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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

guality development processes that optimise children’s education experiences and outcomes.

How to read this report

During this inspection, the inspector(s) 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.



Early Years Education Inspection

Date of inspection 11-11-2025

Activities conducted during the Inspection

e Pre-inspection meeting with the setting manager

¢ Review of setting documentation and records relating to the children’s learning and
development

e Review of the education resources and facilities

e Observations of interactions during an Early Childhood Care and Education Programme
session

e Interaction with young children

e Interaction with early years educators

e Feedback meeting with the setting manager

Context of setting

Little Oaks Academy Courtown is a privately-run Early Learning and Care (ELC) setting, located
on the Courtown Road, in Gorey, County Wexford. Established in 2024, this setting is one of
two sister settings located in the town, and it offers full day care to babies, toddlers, and pre-
school children, on a daily basis. It provides a morning session for children who are participating
in the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Programme. On the morning of the
inspection, twenty children were present, along with four early years’ educators.

Area 1: Quality of context to support children’s learning and development

e The quality of the context to support the children’s learning and development was very
good.

e A friendly and caring atmosphere was present. The manager and educators warmly greeted
the children and their parents, during arrival and collection times.

e The educators were knowledgeable about the children’s personalities, needs, and individual
preferences. They had planned the learning environments and included materials which
reflected the children’s interests.

¢ The educators had developed well-paced routines which were familiar to the children. These
were supported by an appropriate balance of adult-initiated and child-led activities. Whilst a
visual display had been created to support one child’s engagement in activities, it would
have been beneficial for all children to have access to a visual daily routine, to predict the
sequence of events.

e The educators prepared the children’s healthy snacks on plates and set them out on the
tables, as the children participated in circle time. Throughout snack, the children engaged in
many conversations about upcoming events and home life. As children finished, the
educators cleared away their plates and leftover food. As the children were very confident in
their self-help and self-care needs, involving them more in ‘helper’ roles to give out snack
would strengthen these skills further.

e The educators planned materials and activities in the indoor environment, which
encouraged the children’s active exploration and curiosity. Materials were well presented in
trays, boxes and baskets and were very accessible to the children.

e Times of transitions between activities included some advance signals. In the main, the
educators announced transitions in the moment and did not use any visual or auditory aids.

e The children’s sense of belonging was fostered through the sharing and documenting of
their classroom mascot, ‘Monty’ the teddy’s adventures, whilst on home visits. The
educators nurtured relationships with their peers through child-friendly classroom rules and
affirmation displays.

e The educators operated a key person approach. They used this approach to complete the
children’s individual learning and development observations and journals, and to
communicate with parents. The educators missed occasions to use this approach to plan for



their key children’s emerging interests and to extend their ‘thinking and reasoning’ language
and skills.

The educators supported the children to recognise their emotions and discuss their feelings
through the creation of booklets and visual emoji’s.

There were many displays created, which recognised and promoted the children’s
individuality and uniqueness. The educators presented photographs of the children’s
families, in their learning journals, for their birthdays, in addition to exhibiting their artwork.
The educators valued and affirmed diversity through cultural representations in posters,
books and displays. They were in the process of developing a curiosity shelf, which focused
on gathering items and materials which represented different countries around the world.
Parents had opportunities to socially connect for Christmas concerts and end of year
Graduation celebrations, which were held in the hall of a local school, in conjunction with
children and parents from the sister setting.

Actions advised

The educators are advised to develop more visual and auditory aids for all children. The
inclusion of a visual daily routine located at children’s eye level and extending transitions
strategies using bells, five-minute signals and referencing of the routine will support this.

In further strengthening the key person approach in place, the educators are advised to
engage the children in smaller group activities with their key educators. This will support
them to plan for and extend children’s inquiry-based and emergent interests and ideas and
their ‘thinking and reasoning’ language and skills.

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.

The educators implemented the Montessori Method of Education as the main curriculum, in
addition to incorporating play-based activities. The setting curriculum statement was very
well aligned to Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework.

