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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 29-05-2025 

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 an Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
Programme session  

 Interaction with children   

 Interaction with early years educators 

 Feedback meeting with the setting owner/manager  

 

 

Context of setting 
Aishling’s Little Angels is a privately operated Early Learning and Care (ELC) setting located in 
Cullahill, County Laois. Established in 2009 and relocated to the nearby community hall in 2024, 
the setting provides a morning ECCE session and a School Aged Childcare (SAC) service. This 
inspection focussed on the ECCE programme. Eighteen children and three early years 
educators, one of whom is the setting owner/manager, were present. The early years setting 
was given an opportunity to comment in writing on the findings and actions advised of the 
report; a response was not received from the setting. 

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.  

 There was a very calm, friendly and inviting atmosphere in the setting. The educators 
showed sensitivity and a positive regard for the children and their families as they warmly 
greeted them on arrival. Gentle background music was used at times during the session. 

 The educators used a key person and a team approach to nurture warm and positive 
relationships with the children and their families. Secure attachments were very evident 
through the educators’ responsiveness to each child’s emotional needs, temperament, likes 
and dislikes. 

 The educators established a very well-balanced daily routine. There was dedicated times for 
a free flow of movement between the indoor and outdoor environments and ample time 
allocated to child-led play experiences. Educator-led small group activities were optional 
and aligned to children’s play interests. 

 The educators informed the children of transitions to the daily routine through verbal 
announcements as the changes were occurring. 

 There was a selection of healthy snacks available to the children throughout the session 
and the children enjoyed sitting together during group snack time. The educators optimised 
this time as an opportunity to support the children’s self-help, care of the environment and 
conversation skills. A helper system was in operation, whereby, two children took turns to 
collect up, wash, dry and put away the snack plates. They also swept the floor. 

 Among the strategies used to support the children’s sense of identity and belonging were a 
birthday book, a family display and collections of photographs that illustrated a wide variety 
of the children’s past play and learning experiences.  

 The children’s sense of membership to the local community was supported through walks to 
visit local shops and to a nearby castle. Parents and community members were invited in to 
visit the children, including a firefighter and a beekeeper. These events were recorded in a 
group learning journal. A display of world monuments and folders about the continents of 
the world were among the strategies used to support the children’s understanding of the 
culturally-diverse wider world.   
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Actions advised 

 To support children during transition times in the daily routine, the educators are advised to 
signal pending routine changes consistently. The combination of both auditory and visual 
strategies is encouraged. This could include sand timers and portable visual schedules.   

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.  

 The educators implemented an effective child-led play-based curriculum that was informed 
by Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework. Some elements of the Montessori 
approach to early childhood education were also evident. 

 The curriculum planning was informal. The spontaneous programme of play and learning 
experiences was informed by seasonal events, educator-initiated topics that took account of 
children’s developing capabilities and some of the children’s play interests. 

 Each key educator used developmental checklists linked to the Aistear themes and learning 
journals called ‘Memory Books’ to gather information about the children’s learning progress.  

 Play was used as the main medium for the children to interact with, explore and make sense 
of the world, and the educators used playful interactions with the children that supported 
children’s early language acquisition and some early mathematics skills. 

 The setting operated from a community hall. Both the indoor and outdoor learning 
environments required daily set up and clear away, due to the spaces being used daily by 
other community groups. The indoor learning space was organised into well thought out 
areas of interest that included a home and kitchen area, a creative area, a construction area 
and a cosy Library area. Many interest areas incorporated fact-based books to support and 
extend children’s learning.   

 The outdoor learning environment complemented the indoors. There were additional 
sensory experiences, a tented den, a very well-resourced outdoor kitchen and a well 
cultivated garden area.  

 The educators were committed to providing an inclusive experience for all children. In 
partnership with parents, they had engaged with external agencies and the Access and 
Inclusion Model (AIM) to optimise support for children presenting with additional needs. 

Actions advised 

 The educator team is advised to review the curriculum policy and to include formal 
curriculum planning and assessment procedures. The ‘Curriculum Foundations’ section of 
the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide will support this work. Each key educator is advised to 
record their key child’s play interests, strengths and learning needs, and to periodically use 
this information to inform the short-term group and individual curriculum plans.  

