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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. 

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. 
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Early Years Education Inspection 

 

Date of inspection 27-01-2026 

Activities conducted during the Inspection 

• Pre-inspection meeting with the setting owner/ 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 setting owner/ manager 

Context of setting 

Butterfly Garden Preschool is located in the village of Shinrone, near Birr in County Offaly. 
There was one main learning room in the setting offering a morning and afternoon pre-school 
session to the local community. The children attending the pre-school were availing of the Early 
Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. On the day of the inspection the inspector 
visited the morning and afternoon ECCE sessions. There were twenty-three children, two 
educators and the owner/manager present during the inspection.  

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 warm and welcoming atmosphere in the setting. The children were happy and 

well settled in the daily life of the pre-school.  

• Parents and educators engaged in conversation at the gate for morning drop off and end of 

day collection. The educators shared some anecdotal stories with the parents at this time 

regarding each child’s day in pre-school. 

• The educators were kind and caring towards the children. They greeted them warmly and 

showed excitement upon their arrival to pre-school. The educators comforted children who 

required reassurance during the day. 

• The daily routine was visually displayed for the children. The routine included a variety of 

activities which offered the children the opportunity to be active in their play. Transitions 

which took place during the day were verbally notified to the children, and educators used a 

timer or music to signal changes to the routine. The children responded positively to these 

cues. 

• The setting has very recently received funding from Equal Start towards the implementation 
of the Bia Blasta programme. This resulted in one educator preparing the snack while 
children waited for snack to be ready and served. They then queued to choose their food. 
Most children were capable of feeding themselves however the educators poured drinks for 
the children. Healthy eating was promoted in the setting. 

• The setting had a family wall, a birthday display and a community wall to represent their place 

in the setting and community. Some community visits took place during the year including a 

trip to the theatre, supporting the local hurling team and visiting the nursing home with cards 

for the residents. 

Actions advised 

• With the introduction of Bia Blasta into the setting, the educators are advised to review the 
daily routine. The children would benefit from being more involved in the preparation and roll 
out of snack time and this will reduce the waiting times for snack time also. The educators 
are advised to sit with the children and encourage them to self-serve in small groups. 

• Parents can be encouraged and invited to become more involved in curriculum. This can be 
achieved through exploring family identities, looking at diversity, sharing learning journals 
and inviting parents to speak to the children or to partake in curriculum activities. 
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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.  

• A curriculum statement, medium-term plans and short-term plans were in place in the setting. 
The educators had a good awareness of Aistear, the Early Childhood Curriculum 
Framework. Documentation represented thematic planning with some acknowledgement of 
group interests.  

• Post-it notes and anecdotal notes were filed in children’s learning journals. These records 
offered a description of activities and occasionally mentioned the skills developed by the 
child. No formal observation template was completed by the educators. Artwork was also 
included in children’s learning journals. 

• Play was the main medium for learning and children had exposure to a variety of different 
types including role play, creative play and outdoor play. 

• The educators were good play partners with the children. They engaged in conversation, 
asked questions and chatted children throughout the day. 

• The indoor learning environment consisted of two spaces which opened into each other. The 
children moved between the two rooms trying to find spaces to create, build and design.  The 
indoor learning environment had a well-designed home corner with a variety of real-life 
resources. The indoor learning environment also contained a mark making area and a salon 
area. The books were stored in a large box beside the couches.  

• The outdoor learning environment had a playhouse, wheeled items and tree stumps with a 
plank on top. There were two mud kitchens however there were no resources for the children 
to play with it.  

• Children and their families were afforded the opportunity to avail of support from the Access 
and Inclusion Model (AIM).  At the time of the inspection, language development was the 
main focus of the goals created for all children availing of AIM. Care plans were also in place 
for children with medical needs and allergies. These needs were monitored and responded 
to effectively and with care by the educators. 

Actions advised 

• The educators are advised to update the curriculum statement, and the planning and 
assessment procedures in accordance with Aistear 2024. It is advised that the key person 
plans for their group of children and completes formal narrative observations each month for 
each individual child. All plans and observations should be based around children’s 
emergent interests and learning needs.  

• An audit and overview of the indoor and outdoor learning environments is required. The self-
evaluation tools from Aistear Síolta Practice Guide will be useful in this regard. The 
educators should take time to observe how spaces are used by the children and to create 
some more defined areas including a mud kitchen outdoors and a book corner for the indoor 
learning environment. 

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

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

• A key person approach was effectively implemented to support the children in the setting. It 
was flexible with the educators reporting how they adapted and amended their key groups 
depending on the needs of the children and bonds between them. 

• On the day of the inspection, the children enjoyed playdough, a hands-on learning 
experience where they could manipulate the dough and use their imagination to make 
various designs. 

• All the children were learning about solving conflicts and understanding acceptable social 

skills. Children were at different stages of their social development depending on their age. 

The educators introduced timers to assist children to take turns. At times during the day some 

children struggled to control their emotions. Some of the older children in the group had 

developed strong friendships with their peers. 

• Children enjoyed completing jigsaws and puzzles. They also enjoyed building with magnets 
and various construction blocks. The educators used these opportunities to count, name 
colours and identify shapes with the children. 

• Throughout the free play period children had access to mark-making materials and creative 
play. Their achievements were then displayed throughout the learning environment.  
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• A small group of children enjoyed listening to stories read by the educator. The children were 
afforded the opportunity to stay or leave as they so wished.  

Actions advised 

• The children would benefit from further support and guidance to understand their emotions 
and to further develop their social skills. Children can be encouraged to independently 
problem solve and to discuss their emotions and regulate. It is advised that new goals are 
developed for children accessing AIM support with the support of the Early Years Specialist. 

• When interacting with the children, the educators are encouraged to ask open-ended 
questions and to focus on developing children’s early numeracy and literacy skills. 

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

• The managers and educators were professional in their work and were dedicated to the 
children, parents and families attending the setting. 

• The owner/ manager reported how the management role was still new to her and she was 
learning and developing everyday through her interactions and experiences. The owner/ 
manager was very open to advice and guidance to progress her in her role and to extend 
the practice of the setting. 

• Daily chats and group planning discussions were the main forms of professional dialogue 
and took place between the educators on a daily and weekly basis. Formal support and 
supervision processes had not yet been established. 

• The owner/ manager had attended the Aistear conference last year and had shared her 
newfound information with the educators. The team were still building their awareness 
regarding Aistear 2024. 

• A variety of communication methods were used to send information to parents including a 
monthly newsletter, telephone calls, an open day and end of year graduation day. The open 
day offered parents and children an opportunity to visit the setting before they commenced 
their place in the setting. 

• The manager has been dedicated in her role to building a good relationship with the local 
primary school. Monthly visits by the children and educators to the primary school, and open 
communication had been essential to this good work. The educators completed the Mo 
Scéal transition resources available from the National Council for Curriculum and 
Assessment (NCCA). The manager had contacted other local primary schools and shared 
information with these schools also. 

Actions advised 

• The owner/ manager is advised to introduce formal support and supervision meetings for all 
educators. This will aid the development of training plans, defined roles and responsibilities 
and will document agreed actions.  

• Building on good relationships already in existence with the local primary school, the 
educators are advised to develop resources to support the transition to primary school. 
Resources including social stories and videos would also enhance the settling-in process for 
children. 

  



6 

 

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 
development 

Good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Good 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Good 
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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   

Aistear - Nurturing Skills website  

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 

 

Published April 2026/ Foilsithe Aibreán 2026 

https://www.nurturingskills.ie/resources/
https://www.nurturingskills.ie/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/c71c0-insights/

