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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 
 

Dates of inspection 19-09-2024 

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 two Early Childhood Care and Education Programme 
sessions  

 Interaction with children  

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with the manager, two lead early years educators and four early years 
educators  

Context of setting 
Stepping Stones Playgroup is a community-based pre-school setting, located in St. Johnston, 
Co. Donegal. The pre-school provides two daily concurrent sessions for children participating in 
the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. On the day of the inspection, the 
pre-school manager, two lead early years educators, four early years educators, and a total of 
thirty-four children were present across the two sessions inspected. 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.  

 The educators created a very warm, respectful, and caring atmosphere through their gentle 
and responsive interactions with the children and their families. 

 The educators displayed an effective visual routine to support the children to become 
familiar with the sequence of activities during the sessions. 

 The educators used visual, auditory, and verbal cues to prepare the children for transitions. 
The lining up strategy used by the educators for the transition outdoors, created low 
engagement for some children. A few children in each session did not participate in the 
preparation for some of the transitions. 

 Each of the children were assigned a designated key person. This educator was responsible 
for communicating with the child’s parents and for recording observations of their learning. 
The educators had previously used small-group activities to promote interactions with their 
key group of children.  

 To promote the extension of child-initiated play, the educators offered a rolling snack time to 
the children. The educators chose the first group of children to sit at the table. The 
remaining children played until they were ready to come for snack. 

 The educators modelled and provided encouragement towards positive behaviour. They 
were gentle and sensitive in their approaches to the children, which supported positive 
relationships. 

 The setting had established highly commendable links between the pre-school and the local 
community. The manager and educators had organised many trips in the community such 
as the Halloween ramble, a visit to a grandad’s business, participation in the community 
clean up, visits to the local nursing home, and a teddy bears picnic. 

 The children and their families had opportunities to attend events together such as the 
Christmas stay and play session, the annual summer trip, and the St Patrick’s Day 
celebration. Parents had previously visited with their animals, and to share their 
occupations.  

Actions advised 

 It is advised that the educators further promote the children’s involvement during transitions 
to support their awareness and understanding of the upcoming change. Using visual 
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strategies to mark the transition to rolling snack, such as use of self-registration for the 
children, would benefit their participation and awareness.  

 The educators are advised to further enhance the children’s relationships with their key 
person by re-engaging in daily small-group activities. Adding a visual display illustrating the 
designated key groups of children, will enhance their awareness of the approach.  

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.  

 Provision was informed by Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. Plans were 
implemented on a long-term, medium-term and short-term basis. The educators outlined 
some of the children’s individual needs and ideas on the plans, and brief evaluations were 
recorded.  

 An electronic application was used to record aspects of the children’s learning. The 
educators aimed to complete one learning story per child each month. The information was 
accessible to the parents on an ongoing basis via the application. 

 The educators were becoming very familiar with the children’s needs and supported them 
effectively during playful interactions. At times, some educators used positional language, 
expanded vocabulary, and asked open-ended questions during play.  

 Each pre-school room had defined areas of play such as a home corner, a construction 
area, a writing area, and table-top play. The outdoor learning environment included an area 
for wheeled vehicles, an outdoor kitchen, a gravelled construction area, swings, and an 
outdoor gazebo.  

 Language, literacy, and numeracy were promoted through the use of an easel, a writing 
area, a selection of books in one of the sensory rooms and in some areas throughout the 
rooms. A daily story took place during a circle time activity before the children went home. 

 The children were well represented in the indoor environment, which supported an inclusive 
approach. The children’s individual needs were supported through the provision of a 
sensory area in each pre-school room. This provided a tranquil space with lights and soft 
furnishings for the children to relax and retreat to when required during the session.  

 The setting was availing of supports from an Access and Inclusion Model mentor to 
enhance the children’s learning experiences. Effective methods of communication were 
established between the educators and the parents of children with additional needs. 

Actions advised 

 It is advised that the educators develop the planning to highlight the connections between 
the identified learning goals and the children’s observed interests and learning needs. 
Recording weekly evaluations that demonstrate reflection around the children’s learning, will 
support meaningful planning and progression in learning. 

 The educators are advised to use their interactions to further develop the children’s 
language and communication skills. The consistent use of open-ended questions, expanded 
vocabulary and the provision of high-quality books in a wider range of areas, will support 
this.  

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

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

 The children enjoyed playing with playdough, exploring the real vegetables in the home 
corner, and searching for treasure in the sand.  

