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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 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

Dates of inspection 10-12-2024

Activities conducted during the Inspection

Pre-inspection meeting with one of the setting’s co-owner/managers

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 (ECCE)
Programme sessions

Interaction with children

Interaction with early years educators

Feedback meeting with the setting’s two co-owner/managers

Context of setting

Precious Minds Creche and Montessori School is a privately operated setting located in Lucan,
County Dublin. Established in 2002, the setting provides full day care and two morning ECCE
sessions. This inspection focussed on the ECCE programme. Twenty-one children, two early
years educators and one of the setting’s co-owner/managers 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 good.
There was a welcoming and relaxed atmosphere in the setting. The manager greeted the
children and parents at the entry point and brought the children to their learning rooms.

The daily routines had set sequences. There were many whole-group educator-led
activities.

Some of the transition times in the daily routines were announced to the children as they
were happening. Some children did not hear these announcements and were unaware of
pending changes to the routines.

Snack was provided for the children and these times was valued by the educators as social
occasions. A helper system was used to support the children to take turns to help prepare
for snack. The educators sat with the children during snack time, and together they engaged
in discussions about family life and topics of interest.

The educators used a key-person approach alongside a team approach to nurture warm
and positive relationships with the children and their families, with close bonds forming
between them. As a result, the children’s sense of security in the setting was evident.
Family and ‘Helper of the Day’ displays were among the strategies used by the educators to
support the children’s sense of identity and belonging. The children and educator’s rich
family heritages were not evident in the learning rooms.

In previous years the educators conducted community engagement events that included
walking excursions to post letters, to visit the library and to talk to a lollipop lady.

Actions advised

The educators are advised to review the daily routines to create additional time for
uninterrupted child-led play experiences. This could be achieved by reducing the frequency
of whole-group educator-led activities and optimising the use of optional, small group
activities alongside extended time for child-led play.

To support children during transition times in the daily routines, the educators are advised to
consistently use and gently administer auditory and visual strategies to signal pending
routine changes. This could include sand timers and accessible/portable visual schedules.
To support the children’s growing sense of identity and belonging, the educators are
advised to re-instate community engagement events, as previously undertaken, and to
establish learning experiences that celebrate cultural-diversity. They are further advised to




use group learning journals to record these events and to use these learning aids to enrich
the children’s learning throughout the year.

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.
The educators implemented an effective play-based curriculum that was informed by
Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. The use of the Montessori approach to
early childhood education was outlined in setting documentation, however, there was limited
evidence of this in practice.

A member of the management team supplied the educators with curriculum plans that were
informed by seasonal events and educator-initiated themes. The educators in each learning
room adapted these plans where the programme of learning was informed by the emerging
play interests of some of the children.

The educators used an online software application to record observations of the children’s
learning. Many of these records outlined details of group activities and limited information
about individual children’s interests, strengths, and learning needs and progression.

The educators used playful, gentle and caring interaction strategies with the children that
were responsive to the children’s verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. There
were missed opportunities to support and extend the children’s early language, literacy and
mathematical skills.

The indoor learning rooms provided a range of play opportunities that included construction,
transport and table-top activities. There were some Montessori materials accessible to the
children, including practical life, sensorial, mathematical, language and cultural materials.
The outdoor learning environment provided risk-rich play opportunities that included loose
tyres, a climbing wall and very popular balance paths and walkways.

The educators used play as the main medium for the children to interact with, explore and
make sense of their world. The children had opportunities to engage in play activities alone,
with peers and with the educators.

The educators recognised and accommodated diversity in the style, pace and focus of
children’s learning. In previous years, they engaged with the Access and Inclusion Model
(AIM) to optimise support for children presenting with additional needs.

Actions advised

To more effectively support children’s learning progression, the management team and
educators are advised to review the approach used for curriculum planning and
assessment. The ‘Curriculum Foundations’ section and ‘Planning and Assessing’ pillar of
the Aistear Siolta Practice Guide will inform this review. They are further advised to review
the setting’s alignment to the Montessori approach to early childhood education.

The educators are advised to extend their playful interaction strategies to further support the
children’s early language, literacy and mathematics skills. For example, while the children
construct towers, the educators could use descriptive language and open-ended inquiry
based questioning when exploring concepts such as sorting and pattern making.

The educators are advised to review the learning environments and to ensure the children
have continuous access to a broader range of play and learning resources. This should
include the continuous provision of sensory and socio-dramatic resources and more natural
and real-life play resources.

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

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

The children displayed enjoyment during the session. This was most evident during child-led
play experiences. There was much laughter exchanged between two children while they
extended a craft activity into the sticky exploration of glue.

The children displayed many positive learning dispositions. While a group of children used
blocks to create a ‘Late Late Toy Show’ play scenario they displayed great attention to
detail, creativity, resourcefulness, persistence, and problem-solving skills.

The children experienced a sense of achievement through conversations with the
educators. They were not afforded formal opportunities to revisit their past learning
experiences.



