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WHAT IS AN EARLY YEARS EDUCATION-FOCUSED INSPECTION? 

The Early Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI) model is used to provide evaluative information, 
advice and support in relation to education provision in a pre-school service participating in the Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. These inspections affirm good practice and advise 
actions, where appropriate, to aid the further development of education provision in the service.  
 
 
HOW TO READ THIS REPORT 

During this inspection, the inspector(s) evaluated and reported under the following headings or areas 
of enquiry: 

1. Quality of the context to support children’s learning and development 
2. Quality of processes to support children’s learning and development 
3. Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
4. 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 service’s provision in 
each area. 

  



 

Early-Years Education-focused Inspection 

Date of inspection 
 

22-11-2018 

Inspection activities undertaken 
 

• Meeting with service managers 
• Meeting with practitioners 
•  Observation of interactions during one session 

 
 

 
• Interaction with children  
• Review of relevant documents 
• Feedback to service managers and practitioners 

 

CONTEXT OF SERVICE 

The Rower Preschool is a private, co-owned service with two managers. It was established in 2000. 
The service is located in one large room in the community hall in the Rower, 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 manager/practitioners, two 
other practitioners and seventeen children were present. The service adopts a play-based curriculum 
approach to children’s learning and development. 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. 
• The service is long established and very well integrated into the community with many members 

of the same families attending the pre-school over the last eighteen years.  
• A very nurturing, friendly and inclusive atmosphere is evident throughout the session with 

consistently high levels of sustained engagement and authenticity between practitioners and 
children observed. 

• There is an open-door policy in place whereby parents are supported to settle children at their own 
pace. Owing to the inclement weather conditions on the day of the inspection, conversations with 
parents were of a brief duration. 

• A key person approach is used within the setting and the practitioners foster very respectful and 
secure relationships through their extensive knowledge of the children and their families. 

• A well-established daily routine exists with opportunities for a very broad range of play 
experiences. The children are actively encouraged to choose their own learning activities. 

• A highly commendable range of strategies is used by the service to nurture children’s physical 
health and well-being. The service has engaged in several initiatives such as Buntús Start, and a 
balancing bikes programme with Kilkenny recreation and sports partnerships, in order to promote 
children’s physical and gross motor development.  

• A healthy eating programme is actively promoted and is implemented in collaboration with children 
to enhance their well-being. Practitioners engage children in conversations about hygiene, and 
self-care at appropriate times during the day. 

• Snack time is a relaxed and unhurried time where children and adults sit, eat and converse 
together. Currently snack time occurs as a whole-group activity. There is scope to enhance 
children’s social learning occasions further in smaller social groups with their designated key 
person at snack time.  

• The children learn in an inclusive environment and much effort is made to ensure the children with 
additional needs are well integrated and involved in the setting. Each child is viewed as unique. 
Each child’s individual Aistear book has photographs of them and their comments as recorded by 
the staff. The majority of children’s work on display in the room is based on worksheets and 
templates. There is scope to enhance children’s own sense of individuality and their 
accomplishments through the addition of a wider range of practical strategies.  



• Children’s sense of belonging to a wider community is very well supported through the use of 
images which depict people and places of significance to the children and their families such as 
the post office, the church, local school and neighbouring landmarks.  

• Practitioners have established a highly commendable level of two-way parental and community 
participation to develop children’s sense of belonging. Numerous examples of this are evident. 
They include the celebration of local sporting and musical events, local ecological campaigns, and 
national and international celebrations such world book day, grandparents’ day.  

 
Actions advised 
• It is advised that practitioners consider using snack time as an opportunity to extend children’s 

small-group experiences rather than organising it as a whole group. This will optimise children’s 
opportunities to build on their social skills, develop deeper friendships and provide each key person 
with the opportunity to gather richer and more extensive knowledge of individual children’s 
feelings, thoughts skills and individual learning dispositions.  

• In order to increase children’s developing sense of creativity, individuality and uniqueness, it is 
advised that practitioners consider conducting a review of the current displays to minimise the use 
of formal structured work such as templates and worksheets, with a view to increasing the 
representation of children’s own creations and accompanying comments. Further practical 
strategies could include the use of photographs and names on coat hangers, lunch mats, 
cubbyholes, job charts and on feelings charts in order to help them experience a deeper sense of 
themselves and others.     

