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Early years services in Ireland have 
been subject to regulatory inspection 
for over 20 years since the first pre-
school regulations were published in 
1996. Since then, settings have been 
assessed for compliance across a 
number of areas such as governance; 
the health, welfare and development 
of children; the safety and suitability 
of facilities and premises; and more.

Settings in Ireland are also subject to 
inspection by Pobal to ensure they 
are adhering to the stated terms of 
funding programmes such as the 
ECCE scheme. More recently, early 
years education inspections have 
been introduced to evaluate the 
nature, range and appropriateness 
of early educational experiences 
offered to young children. All of these 
inspections, coupled with a series of 
other developments in the Irish early 
years sector in recent years aimed 
at improving the quality of services 
for children and families, are to be 
welcomed, but they come at a rapid 
pace for early years providers. 

This issue of ChildLinks considers 
early years inspections in Ireland 
from a number of perspectives, 
looking at both the benefits and the 
challenges of quality monitoring. In 
the first article, Helen Rouine, Quality 
Improvement Manager in Tusla Early 
Years Inspectorate, gives an overview 
of Tusla inspections in Ireland and 

outlines both recent developments, 
such as the Quality and Regulatory 
Framework, and future plans. Dr 
Maresa Duignan, Assistant Chief 
Inspector Early Years Policy and 
Practice, then describes the progress 
to date in the establishment and 
implementation of early education 
inspections by the Inspectorate of 
the Department of Education and 
Skills.

Also included in this issue are articles 
that consider the role of inspections 
from the perspective of the early 
years provider. First, the manager of 
an early years services outlines her 
recent experiences of inspections 
and some of the challenges 
facing ECEC settings in Ireland 
today. Marian Quinn, Chairperson 
of the Association of Childhood 
Professionals, then considers the 
need for improved working conditions 
for members of the ECEC and how 
this links to the inspection system.

Finally, Sharon Byrne, Early Years 
Development Co-Ordinator with 
Barnardos, considers the role of early 
years mentors in supporting settings 
to interpret inspection requirements, 
reflect on how they are currently 
meeting standards, set goals and 
review progress.

Editorial
Inspections in early 
childhood education 
and care settings 
provide a tool to 
assess the quality of 
provision and have 
great potential to 
impact positively 
on children’s early 
learning experiences. 
Inspection processes 
can often also be a 
positive experience for 
early years educators, 
endorsing practice 
and raising standards. 
They can, however, 
bring challenges. 

Inspections in Early 
Childhood Education  
and Care
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Introduction
Tusla, The Child and Family Agency was established 
on 1st January 2014 and is responsible for improving 
well-being and outcomes for children in Ireland. Tusla 
has responsibility for regulating specified services for 
children and now manages all regulatory functions 
under the Children’s Services Regulatory division. These 
children’s services regulations include:

�� Early years (pre-school) inspection services

�� Registration of school age services 

�� Non-statutory alternative care (residential and foster 
care agencies)

�� Alternative education assessment registration 
services (home schooling and independent schools)

�� Child safeguarding statement unit
The Agency operates under the Child and Family Agency 
Act 2013 (Government of Ireland, 2013).

Children’s Service 
Regulation (CSR)
The role of the Children’s Service Regulation Directorate 
within Tusla is to provide public assurance and 
confidence that Tusla’s regulatory programmes operate 
to the highest standards, within evidence-based practice 

in accordance with legislation (Tusla, 2019). The Early 
Years Inspectorate functions under the Director of 
Children’s Services Regulation. It is the independent 
statutory regulator of early years service provision 
and its role is to promote and monitor the safety and 
quality of care and support of the child in early years 
provision in accordance with the legislation. The Early 
Years Inspectorate implements its role by assessing 
applications for registration and inspecting registered 
services as outlined below (Tusla, 2018a). 