Planning was organised on a long-term, medium-term and a short-term basis. Medium-term
plans were informed by seasonal and cultural themes and topics, and the Montessori areas.
The short-term plans detailed weekly activities which were an extension of the medium-term
plans. Whilst broad interests and anecdotes from children were noted, there was no clear
alignment of how these informed the short-term plans.

The educators completed regular assessments of children’s learning and development,
using developmental checklists, Montessori records which track children’s progress in
completing exercises, and Aistear records via an electronic application. Observations
documented detailed learning descriptions and photographs of the children’s engagement in
learning experiences. They did not record next steps in children’s learning progression in
their observations. The children had access to folders for their artwork, which were sent
home on a regular basis. It would have been beneficial for them to have access to individual
learning journals which recorded their learning and development progression.

The educator’s interactions were kind and affectionate. They were attuned to the children’s
verbal and non-verbal cues. They asked open-ended questions to extend learning and
engaged the children in two-way communications.

The indoor learning environment included a collection of shelves with a wide variety of
Montessori and open-ended materials, many of which extended the theme of dinosaurs and
volcanoes and reflected the children’s interests.

Play was central to how the children learned and developed. They had access to a
hairdressing prop box, a junk craft dinosaur land, a sensory volcano tuff tray and water to
wash ‘mud’ off a large group of dinosaurs. These experiences promoted and extended the
children’s imaginations, resourcefulness, creativity, and sensory explorations.

The educators effectively promoted the children’s early literacy and numeracy skills. Many
of the materials used by the children, promoted actively learning counting and mark-making
experiences.

The educators adopted an inclusive learning environment. They had implemented support
strategies, with individual children in mind and had developed a social story booklet which
supported the children’s understanding of special educational needs.



Actions advised

The educators are advised to make a clear alignment of how children’s inquiry based, and
emergent interests inform short-term plans. Making greater use of the anecdotal
observations will support planning for more meaningful experiences for children.

The educators are advised to consistently document next steps in learning for all children.
They are further advised to create individual learning journals, which documents a rich
portrait of their learning activities, artwork, and work, as the year goes on.

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

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

The children were motivated and interested in their learning and happily cooperated with
their peers, in pairs and small groups.

The educators supported the children to reflect on past learning, this was most evident
when asking questions about the types, sizes and names of dinosaurs.

The children were confident in their fine and gross motor development. They engaged with a
wide variety of materials which promoted their threading, fastening, and climbing skills.

The educators supported the children to make healthy choices. The educators implemented
a healthy food policy and ensured the children accessed the outdoors daily. They missed
occasions to extend the children’s learning when outdoors, as their access to sensory,
natural and real-life materials were limited.

The children were developing an awareness and appreciation of their self and group
identity. The educators had developed a memory booklet which documented their
participation in many learning activities. They also had opportunities to bring the pre-school
mascot home and record its adventures in their homes.

The educators supported the children’s connections to their community. They regularly
visited the library and had the fire officer visit during fire safety week. They had also created
a community map of local amenities and landmarks.

The children expressed themselves through a variety of songs and rhymes, in addition to
lots of free drawing, painting, and mark-making, many of which were prominently displayed.
Whilst the educators were attuned to the children’s verbal and non-verbal cues, with
children’s choices to say ‘no’ respected by the educators. In the main, there was little
documented evidence of their voices being visible in the learning room.

The children were aware of mathematical language and concepts. Many materials available
to them, focused on their active learning about size, shape, weight, quantity, and patterns.
The children had a growing understanding of the natural environment. As part of their
Montessori education, they learned about continents, countries, life cycles and used
sunflower seeds, coffee beans and lentils as part of their Practical Life exercises.

Actions advised

In enriching the children’s play experiences further, the educators are advised to include
more freely available sensory, real, and natural materials in the outdoor learning
environment.

The educators are advised to consistently record and make the children’s voices more
visible across the learning environment. Capturing the children’s comments, quotes,
suggestions, ideas and ‘thinking and reasoning’, language and interests, on their artwork, in
their learning observations and during small group discussions with their key educators will
support this process.



Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning

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

There was committed oversight by the manager for the programme of learning and care.
She was available onsite daily and regularly reported to the registered provider, who
managed the sister setting.

The team met formally each week to share updates, document children’s learning and plan
curriculum activities. Formal whole team meetings were held every six weeks to discuss
supports for children and operational matters. The manager documented agendas and
minutes of meetings.

The educators were provided with non-contact time each week to complete the children’s
learning and development observations. Whilst there was some formal engagement with the
self-evaluation tools in the Aistear, Siolta Practice Guide, pertaining to partnership with
parents and review of the learning environment; there was no consistent whole team
approach in place. The setting had yet to develop the practice of seeking the views of
parents in internal review processes.

There were detailed policies in place, which outlined clear operational procedures. The
setting parent’s handbook detailed relevant policy procedures and information on Aistear. It
would be of benefit to parents to include the settings partnership with parents’ policy, in
addition to information on Siolta: the National Quality Framework for Early Childhood
Education and the Access and Inclusion Model (AIM).

The manager checked-in daily with the educators and operated an open-door. She also held
one-to-one support and supervision meetings with educators every eight weeks.

The manager had completed a five-month leadership and management training course, in
addition to one educator upskilling her accredited qualification.

The management and educators had established effective two-way communications with
parents. They exchanged information informally daily and used an electronic application to
provide general updates on the children’s care routines. They shared the children’s weekly
learning and development activities via the electronic application, in addition, to sharing
information and events through monthly newsletters.

The educators had developed effective settling-in procedures which consisted of onsite
visits and phased settling-in periods, where parents were welcomed to stay nearby.

In supporting the children moving from pre-school to primary school, the educators
completed the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) Mo Scéal
templates and shared these with parents. The educators had established strong
relationships with the principals and teachers of two local feeder schools, one of whom they
operated an afterschool service from. The teachers at both schools visited the pre-school
children each year, and the educators had developed social story booklets relating to five
feeder schools in the locality.

Actions advised

In order to strengthen the existing self-evaluation practices in place, the management and
educators are advised to formally engage and document internal review and self-evaluation
processes as a whole team, to support quality improvement developments and use the
action planning templates to document agreed decision and shared responsibilities amongst
staff. The resources and self-evaluation tools in the Aistear, Siolta Practice Guide will
support this.

The management and educators are advised to include their partnership with parents’ policy
into their parent’s handbook, along with information on the Access and Inclusion Model
(AIM). They are further advised to seek the views of children and parents in internal review
processes.



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 Very good
development

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 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 Excellent; exemplary; outstanding;
exemplary in meeting the needs of exceptionally high standard; with very
learners. This provision provides an significant strengths
example for other schools and
settings of exceptionally high
standards of provision.

Very good Provision that is very good is very | Very good; of a very high quality; very
effective in meeting the needs of effective practice; highly commendable;
learners and is of a very high very successful
standard. There is potential to build
on existing strengths to achieve an
excellent standard.

Good Provision that is good is effective in | Good; of good quality; effective
meeting the needs of learners. There | practice; competent; useful;
is need to build on existing strengths | commendable; good standard;
in order to address the aspects to be | strengths outweigh the shortcomings;
developed and achieve a very good appropriate provision although some
standard. possibilities for improvement exist

Requires Provision that requires Fair; less than effective; less than

improvement | improvement to achieve a good sufficient; evident weaknesses that are

to achieve a standard is not sufficiently effective impacting on learning; experiencing
good in meeting the needs of learners. difficulty; shortcomings outweigh
standard There is need to address certain strengths; must improve in specified
deficiencies without delay in order to | areas; action required to improve
ensure that provision is good or
better.

Requires Provision that requires significant | Weak; poor; ineffective; insufficient;

significant improvement to achieve a good unacceptable; experiencing significant

improvement | standard is hot meeting the needs of | difficulties; serious deficiencies in the
to achieve a learners. There is immediate need for | areas evaluated; requiring significant
good significant action to address the change, development and

standard areas of concern. 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
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