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CONTEXT OF SETTING 
 
Shining Stars is a rural, privately run, play-based Montessori pre-school. On the morning of the 
inspection, there were fourteen children and two practitioners present. It is noteworthy that, at the time 
of inspection, the new pre-school year had just recently begun and, of the 23 children enrolled in the 
pre-school, 17 had started this September. 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 is excellent. 

• The setting has a strikingly light-hearted, relaxed atmosphere, where everybody is at ease. Fun 
and laughter are regulars feature all through the morning and everybody is busily and happily 
involved in a myriad of activities. 

• There is a beautiful flow and balance in the routine of the day; between physically active indoor and 
outdoor free-play periods and times where children are sitting and concentrating, such as when 
making and modelling playdough, having lunch and at story time. 

• Transitions between activities are announced a few minutes ahead of time and the children are 
given an outline of what is happening next. This gives the children the opportunity to finish what 
they are doing and prepares them for the change of activity. Transition times are very skilfully 
utilised to provide positive learning and development experiences for the children such as life skills 
and self-care skills when, for example, when the children are washing tables and sweeping the 
floor. 

• Snack time clearly promotes well-being as it is very well utilised as a peaceful, calm and relaxed 
social occasion, where everybody sits together, eats and chats. Children and practitioners engage 
in meaningful conversations, sharing their stories, using language to express views, emotions and 
thinking, while taking turns in conversations.  Experiencing mealtimes in this way will further help 
to establish a growing capacity in the children to make healthy choices about nutrition and personal 
routines. 

• Good habits are established, with the room rules being clearly yet sensitively reinforced during the 
morning such as, for example, when a practitioner indicated that the dinosaurs will need to be put 
back to their homes before a puzzle can be started. Practitioners are very clear, positive role 
models, worthy of imitation. They provide guidance and encouragement towards positive behaviour, 
while fostering caring and respectful child-child relationships.  

• Sensitivity, warmth and a positive regard for the children and their families are very evident and the 
uniqueness of each child is recognised and respected. Diversity is valued and affirmed within an 
inclusive learning environment, where children with special educational needs are particularly well 
integrated, supported and cared for.  

 

 
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 is excellent. 

• A variety of assessment approaches is used to gather information about children’s learning 
experiences and achievements, such as the setting’s ‘Montessori flower’ developmental chart, daily 
diaries and notes. These notes also take children’s interests, ideas and dispositions into account 
and are utilised to plan an emergent curriculum. The practitioners are encouraged to consult the 
planning and assessment section of the Aistear, Síolta Practice Guide in order to streamline their 
observation and planning techniques.  

• Children are evidently viewed as competent, confident learners and are encouraged to be active 
agents in their own learning and development. This is enabled by a suitable balance between 
practitioner-initiated/led and child-initiated/led activities.  



• Learning opportunities are optimised by the practitioners’ skills for co-constructing knowledge 
together with the children, their enabling of the children to explore and investigate and, when 
appropriate, their use of open-ended questions, prompting and scaffolding. 

• The well-structured indoor and outdoor environments with their broad variety of materials and 
resources afford boundless opportunities for a multiplicity of types of play. These include creative 
play, physical play, imaginative play, socio-dramatic play, language play and construction play. 
Such play experiences underpin purposeful learning and development for all of the children in 
accordance with their needs and interests. 

• The practitioners are very cognisant of using mathematical language as applied to everyday life 
situations throughout the morning. For example, when playing with the dinosaurs, they talked about 
giant, tiny, bigger, smaller, wider, narrower, and used concepts such as being behind and in front, 
above and below, full and empty. Further, during the playdough making activity, they encouraged 
the children to choose the colours they wanted and enabled the children to count how many cups 
of flour, water, salt and so on needed to be mixed. Later on in the year, the practitioners plan to use 
weighing scales and to enrich the children’s early mathematical activities by introducing more 
abstract concepts such as kilograms, grams, litres, and millilitres. 

• Language and literacy skills are also skilfully fostered. The practitioners and children burst into song 
and rhyme all through the morning. The children are provided with plenty of opportunities for mark-
making and they enjoy a ring-time with finger games, songs and nursery rhymes at the end of the 
day.  