 The educator team is advised to review their approach to assessment of children’s learning 
progress. They are advised to include narrative style records and individualised learning 
support plans. The learning story approach could be used. 

 The educators are advised to extend their playful language-rich interaction strategies to 
further support and extend children’s science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) skills. The use of intentional open-ended questioning will support this practice. 

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

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

 The children demonstrated contentment and were secure and at ease in the setting. They 
displayed enjoyment and a growing sense of wellbeing. They were learning about healthy 
eating and the value of exercising their bodies.  

 The children were highly motivated to explore their play interests and eagerly engaged in 
sustained shared thinking experiences with educators. For example, a large group of 
children helped one another to construct a princess castle from the obstacle course and 
construction area resources. Many positive learning dispositions were evident, including co-
operation, determination, decision-making, creative problem solving and resourcefulness. 

 The children experienced success through their informal conversations with the educators, 
and viewing their artwork and photographic collages of past learning experiences that were 
on display. They were not afforded formal opportunities to be involved in compiling and 
commenting on their learning progress.  
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 The children demonstrated an evolving capacity to communicate and self-regulate their 
emotions. They were benefiting from the educators skilful use of feelings-based books and 
role modelling how to appropriately express a range of emotions.    

 The children were developing positive social skills which enabled them to respond 
appropriately to different social situations, including the ability to listen to their peers, 
express empathy and play co-operatively. Many friendships were evident. 

 The children demonstrated the capacity to communicate their thoughts and ideas very 
creatively through singing, dancing, action songs, mark-making, playdough modelling, 
construction work and storytelling. 

 The children were making sense of their world through engagement with educator-initiated 
learning experiences. These included a group project exploring the work of a local 
beekeeper and many activities exploring seasonal changes and life cycles. There was a 
strong schematic interest in connecting and disconnecting evident throughout the session. 

Action advised 

 To further support the children’s sense of achievement and strengthen their identity as 
agentic, competent and confident learners, the educators are advised to optimise the 
learning journals as tools to support children to be involved in planning and reflecting on 
their learning journey. The inclusion of the children’s reflective comments and recap and 
recall sessions are encouraged. 

Area 4: Quality of management and leadership for learning 

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

 The owner/manager oversaw the day-to-day operations of the setting while also working 
directly with the children alongside the educator team.   

 An ethos of professionalism and a commitment to providing a high-quality play and learning 
experience for the children was evident. The owner/manager conducted formal monthly staff 
meetings and regular educator support and supervision sessions.  

 The educator team were committed to engaging in continuing professional development 
opportunities and actively shared their learning with one another. This included engagement 
with the Hanen training and the ‘Healthy Ireland Start Smart’ initiative.  

 The educators engaged in internal evaluation reviews as the need arose and implemented 
required quality improvements accordingly. These quality reviews were not documented. 
Formal parents’ feedback was sought to inform practice reviews.   

 Information was shared with parents through a regular newsletter, a social media account, a 
messaging application and through optimising the drop-off and collection times. Children’s 
learning records/memory books are shared with parents at the end of the school year.   

 The children’s transition into the setting was supported through the use of a settling-in 
policy, a parent’s handbook and a child-centred induction phase. There was limited 
information shared in the handbook related to the educators’ curriculum approach.  

 Many strategies were used by the educators to support the children’s transition to primary 
school. These included photographs of the local primary school and their uniform, a visit 
from the junior infant teacher, and the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment Mo 
Scéal resources to support families to share information about children’s learning progress 
with primary school personnel.  

Actions advised 

 The owner/manager and educator team are advised to establish a more formal and robust 
approach to internal evaluation for quality developments. They are advised to use the full 
suite of self-evaluation and action planning tools of the Aistear Síolta Practice Guide, and to 
review their Policy and Procedure manual content to align this to the setting’s new location. 

 The educator team is advised to communicate their curriculum approach and their planning 
and assessment practices with parents through inclusion in the parents’ handbook. They are 
further advised to regularly share the children’s learner records with parents. 
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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 

Good 

Quality of children’s learning experiences and achievements 
Very good 

Quality of management and leadership for learning 
Very 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    

Department of Education Insights – Quality in Early Years Education webinars 
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