 
 
AREA 2  

QUALITY OF PROCESSES TO SUPPORT CHILDREN’S LEARNING AND 
DEVELOPMENT 

• The quality of the processes to support children’s learning and development is very good.  
• The provision in the service is informed by Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. 

Long-term and short-term curriculum planning is linked to the themes of Aistear. Curriculum 
planning includes adult-selected themes and seasonal topics; planning makes some reference to 
the children’s current and emerging interests. This is clearly outlined in the documentation used by 
the practitioners with exemplars such as children’s interest in a paper tearing exercise, where the 
practitioners noted a particular fine motor skill that the children needed support with and planned 
an appropriate active hands-on learning experience around the interest.  There is scope to include, 
to a greater degree, individual children’s interests into the daily planning process. 

• Practitioners observe children’s interests and use developmental indicators to plan large-group 
learning experiences throughout the year. Greater use could be made of the key person approach 
during small-group adult-initiated activities in planning for the next steps in the children’s learning. 

• The practitioners demonstrate a very effective range of interaction strategies as they play and 
converse with the children. These include following the children’s play leads and engaging as play 
partners with the children at a child-appropriate level. Children were eager to share their learning 
experiences, showing their creative achievements to all adults in the room.   

• There is scope to increase the interactions used to acknowledge children’s achievements which 
are currently limited to comments such as, “Well done”. 

• Children’s early numeracy and literacy skills are very effectively fostered through play, as was 
observed when the practitioner supported the children to count out coins and change, and to punch 
in the numbers on the cash register during a child-initiated shopping game. The learning 
environment also provides many opportunities for the children to explore mark-making utensils and 
numeracy items in the office area and home corner. These include credit cards, money, coins, a 
blackboard, paper, pencils and calculators. 

• Free-play time allows children the freedom of choice to move around the learning environment. 
There is a well-stocked seated book area. The home area provides many materials to promote 
socio-dramatic play. During the inspection, the children had limited access to manipulatives or to 
sensory materials to support active and hands-on exploratory play. Access to manipulative such as 
sand and water during free play was limited.  



• The service has daily access to a large community hall area in the building. It also has a well-
maintained outdoor environment. On the inspection day, the children did not go outside because of 
the weather. However, the practitioners facilitated the children’s gross motor play and movement in 
the hall. Children engaged in games involving turn-taking as they ran and raced in the hall. 
Equipment from a Búntus pack facilitated exploration of skills such as balancing bean bags, rolling, 
and kicking balls of different sizes.  

• Practitioners actively nurture children’s developing sense of the natural and physical world around 
them through activities which promote active citizenship among the children such as the promotion 
of recycling and sustainability projects. The service has achieved the Green Flag for the past four 
consecutive years. 

 
Actions advised 
• It is advised that individual children’s current and emergent interests, actions, attitudes and 

behaviours and the findings from their learning observations be used by the practitioners to inform 
planning for the next steps in learning. The extension of the current key person system would 
support this. 

• Building on their skilful interactions with individual children, the practitioners are advised to continue 
to develop their interactions to include more motivating strategies, when naming and affirming 
children’s work, actions and behaviours. This will provide meaningful acknowledgment for children, 
support them to begin to self-evaluate their own work and achievements, and promote positive 
actions and behaviours. 

 
 
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 are very well settled in the service. They are calm and responsive to the practitioners 

and their peers.  
• Children are developing increasing co-ordination over their fine and gross motor skills; they 

manipulate small objects with dexterity; they manipulate playdough using small implements and 
cutters. They run, skip and combine a series of movements in sequenced actions during large-
group activities. 

• Children demonstrate a very strong interest in reading books when sitting at the main table and in 
the book area. 

• Children are engaged and motivated during free-play time. They express great enjoyment when 
combining the resources from the dress-up area while playing in the home corner with the wooden 
child-sized play house. There is scope to extend children’s active learning experience further with 
the addition of more open-ended sensory materials during free play and through planned adult-
initiated small-group activities. 