1. Pre-schools, playgroups, crèches, 
childminders and drop-in services

The Early Years Inspectorate registers and inspects 
pre-schools, playgroups, crèches, childminders 
(who care for more than three children) and drop-in 
services. Its remit covers children age 0-6 years and 
its authority is underpinned by Part 12 of the Child 
and Family Agency Act 2013 and the 2016 Early Years 
Regulations (Government of Ireland, 2013). The Early 
Years Inspection service was first introduced in 1997, 
under Part VII of the Child Care Act 1991 (Government 
of Ireland, 1991), which gave effect to the Child Care 
(Pre-School Services) Regulations 1996 providing for a 

Tusla: Early Years Inspectorate 
– the Statutory Regulator

Helen Rouine, Quality Improvement 
Manager, Tusla Early Years Inspectorate
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system of notification and inspection. The regulations 
were subsequently revised in 2006 and placed greater 
emphasis on the health, welfare and development of 
the child. The Minister for Children and Youth Affairs 
published the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) 
Regulations 2016 (Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs, 2016a) and the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years 
Services) (Amendment) Regulations (Department of 
Children and Youth Affairs, 2016b) on 4th July and 30th 
December 2016 respectively. These revised regulations 
build on Part 12 of the Child and Family Agency Act 2013, 
provide for the inclusion of school age services and also 
enhance the enforcement powers of the Inspectorate 
to include a requirement for services to be registered 
prior to operation. This legislation and these regulations 
provide the basis for inspections carried out by the Tusla 
Early Years Inspectorate1.

2. School age services
The CSR registration office registers school age services. 
A ‘school age service’ means any early years service, 
play group, day nursery, crèche, day-care or other similar 
service:

�� That caters for children under the age of 15 years 
enrolled in a school providing primary or post 
primary education.

�� That provides a range of activities that are 
developmental, educational and recreational in 
manner, that take place outside of school hours, 
and the primary purpose of which is to care for 
children where their parents are unavailable.

�� Where the basis for access to which is made 
publicly known to the parents and guardians of 
the children.

Registration of school age services was introduced on 
the 2nd January 2019 with the publication of the Child 
Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) (Registration of 
School Age Services) Regulations 2018 (Department 
of Children and Youth Affairs, 2018). Services that 
solely provide activities relating to the arts, youth work, 
competitive or recreational sport, tuition or religious 
teaching are not defined as school age services 
under the Childcare Act 1991 Revised January 2019 
(Government of Ireland, 2019). Prior to the introduction 
of this legislation, the Minister for Children and 
Youth Affairs signed the Childcare Support Act 2018 
(Commencement) Order 201. This order will enable 
registered school age services to participate in the 
affordable childcare scheme from its introduction in 
autumn 2019. The registration of school age services 
commenced on the 18th February 20192. 

 1 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/

 2 https://www.tusla.ie/services/family-community-support/school-age-services/

Benefits of  Regulating Early 
Years Services
Many positive benefits of regulation in early years 
services have been identified. These are highlighted in 
the Report of the Expert Advisory Group in the Early 
Years Strategy (Department of Children and Youth 
Affairs, 2013) as follows: 

�� Safeguarding children against harmful practices 

�� Ensuring that minimum standards are met 

�� Supporting the translation of quality standards into 
practice 

�� Providing parents and the public with an assurance 
that services are of a consistent quality 

�� Setting benchmarks against which service providers 
can develop, enhance and maintain services for 
children 

The Early Years Inspectorate regulatory function of 
registration and inspection are underpinned by a range 
of quality processes which support the implementation 
of regulation.

Registration
The 2016 Regulations define the meaning of an 
early years service and set out the requirements for 
registration. The Early Years Inspectorate regulatory 
registration functions include: 

�� Initial registration of new services. Processing 
applications through which potential Early Years 
Services may register or be refused registration 
with Tusla. This includes the process from the 
initial application, inspection, decision-making 
and communication of the final decision to the 
Registered Provider. 

�� Processing the continued registration of existing 
services and representations received from or on 
behalf of registered providers in relation to proposed 
decisions made at registration panel. All early 
years services are entitled to make representation 
concerning the intent of proposed decisions or 
conditions associated with registration. Part 12 
of the Child and Family Agency Act 2013 makes 
provision for an applicant or a registered provider 
to make representation to Tusla or appeal to the 
District court on a decision made by Tusla in regard 
to the registration of a service. 

�� Receiving and processing notifiable incidents. 
Registered early years services are required to 
notify Tusla in writing within three working days of 
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becoming aware of any specific incidents occurring 
in the service. These incidents are:

�» When a child goes missing from the service. 

�» The death of a child.

�» A child or adult diagnosed with an infectious disease. 

�» Closure of the service following an incident in the 
service. 

�» Where a child sustains a serious injury in the 
service which requires medical attention. 254 
incidents had been notified to the Early Years 
Inspectorate at the end of December 2018.

