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CONTEXT OF SETTING

Skeough Preschool and Nature Explorers is a privately owned early-years’ service, established in 2004
and located in the townland of Skeoughvosteen in County Kilkenny. The service offers a morning
sessional pre-school programme for children enrolled on the Early Childhood Care and Education
(ECCE) Programme. On the day of inspection, the owner/practitioner, one early-years practitioner and
eight children were present. The service adopts a play-based curriculum and has recently been
relaunched to include the Scandinavian outdoor schools model which places a large emphasis on an
outdoor play curriculum. 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 very good.

e There is a very warm, intimate and genuinely welcoming atmosphere in the service. Each child and
family member is welcomed individually by name by the practitioners at arrival time. Many relaxed
conversations with parents were observed. These included discussions about recent community
sporting events and feedback from parents on their children’s visit to the local primary school in
Borris.

e Very secure relationships have been developed by the practitioners with the children. On arrival,
children display great enthusiasm and excitement and are keen to recount experiences and
observations from their home and immediate environs such as the watching the silage, baling and
combine harvesting machinery in action.

e Practitioners foster inclusive, caring and respectful relationships among the children. Each child is
recognised as a unique individual. Practitioners demonstrate very personal knowledge about each
child’s interests and the significant events in their lives such as one child’s first journey on a bus
and another child’s achievements at a recent hurling event.

¢ A basic key person system is in place that allocates responsibility to practitioners for conducting
observations on the children’s development and learning and record keeping. The system could be
further developed.

e Snack time is a relaxed social learning occasion for children and is used very effectively by
practitioners as they sit and converse with children in order to enhance their social and language
learning. Children are also supported to assist with the snack routines.

e Children’s independence is intentionally and successfully promoted in the numerous opportunities
provided to develop their self-help skills. These include opportunities for the children to manage
their own personal hygiene needs and to contribute at tidy-up time.

e Whole-group verbal reminders are provided to children prior to the majority of transitions between
activities. A greater emphasis could be placed on preparing the children for upcoming changes in
the routine.

e There is a consistent and predictable routine in place with opportunities for children to engage in
indoor and outdoor play daily. Currently, the time allocated for children to play freely while indoors
is short and so does not support the children to engage in a comparable level of sustained and
complex play as observed during the outdoor free-play time.

e The children’s sense of identity and belonging to a wider community is actively supported by
practitioners through regular visits to places of local interest. These visits include trips to the nearby
villages of Borris and Graiguenamanagh, and to the local library, playground, equestrian centre
and pet farm. The owner/practitioner also secured permission from a local farmer to access the
adjacent fields for nature walks. Highly commendable effort has been made by the practitioner to
produce a video montage ‘Reeling in the year which documents key moments of each child
learning over the course of the year. This montage is shared with children, parents and families.

Actions advised

e It is advised that practitioners extend the current range of transition strategies to include more
auditory cues such as songs, music and movement, and visual reminders such as a daily routine
chart with photographs or symbols representing each part of the day. The more active involvement



of children during these transition periods will further support their sense of ownership, autonomy
and participation in the events of the day.

It is advised that practitioners extend the period of free play available to children during indoor
time. This will provide a broader range of play choices as well as active learning opportunities for
children to engage in creative, sensory, and socio-dramatic play to further support their learning.
It is advised that practitioners explore the benefits of extending the current key person system to
support planning for individual children’s learning and for small-group learning activities.

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 good.

The practitioners have recently moved from a Montessori informed curriculum and are currently
implementing a play-based outdoor learning curriculum effectively. Good efforts are being made to
integrate Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework into the curriculum. The practitioners
have recently completed the national Siolta and Aistear training.

A process for long-term, medium-term and short-term planning is in place, listing themes and key
concepts to be explored. Monthly planning shows evidence of learning intentions that lead to
activities and questions designed to support or extend thinking and problem-solving. Daily and
weekly plans could be further developed to incorporate children’s emerging interests.

The children’s learning and development are monitored. A learner portfolio is maintained for each
child recording children’s progress using photographs, observations and creative work samples
from children. Links are made to Aistear. There is scope to include additional commentary from
children about their work and more consistent recording of what the children can do by each child’s
key person.

Interactions of a high standard are used to support children’s confidence and competencies
particularly during free play time. Practitioners anticipate situations to support and extend children's
interactions and learning experiences. They follow the children’s cues by asking questions that
motivate and spark the children’s curiosity such as, ‘| wonder why it floats?’, ‘Can you remember
what float or sank the last day you were here?’ or ‘If we take the water out what do you think will
happen?’

The outdoor environment is very attractive, inviting, well designed and well maintained. Children
can access a wide range of equipment and materials outdoors with ease. The outdoor area has
many materials which promote different play types such as nature exploration, planting, digging,
and climbing. Water and sand play learning areas provide opportunity for both active and quiet
activity and are clearly delineated.

The indoor environment consists of two large interconnecting rooms and is bright and well
maintained with Montessori equipment and resources freely available to the children during the
free-play period.

Play is central to children’s learning and development in this setting. A balance of adult-initiated
and child-initiated learning is achieved particularly during free play and outdoor time.

During these elements of the routine, the children have many opportunities to make choices and
decisions and to be active agents in their own learning .On the day of the inspection, the use of
templates at adult-initiated small-group time limited children’s potential to make discoveries and
express creativity in their learning

Practitioners very effectively model early mathematical language in authentic, meaningful contexts
during the free-play periods.