 The children had settled well into the pre-school environment. The majority of children were 
content as they entered the pre-school upon arrival. The children who were sad upon 
arrival, were comforted and reassured, which helped them to settle quickly.  

 The educators supported the children to develop self-help skills and independence during 
snack time and when preparing for play outdoors. A ‘happy helper’ was visually represented 
with a photograph to communicate who would help during the session.  

 The children gained a sense of achievement when they created structures from Lego and 
playdough, and when they were affirmed for showing kindness towards their friends.  

 The children’s learning was recorded on an electronic application. The children did not have 
opportunities to use this application to become aware of their learning and achievements.  

 The children were developing a sense of identity and belonging through the array of 
personal photographs on display in the pre-school rooms. Community and family 
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photographs, as well as the children’s artistic representations of their families, supported 
their belonging.  

 Some of the children were very confident communicators and one child shared stories about 
going to Portugal on holiday. A child used an old laptop to ‘write a letter’ and some of the 
children used role play to express themselves creatively.   

 The educators responded effectively to the diverse verbal and non-verbal communication 
abilities of the children. They acted on the children’s cues, body language and responded to 
questions asked.   

 The children made sense of their world by making connections to their previous experiences 
and those in the pre-school. For example, one child picked up the spatula in the home 
corner and said, ‘This is what mammy uses to make her chocolate cake.’ Another child saw 
an anchor on a jigsaw and said, ‘This is what is used for the boat to take things out of the 
sea, like turtles or fish from the ocean’.  

Action advised 

 The educators are advised to support the children’s awareness of themselves as competent 
learners by providing them with formative feedback and opportunities to reflect on their 
learning experiences.   

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

 The manager provided a high-quality learning and development experience for children. She 
conducted monthly staff meetings to promote consistency in practice and an organised 
approach in the setting.  

 The manager effectively supported processes for self-evaluation. The setting had engaged 
with the Better Start Quality Development Service. They used a video approach to 
evaluating and improving on their interactions with the children.  

 There was a strong ethos of teamwork and collaboration in the newly-formed teams across 
the two pre-school rooms. The educators were clear about their roles and responsibilities 
and the sessions were smoothly organised.  

 The manager provided frequent opportunities for the educators to engage in support and 
supervision. She conducted annual appraisals to promote professional development and to 
support the educators in their roles.  

 Clear two-way channels of communication were fostered between the educators and the 
parents. An electronic application was used to promote communication throughout the year. 
In addition, parents had the opportunity to meet with their child’s key person three times per 
year. 

 The settling-in transition was supported by inviting the children and their parents to an open 
day in the setting. The parents completed an all-about-me booklet to share information 
about their child. An end-of-year report was compiled for the children transitioning to year 
two of the ECCE programme. This was shared with their parents. 

 The manager reported good relationships with the local primary schools. The setting had 
engaged in the Tús Maith transition to school programme. The educators completed the Mo 
Scéal transition report for the children transitioning to primary school. Parental consent was 
sought, and their feedback was encouraged during an end of year meeting. 
 

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 
development 

Very good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Very good 

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      
 
The inspection report has been incredibly beneficial in elevating the quality of the playgroup. The 

guidance has empowered staff to continue to implement best practices. The advised actions in the 

report have helped us create a more enriching and supportive learning environment for the children, 

fostering their creativity, curiosity and confidence. Overall, this experience has made a meaningful 

impact on our preschool’s quality and helped us to set a strong foundation for the children’s future 

educational journeys.  

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

The following are actions taken and future plans to address each of the actions advised in the report.  

Area 1: Educators have since included the children in preparing for transitions by involving them in 

using the visuals and timers and making the lining up times shorter and more interactive.  We are 

currently working on a way for the children to self-register for our rolling snack. We have since 

reengaged with daily small group activities with each key worker group.  

Area 2: Next month all educators and management will engage in further training in emergent child 

led documenting, observation and planning strategies and have planned to update how we 

document and plan, so that it is clear that it is a child led approach with childrens interests and 

progression better documented. Educators have also planned to participate in self-reflections using 

the Aistear/Siolta reflective tools focusing and reflecting on their interactions with children to ensure 

open ended questions are used and that we are expanding on vocabulary.  

Area 3: Educators are now planning to print learning stories from the app and make a scrap book 

with a collection of childrens art, photographs and learning stories so that the children can look 

through this and reflect on their learning experiences. 

  

Published November 2024/ Foilsithe Samhain 2024