• Children have a growing understanding of the meaning and use of mathematical language. They 
ably use positional language to discuss the location of buildings in their community. They were 
observed counting and distinguishing colours and shapes during their play and at departure time, 
as evident in one child’s comment, “There are more children here than children left”. 

• Children displayed enjoyment in the music and movement activity facilitated by the practitioners to 
signal the transition back to the indoor learning environment. The children sat together, listening to 
music and singing together as a group.  

• Children are developing a strong sense of the natural and physical world around them as they 
identify and discuss the recycling process in great detail with the practitioners and their peers. 

• Children display a positive sense of well-being, good self-esteem and good communication skills. 
They were observed helping each other out, negotiating, taking turns and cooperating throughout 
the day.  

• Children show enthusiasm in sharing their own drawings that are displayed on the walls of the 
learning environment. Children are able to describe, recall and hypothesise about their drawings 
and what they have portrayed through them. Children were eager to share their learning 
experiences and show their creative achievements to all adults in the room.   

 



Actions advised 
• Practitioners are advised to incorporate time for small-group activities in the daily routine in order 

for the children to have opportunities to think through different concepts that have been introduced 
in circle time, play time and large-group time. Small group-activities will support the practitioners 
with their key person system, enhance relationships between children and their key person, and 
allow the key person the opportunity to plan for active learning experiences that are tailored to the 
interests and capabilities of the children. 

• To further support children’s creativity and imagination as well as opportunities to represent and 
discuss their thoughts and ideas, the practitioners are advised to provide more open-ended and 
sensory materials during free play and adult-initiated small group activities.  This will promote more 
active learning opportunities in line with the service’s mission statement of learning by doing. It will 
also reduce over-reliance on the use of templates which are not reflective of the children’s abilities, 
current interests or recent activities. 

 
 
AREA 4  

QUALITY OF MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP FOR LEARNING 

• The quality of management and leadership for learning is very good. 
• The managers and practitioners are a well-established team. They meet informally on a daily basis 

to discuss organisational routines and to plan and prepare activities to support children’s learning 
and development.  

• There is a very professional ethos in the setting. There is clarity with regard to the different roles 
and responsibilities. Very good teamwork and examples of shared leadership were evident during 
the session, with very effective support from the managers. 

• Whole-staff team meetings are scheduled monthly by the service managers to review and plan 
quality improvements in the service. There is some informal documentation of the service’s self-
review processes. There is scope to develop the self-evaluation process further.  

• The staff engages in regular continuing professional development opportunities, attending training 
on topics such as transitions delivered by the local County Childcare Committee and other external 
organisations.  

• The service has engaged with the new Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) to support inclusive 
participation of all children in the ECCE Programme.The key person system in place is used to 
establish strong links with the relevant professional bodies. The managers and practitioners work 
closely with parents and other professionals in supporting the children with additional needs and 
in organising the individualised strategies for them.  Practitioners are also trained in and use LÁMH 
and PECS with all the children in the setting.  

• Strong connections have been made with the local school. Practitioners actively prepare children 
for upcoming transitions by sensitively drawing their attention to photographs of the local primary 
school, displaying the school uniform, and organising a day to walk with all the children to the local 
school. Strong links have also been established with the principal and staff of the school. 

• Partnership with parents is highly valued by the service. Families are updated through regular 
newsletters, information boards, letters, and social media applications. Information on children’s 
learning and development is regularly shared with parents.  

• Great effort and contributions to children’s learning and development are made by parents and 
extended members of children’s families who provide, for example, early exposure to Irish dancing, 
musical instruments and supports to implement Seachtaine na Gaeilge.  

 
Action advised 
• The manager and practitioner are advised to adopt a formal monthly review meeting and to 

consider using the self-evaluation tools in the Aistear, Síolta Practice Guide to prioritise, document 
and act on improvement goals.  

 
 
CAPACITY TO IMPLEMENT THE ACTIONS ADVISED ABOVE 



The capacity of the service to implement the actions advised above is very good. During the feedback 
discussion, the managers and the practitioners demonstrated very high levels of commitment to 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 
development 

 

Very good 

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-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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