Many of the children displayed a sense of confidence in their developing self-help and social
skills including the ability to help and listen to one another. As a result, many friendships
were evident.

Some children required the educators’ support to communicate and regulate their emotions.
The theme of ‘emotions’ was occasionally a feature of the curriculum planning. Ongoing
formal strategies were not yet in place to support this aspect of practice.

The children demonstrated the capacity to communicate their thoughts and ideas through
playful action songs, mark-making, playdough modelling and storytelling. Many of the art
and craft experiences were template based, educator-led, and had an end product focus.
The children were making sense of their world through playful inquisitive exploration. They
were exploring many different concepts through their schematic play interests, including
balance, gravity, transport and connection.

Actions advised

To further support the children’s sense of achievement and for them to identify as
competent and confident learners, the educators are advised to provide formal opportunities
for them to revisit their past learning experiences and for their reflective comments to be
recorded. The re-instatement of individual and group learning journals is advised.

The educators are advised to establish visual and conversational strategies to support the
children to learn how to identify, name, communicate and self-regulate their emotions. In
addition, a continuous focus on developing the children’s emotional literacy skills is advised.
To further support the children’s creative expression and to learn through the process of
creative projects that have no predefined end result, the educators are advised to limit the
use of template sheets and to increase the availability of continuously accessible open-
ended art and craft resources. They are further advised to record the many learning
dispositions the children develop during their creative and play experiences.

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning

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

There were two co-owner/managers who together oversaw the programme of care and
education. Formal staff meetings were conducted each month.

The management team encouraged the educators to use their autonomy and had created a
job post to oversee quality development and to co-ordinate the pedagogical aspects of
provision. This post was unoccupied at the time of the inspection.

A member of the management team was available to the educator team on a daily basis to
support their practice. Formal appraisals were conducted annually, once an educator had
successfully completed the induction phase.

A flexible approach was adopted to facilitating non-contact time to enable the educators to
carry out their planning and assessment tasks. This approach was aligned to the needs of
each individual educator.

The owner and manager supported the educators to engage in continuing professional
development (CPD) opportunities. One educator was upskilling to a level 8 major award in
early childhood studies. Others had recently completed the Lamh training and the
Leadership for Inclusion in the Early Years (LINC) Plus programme.

The management team had recently committed to engagement with the Better Start Quality
Development service to guide their internal evaluation towards quality development.
Information was shared with parents at drop off and collection times, and through a
messaging application. Parent evenings were used to share information about the children’s
learning progress with parents.

Comprehensive strategies were used to support the children’s transition into the setting and
to primary school that included a parents’ handbook and the Mo Scéal transitioning
resources.

Actions advised

The management team is advised to establish more formal opportunities for educators to
share their pedagogical knowledge with one another. Future engagement with Better Start
Quality Development service will further support the application of pedagogical theory into
quality practice.



e To assist in future quality developments, the owner/manager and educators are advised to
establish a more robust and recurring approach to internal evaluation. Engagement with the
full suite of self-evaluation tools in the Aistear Siolta Practice Guide will support this
practice.

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 Good
development

. . , . . . Good
Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements
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

Area 1l Observations on the content of the inspection report

Both Owner/Managers here at Precious Minds feel that the inspection report is been fair and
precise.

We have no issue with the content and comments made by the inspector.

The Team felt that they and the children in our care on the day included, respected and valued
during the inspectors visit to each of their rooms. We felt the post inspection discussion
afterwards was considered, instructional and collaborative. We thank the inspector for her
constructive ideas, professionalism and we fully respect her findings. With this in mind we have
enjoyed repurposing our energies on Child Lead activities which have been arranged in a way
that best reflects the reports findings and suggestions.

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

Area 1 - We have rearranged the room into areas. Allowing the children to move freely between
more open ended areas of interest. Block & Building Area, Dramatic Play Area,
Math/Manipulative, Language/Literacy, Science/Scientific Experimentation, Art/Creativity Area,
Kitchen Area, Library Area.

We are using the sand timers and Alexa to prepare the children, within their own control, that
the transitions are approaching and give them options and input into their day.

More collaborative child lead options to switch activities. We are preparing an ‘I am Proud’ wall.
Where we post pictures of the children’s new achievements and their own proud moments.

Area 2 - The environment has been changed and an emerging interest sheet is placed on the
wall, in child’s eye line, so the team and children can add any new interests brought up on a
given day.

Area 3 - Open Ended Art The Proud Wall will be evolving and changing with the current proud
moment replacing the last and being collated into a scrapbook as a very personally satisfying
keepsake for the child, personally curated during the year.

Area 4 - Management are undertaking training in Aistear. Also we have found more organic
times for Support and Supervision opportunities for the team. Team meeting will be opened to
the team and suggestions on their own CPD interests will be actioned and encouraged. We will
listen to the underlying team messages and encourage reflection on their evolving curriculum.

‘Letters to the child’ will be taken up as a way to address the children’s emerging interests and
their achievements and plans for future learning activities. Let the wonder and joy of the child’s
learning be at the heart of all our classes.
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