Practitioners offer good support to children to enable language and early literacy development with
time set aside each day for stories, songs and discussion at circle time. The book area provides a
wide selection of high quality children’s literature.

Practitioners model appropriate positive social behaviour and sometimes use opportunities to
further support children to manage their own emotions and resolve minor everyday peer conflicts.
There is scope to extend the range of strategies employed by practitioners to further promote
children’s problem solving and conflict resolution skills.

Actions advised



To build on the good practices established in planning, it is advised that short-term planning be
further developed to incorporate how the children’s current and emerging interests will be supported
and extended. This will also support the planning by each child’s key person for the next steps in
children’s learning progression.

Practitioners are advised to review small-group time activities to ensure that children are provided
with more active learning opportunities to explore and manipulate materials and ideas creatively
and in their own way with practitioner support. Planning small groups around children’s interests
with consideration of their current developmental stages of learning will ensure their sustained
interest in the activities and optimise opportunities for them to experience success in their
endeavours.

It is advised that practitioner consider additional strategies to foster children’s emerging social and
emotional skills and competencies. These strategies could include using discussion, books, and
puppets in small or large group activities to teach social and friendship skills, engaging children in
reviewing behavioural expectations, fostering emotional literacy by discussing, validating and
labelling children’s emotions and by facilitating problem solving and conflict resolution skills.

AREA 3
QUALITY OF CHILDREN’S LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND ACHIEVEMENTS

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

The children were enthusiastically engaged and motivated in their play and learning throughout
most of the session observed.

Many instances of children working co-operatively in play and routine tasks were observed

as exemplified in one child’s comment to his peer at tidy up time “Let’s just tidy up and take all the
wet things out of the sand first”.

Many children demonstrate an in-depth awareness and enjoyment of the natural world around
them and were engaged in sustained discussions with their peers about the life cycle of insects
they have observed, and identifying animals and birds they have previously experienced on their
nature walks and at home.

Children have many opportunities to develop their physical abilities and to gain an awareness of
their own bodies. They demonstrate determination and persistence as they successfully navigate
the notable variety of outdoor equipment and structures available to them.

The children are very keen to converse and share their experiences and achievements. Whilst
some children had an opportunity to do so individually with practitioners, there is potential to
provide this opportunity for all the children more regularly.

Children demonstrate a very good ability to concentrate on and enjoy books and they freely choose
from a wide range of topics of interest to them including body parts, insects, and horses.

On the day of the inspection, many children engaged in early science and mathematical activities
which were organised so that they build upon the children’s previous activities and explorations.
Children have some opportunities to represent their ideas, observations and thoughts through two-
dimensional art such as painting and drawing. Some children’s art work is on display such as one
child’s very detailed drawings of different types of buildings and his own home environment;
however there is an over-reliance on the use of templates which are not reflective of children’s
abilities, current interests or recent activities.

Children collaborate and share their interests and ideas with their peers and the
practitioners.Children were observed engaging in many self-directed activities while outdoors such
as identifying and classifying insects together and working collaboratively with practitioners to
collect wood to build a pretend bonfire.

Actions advised

It is advised that the children be provided with increased opportunities to discuss and share their
learning and achievements in small groups.

Practitioners are advised to increase the opportunities for the children to express themselves
creatively through more art, music and movement activities.

AREA 4



QUALITY OF MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP FOR LEARNING

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

The session observed was well organised and ran very smoothly. The practitioners displayed
clarity in their roles and responsibilities. Very good team working was evident. Opportunities to
lead practice and activities are shared and the practitioners demonstrate great enjoyment in and
commitment to their work.

A strong commitment to availing of continuous professional development is evident. Both the
owner and practitioner have recently completed the National Siolta Aistear Initiative Pilot and are
currently awaiting commencement of the National Diversity, Equality and Inclusion Training
Programme. They make commendable efforts to connect their new learning to their practice in the
setting.

The service has made very good links with the local primary schools that the children transition to
and much time is given to preparing children for this educational transition. On the day of the
inspection, practitioners gave each child and parent individual attention and time to discuss their
recent visit to the local primary school.

The staff team display great knowledge of and pride in their local community. Very strong
relationships have been developed with families. Families are also invited into the service
throughout the year for events such as open day, and social events, all of which are very well
attended. There is scope to consider more regular ways to communicate children’s learning
progression to families that are bidirectional and offer parents a way to share information about
their child’s interests, and learning and development.

The staff team meet weekly to informally review curriculum planning and to discuss issues which
impact on children’s learning and development.

Action advised

To further enhance communication between home and the service and to foster working in
partnership with families, it is advised that information gathered on children’s progression in
learning and development be shared more frequently with parents and that parents’ feedback,
information and comments are sought regularly.

CAPACITY TO IMPLEMENT THE ACTIONS ADVISED ABOVE

The owner and early-years practitioner engaged very positively in the feedback discussion following the
inspection and demonstrate an eagerness and commitment to ongoing quality improvement in the setting.
The capacity of the service to implement the actions advised above is very good.



Summary of Overall Inspection Findings

Area Quality Level
Quality of context to support children’s learning and development Very good
Quality of processes to support children’s learning and Good
development
Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements Very good
Quality of management and leadership for learning Very good

Langquage 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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