�� Receiving, processing and management of all 
notifications of proposed changes in circumstances. 
A registered provider is required to inform Tusla of a 
change in circumstances under Regulation 8 of the 
2016 Regulations. The changes in circumstances are 
specified in the Changes in Circumstances Form as 
set out in schedule 4 of the regulations3. At the end 
of 2018, a total of 1,384 changes in circumstances 
were notified to the Early Years Inspectorate.

�� Receiving and managing unsolicited information4. 
Unsolicited information is defined as any piece of 
information that relates to the operation of an early 
years service that has been brought to the attention 
of the inspectorate but has not been sought or 
requested. All unsolicited information received by 
the Early Years Inspectorate that relates to the early 
years service is assessed, managed and examined 
to determine if any concerns relating to the safety 
of children exists and the appropriate level of 
intervention that should be taken. Information, 
including concerns and comments, provides a 
valuable source by which service delivery standards 
can be monitored and reviewed by the Early Years 
Inspectorate. A total of 413 unsolicited information 
submissions relating to early years services were 
received in 2018 (Tusla, 2019). 

�� Management of information regarding registered 
services that are operating outside of their registration 
status. In Ireland, a person is required in accordance 
with Part 58D(2) Section 12 of the Child and Family 
Agency Act 2013 to make an application to the 
Agency to be registered in the register if they propose 
to provide a prescribed early years service. Part 
58D(1) Section 12 of the Child and Family Agency 
Act 2013 sets out that a person shall not provide a 
prescribed early years service unless his or her name 
is entered in the register as a provider of that service.

�� Management of information regarding unauthorised 
services (services not on the Register) is received 
and processed by the Early Years Inspectorate. 

 3 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/notification-of-change-in-circumstances-form/

 4 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/where-to-get-advice-if-i-have-a-difficulty-or-a-complaint-about-a-service/

Inspection
The purpose of inspection is to improve the service for 
the children attending early years services, raise the 
standard where necessary and make the children’s 
experience in the service better. In essence, the regulator 
under the 2016 regulations seeks to improve four key 
outcomes for children in registered early years settings 
(Hanafin, 2014): 

�� The service is well governed

�� The health, welfare and development of each child is 
supported

�� Children are safe in the service

�� The premises are safe, suitable and appropriate for 
the care and education of children

Inspection processes are underpinned by the principals 
of proportionality, accountability, effectiveness, fairness, 
reasonability, transparency and intelligence (Walshe & 
Shorthall, 2004) with children’s well-being at the heart 
of inspection. 

On-site inspections of early services are undertaken 
in a structured and consistent manner. Evidence of 
compliance is assessed by the Inspector. The Inspector:

�� Reviews any information and documentation 
submitted in the application for registration. 

�� Considers any documentary evidence of how 
the regulations are being implemented within 
the service. This may include, for example, the 
examination of policies and procedures, the review 
of service records, children’s records, staff training 
records, programme of activities records, rosters, 
incident and complaint records and risk register(s).

�� Interviews and consults with management and staff.

�� Observes the operational practices in the service, 
including care, play, interactions of staff and 
children, and how suitable the premises and facilities 
are for children’s care and learning. 

During inspection, if an inspector identifies a critical 
risk to the safety or welfare of a child this is brought to 
the attention of the service for immediate remedy as a 
matter of urgency. An immediate action notice is also 
sent to the registered provider. This may also necessitate 
escalation to the registration panel.

 The purpose of inspection is to improve 
the service for the children attending 

early years services, raise the standard 
where necessary and make the children’s 

experience in the service better.    
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Inspections take place in respect of new applications 
and in certain instances where services notify a change 
in circumstances. These are referred to as ‘Fit for Purpose 
(FFP) Inspections’. The vast majority of inspections, 
however, are undertaken in relation to existing 
registered services and a number of inspections are 
also undertaken in response to complaints received. The 
Early Years Inspectorate carried out 2,513 inspections in 
2018; 480 (24%) more than 2017. There were 4,435 early 
years services on the register of services in December 
2018, 49 fewer than December 2017. Over 100 new 
applications to become a registered provider were 
received in 2018, continuing to reflect the impact of the 
changes to the Early Childhood Care and Education 
Programme introduced by the Government and the new 
Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years Services) Regulations 
2016, which commenced in June 2016 (Tusla, 2019).

