plans.

The educators are advised to redefine the indoor interest areas and present similar
resources together for the children’s ease of access. The inclusion of labelled areas and
materials with photographs and related images, with the addition of more real and open-
ended resources will further enrich the children’s learning experiences.

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

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

The children had demonstrated enjoyment and fun in their learning. They hummed and
chatted as they played cooperatively, in pairs and small groups.

The children were secure and at ease in the setting. They had developed lovely friendships
with their peers and were considerate of one another through acts of kindness.

The children were motivated and engaged in their learning experiences. They made many
choices and decisions of what areas and materials to play in and with during the daily
routine. Children’s choices in relation to their learning experiences were respected.

The educators supported the children to make connections to the past, present and future.
There were many discussions of children’s attendance and plans of going to the ‘national
ploughing championships’.

The children had an awareness of their local community and the roles of different people in
the community. They had explored the history of ‘Piltown Tower’ through art and
conversation. The educators had organised visits from the local postman, butcher, librarian
and coal man.

The children had fun singing and moving to action songs alongside the educators. They had
access to a large basket of musical instruments.

The educators had captured the children’s voices on their artwork and in their learning
journals. There were some missed opportunities by the educators to engage the children in
clarifying their thinking, learning and ideas.

The children had opportunities to explore their natural environment; they went on regular
nature walks around the showgrounds and celebrated ‘National Bee Day’ with a visit from a
parent who made local honey.

The children engaged in some sensory experiences indoors. They played with a sensory tuff
tray consisting of dried cereal and had access to tubs of playdoh and similar sensory fidget
items in a basket. The educators engaged the children in an activity where they made their
own playdough. During this time some children relayed that they ‘did not like the sticky
feeling’ of the flour and water on their hands and asked to wash their hands.

The educators provided the children with opportunities to meaningfully explore education for
sustainable development. In the past, they had involved the children in games and activities
where they recycled a variety of materials and on completion organised a bin truck to come
to the setting to collect materials.

Actions advised

The educators are advised to provide more opportunities for the children to regularly discuss
and share aspects of their learning and achievements with others. This can be achieved
through planning and recall discussions during small group activities.

The educators are advised to provide children with daily access to freely available multi-
sensory materials in the indoor environment. The inclusion of children’s daily access to
water, sand and open-ended materials will support their engagement in sensory rich
experiences.

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning

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

The owner/educator and educator had strong oversight over the programme of learning and
care and were enthusiastic about improving the children’s learning and development
outcomes.



o The educators held formal team meetings on a monthly basis which were documented.
They used this time to plan and review activities and discuss supports for children. They
held informal discussions on a daily and weekly basis to share updates and discuss any
emerging concerns.

e The educators had recently commenced internal review and reflection practices on a formal
basis. The owner/educator reported that they had engaged in the Better Start Quality
Development Service (BSQDS) mentoring programme and were due a visit from them in the
coming weeks.

e The educators worked closely together and shared roles and responsibilities associated with
curriculum planning and supports for children.

e The stated philosophy and vision of the setting was evident in the practice of both staff.

e The educators were committed to attending ongoing continuing professional development
(CPD) opportunities. They had completed training on the National Siolta Aistear Initiative
(NSAI) and had booked to attend training in the La&mh communication course. In addition,
they had booked to attend ‘Everyday Spaces’ training with their local county childcare
committee.

e The educators engaged with parents on an informal basis at drop off and collection times
and organised meetings on a formal basis as needed. The educators shared regular
information with parents on children’s learning and development and setting updates via a
messaging application. A comprehensive parent handbook was developed which included
an overview of the settings policies and procedures, mission statement and Aistear
overview.

e The educators held open-day events and organised one-to-one onsite visits for new parents
and children commencing in the setting. They supported a phased settling-in period based
on the children’s needs.

e The educators implemented effective transition strategies to support the children moving
from pre-school to primary school. They had established relationships with the teachers of
three local feeder schools and visited two of the schools with the children in the last term.
They completed the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) Mo Scéal
templates and shared these with teachers, with parents’ consent.

Action advised

e The owner/educator and educator are advised to seek the views of children and parents
during their internal review and self-evaluation processes with the Better Start Quality
Development Service and use these views to inform plans of quality improvement.

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 Very good
development

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements Very good
Quality of management and leadership for learning very good




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 Excellent; exemplary; outstanding;
exemplary in meeting the needs of exceptionally high standard; with very
learners. This provision provides an significant strengths
example for other schools and
settings of exceptionally high
standards of provision.

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

Good Provision that is good is effective in | Good; of good quality; effective
meeting the needs of learners. There | practice; competent; useful;
is need to build on existing strengths | commendable; good standard;
in order to address the aspects to be | strengths outweigh the shortcomings;
developed and achieve a very good appropriate provision although some
standard. possibilities for improvement exist

Requires Provision that requires Fair; less than effective; less than

improvement | improvement to achieve a good sufficient; evident weaknesses that are

to achieve a standard is not sufficiently effective impacting on learning; experiencing
good in meeting the needs of learners. difficulty; shortcomings outweigh
standard There is need to address certain strengths; must improve in specified
deficiencies without delay in order to | areas; action required to improve
ensure that provision is good or
better.

Requires Provision that requires significant | Weak; poor; ineffective; insufficient;

significant improvement to achieve a good unacceptable; experiencing significant

improvement | standard is hot meeting the needs of | difficulties; serious deficiencies in the
to achieve a learners. There is immediate need for | areas evaluated; requiring significant
good significant action to address the change, development and

standard areas of concern. 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




APPENDIX

SETTING RESPONSE TO THE REPORT

SUBMITTED ON BEHALF OF THE SETTING

Areal Observations on the content of the inspection report

We were delighted to welcome the Inspectorate into our preschool. We accept the contents of
the report and have already made changes. We thank you for the advice and support.

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

We have added our visual timetable. It is available to all children. We have rearranged our pre-
school and reduced our plastic toys and introduced life like items. We have also brought in sand
and water. This is accessible throughout the day. We have now introduced our outdoor area to
all children. They have settled well and we have established a way for all children to be involved
in our outdoor play. We are encouraging the children to be more independent. We have stepped
back to allow the children voice be heard. We have involved the children in our daily routine. We
have been working with Better Start to improve our planning skills.
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