 
 
AREA 3  

QUALITY OF CHILDREN’S LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND ACHIEVEMENTS 

• The quality of the children’s learning experiences and achievements is excellent. 

• The children present as very competent and confident. They demonstrate obvious enjoyment 
through tireless interactive play which involves busy communications, sharing of wisdom and 
overall fun and laughter. They display initiative, self-reliance, and positive learning dispositions 
such as resilience, resourcefulness and persistence. All of the practitioner-initiated/led activities 
are equally welcomed and enthusiastically followed by the children. 

• Increasing confidence and co-ordination over gross and fine motor skills are evident as a result of 
many daily whole-body physical activities indoors and outdoors.  

• The children are already well able to play cooperatively, in pairs and small groups, thus furthering 
personal and social skills which enable them to respond appropriately to different situations, such 
as turn-taking, negotiating and taking responsibility.  

• A growing capacity to make healthy choices about nutrition, exercise and personal routines is 
apparent and fostered very effectively during meal times. Respect for the children’s choice is again 
evident in the simple but effective rule that children are allowed to take off their shoes and go 
barefoot if they so wish. 

• The children are inquisitive. They are aware of the natural environment and its features, materials, 
animals and plants. They are increasingly exploring and experimenting in their environment using 
their developing physical and higher-order thinking skills to manipulate objects and materials. This 
was illustrated during the inspection by the children telling all about ‘the spuds’ they grew and dug 
up, as well as by them jumping on the trampoline, climbing on the low branches of a tree, finding 
and exploring a spider and her web on the inside of a tyre, working in the sand, and recognising 
and naming the cats of one of the practitioners. 

 
 
AREA 4  

QUALITY OF MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP FOR LEARNING 

• The quality of management and leadership for learning is excellent. 

• Management and staff reflect on and review their practice informally on a daily basis and notes 
are kept in a daily diary which is used to improve the overall quality of provision in the setting. 

• A strong ethos of collaboration, teamwork and partnership between the two practitioners is clearly 
evident. Roles and responsibilities are well defined and both practitioners promote a very high 
standard and foster a clear vision and direction for the work of the setting.  



• Effective strategies are in place for professional reflection and both practitioners continuously 
strive to improve their knowledge and their qualifications through continuous on-going professional 
development, which is clearly reflected in the exemplary practice of the setting. 

• Clear two-way channels of communication are fostered between the practitioners and the families, 
where information about children’s learning and development, their interests, strengths and 
dispositions are actively shared in a spirit of openness, mutual respect and transparency. A 
beautiful interactive social media page is utilised to share the individual as well as the group 
learning which happens naturally while the children are having fun.  

• The sensitive management of transitions into the setting is evident in the procedures the 
practitioners have put in place. The new families are encouraged to visit the setting two or three 
times before the summer holidays to experience a pre-school morning. The new children are 
further invited to take part in a summer camp, which easily enables them to familiarise themselves 
with the practitioners, the other children and the vicinity. The practitioners are very sensitive to the 
needs of each individual child at this transitional phase.  They allow the children to bring and keep 
comforting toys such as ‘blankies’; the children can also find comfort sitting close to the 
practitioners, if the children so wish.  
 

 
CAPACITY TO IMPLEMENT THE ACTIONS ADVISED ABOVE 

The capacity of the practitioners to continue to work to this exemplary standard of practice is 

excellent. 

 

  



 

 
 

Summary of Overall Inspection Findings 

 

Area Quality Level 

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

Quality of processes to support children’s learning and 
development 

Excellent 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements Excellent 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 

 

Excellent 

 

 
 
 
 

Language used in Early-Years Education-focused Inspection reports 

 

Excellent Provision that is excellent is exemplary in meeting the needs of 

children. 

Very good Provision that is very good is highly effective in meeting the needs 

of children. 

Good Provision that is good is effective in meeting the needs of children 

but with some aspects to be developed. 

Fair Provision that is fair requires practice to be improved to meet the 

needs of children. 

Poor Provision that is poor is inadequate and requires significant 

improvement to meet the needs of children. 
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