Inspection report

Following the inspection of a service, the Inspector 
prepares a report on the findings of the inspection. 
This draft report details the findings of the inspection 
with regard to governance of the service, supports for 
the health, welfare and development of the child, the 
safety of the service and the safety and the suitability 
of the premises and facilities. The registered provider is 
provided with an opportunity to respond to the report 
using the factual accuracy form and to respond to any 
non-compliance identified by completing the corrective 
and preventive action template5. All inspection 
reports are reviewed at a regional registration panel 
for consideration for initial registration or continued 
registration. Following completion of this reporting 
process, services approved for registration and 
continued registration are issued with a final inspection 
report to the registered provider, which is subsequently 
published by Tusla. Over 4,855 Early Years Inspection 
reports were published on the Tusla website at the end 
of 2018 (Tusla, 2019). 

Management of escalation procedures 

Tusla Early Years Inspectorate will utilise its powers 
of regulatory enforcement where registered services 
have been identified with critical risks and/or areas of 
regulatory non-compliance. The registered provider is 
required to act on all aspects identified as non-compliant. 
Demonstration of immediate corrective actions and 
ongoing preventive measures must be clearly identified 
in the corrective and preventive action plan completed by 
the service for non-compliances identified. These actions 
are required to rectify the non-compliance by eliminating 
or minimising the risk so that it no longer poses a danger. 

 5  https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/focused-inspection-tool-and-outcome-reports/

All actions must include timeframes. Where the registered 
provider fails to comply with the legislative requirements, 
including any conditions applied to the registration 
status of the service, Tusla initiates enforcement action. 
In determining appropriate and proportionate regulatory 
enforcement action, consideration is given to the nature 
of the risk and/or non-compliance requiring enforcement 
as well as the provider’s response and previous history 
of compliance. 

Escalation processes can include:

�� Compliance meeting with the registered provider

�� Escalation of the service to the National Registration 
Panel

�� Regulatory enforcement meeting

Enforcement can include:

�� Application of conditions

�� Proposal to removal from the register

�� Prosecution

Effectiveness of  Regulatory 
Inspection
Tusla’s Early Years Inspectorate regulatory process 
can demonstrate the impact that inspection has on 
service provision. The Early Years Inspectorate annual 
report for 2017 (Tusla, 2018a) details an analysis of 
the findings relating to 500 randomly selected non-
compliant regulations demonstrating the effectiveness 
of the inspection process in addressing issues arising. 
This analysis illustrates how the vast majority of services 
were reported to have achieved compliance across all 
non-compliant regulations (83%; 414) at the time the 
inspection report was issued. A further 10% (n = 52) 
submitted information that was deemed compliant, 
but would need to be verified at the next inspection 
that took place (not verified). Only 7% (n = 34) of non-
compliant regulations had not been addressed at the 
time the report was issued. 

Recent Developments
The Early Years Inspectorate as independent statutory 
regulator of early years services in Ireland constantly 
strives to be transparent in its practices, but also to 
work collaboratively with all stakeholders in the early 
learning and care sector. It was in this context of service 
improvement and collaborative engagement that the 
inspectorate sought to develop a Quality and Regulatory 
Framework (Tusla, 2018b) for the early years learning 
and care sector.
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The Quality and Regulatory Framework 

The Early Years Inspectorate developed a Quality and 
Regulatory Framework (QRF) to support registered Early 
Years Services to comply with the 2016 regulations. 
The QRF does this by setting out the core regulatory 
requirements in a transparent way, bringing together 
evidence-based, national and international research and 
best practice in early years. The QRF aims to support 
registered providers in achieving compliance with the 
regulations and enhance the safety and care of children 
who attend these services. The QRF is child-centred, with 
a specific focus on the quality and safety of the care 
provided directly to children using the services.

Tusla Early Years Inspectorate, in collaboration with the 
Department of Children and Youth Affairs, launched the 
Quality and Regulatory Framework on Wednesday 5th 
September 2018 in Dublin6.

The journey to develop the Quality and Regulatory 
Framework (QRF) for the early years sector began in 
2015. A need for this type of framework emerged from 
the early years sector itself and from the findings of 
research commissioned by Tusla in 2014 (Hanafin, 
2014). Both highlighted a need for greater clarity in 
the requirements for compliance with the Early Years 
Regulations. The development of the QRF has been 
underpinned by a comprehensive, systematic and 
participative approach (Tusla, 2018c) that involved wide 
ranging consultations with key stakeholders including:

�� Providers

�� Parents

�� The Early Years Inspectorate

�� Many organisations across all stakeholders in the 
early years sector in Ireland 

�� International peers and regulatory organisations 

�� Guidance of the European Commission

In conjunction with developing a QRF, the Early Years 
Inspectorate also worked in partnership with Barnardos 
to provide specific and targeted assistance in developing 
a suite of documents to support services with regulatory 
compliance (Tusla, 2018d): 

�� Developing Policies, Procedures and Statements in 
Early Childhood Education and Care Services – A 
Practical Guide

�� Sample and template policies, procedures and 
statements for centre-based services

 6  https://www.tusla.ie/news/tusla-launches-quality-and-regulatory-framework-for-the-early-years-sector/

 7 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/creche-inspection-reports/

 8 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/new-providers/

 9 https://betterstart.pobal.ie/Pages/Home.aspx

 10 http://www.childrensdatabase.ie/docs/EN/Press-Releases-copy-dcya-gov-ie-2019/81/4583.htm

 11 https://www.tusla.ie/services/family-community-support/school-age-services/

 12 https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/TOR_Consultative_Group.pdf

 13 https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/EYI_Regulatory_Support_Forum_Terms_of_Reference_for_web_site.pdf

 14 https://www.tusla.ie/services/preschool-services/early-years-newsletter/

�� Context of Early Childhood Education and Care in 
Ireland 

�� Rights of the Child 

Sample childminding policies, procedures and statements 
were also developed to assist childminders.

This framework and associated sample and template 
policies, procedures and statements will support 
registered providers in achieving compliance with the 
regulations and, through that, enhance the safety and care 
of children who attend these services. It will also support 
and promote standardisation across the Inspectorate. 

Additional current developments and collaborations 
include:

�� Publication of inspection reports in an easily 
accessible format on the Tusla website7.

�� Development of a question and answer document 
relating to registration of services8.

�� Development of policy documents to support the 
registration, operation, and quality assurance 
functions of the inspectorate

�� Establishment of a memorandum of understanding 
with Better Start quality development service9.

�� Extending the eligibility criteria for working as an 
Early Years Inspector10.

�� Development of documentation and processes to 
support school age registration11.

�� Ongoing engagement with the Early Years 
Inspectorate consultative forum, established in 
2015 to provide opportunities for stakeholders and 
representative organisations to contribute to the 
ongoing reform and development of the Early Years 
Inspectorate12. 

�� Continuing engagement with the Early Years 
Inspectorate regulatory support forum established 
in 2017. As a key support network for early years 
providers the Early Years Inspectorate continues 
to brief the forum on key initiatives and updates to 
current policy, practice and protocol decisions of 
the Early Years Inspectorate13. 

�� Continued dissemination of Early Years Inspectorate 
regulatory updates, alerts and information through 
the Early Years Inspectorate quarterly newsletter, 
which acts as a two-way communication mechanism 
whereby providers can have their questions 
responded and any issues raised clarified14.
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Some Planned Future Developments 
Early years services been subject to regulatory inspection 
for over 20 years in Ireland since the first pre-school 
regulations were published in 1996. Tusla’s regulatory 
approach is one of performance improvement thorough 
assessment for compliance with regulations to ensure 
that services are safe, well governed, support the health, 
welfare and development of children, and that the 
facilities and premises are a suitable place for children’s 
learning and care. Some planned future developments 
include:

�� Identify how the Early Years Inspectorate can best 
ensure that parents have a voice in the overall 
statutory inspection process of early years services.

�� Identify how the Early Years Inspectorate can best 
ensure that the voice of the child is included in the 
statutory inspection process of early years services.

�� Continue implementation the Quality & Regulatory 
Framework (QRF) across the early years sector.

�� Conduct research on the regulation of childminders 
in other jurisdictions and commence consultation 
with the sector.

�� Develop ICT system for the inspectorate to further 
support regulatory function of registration and 
Inspection.

�� Continue to enhance collaborative practice with 
stakeholders and relevant organisation. 

For more information on Tusla Early Years Inspectorate see  
https://www.tusla.ie/services/family-community-support/pre-school-services/
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Introduction
This article describes the progress to date (May 2019) in 
the establishment of early education inspection by the 
Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Skills 
(DES). These inspections are conducted in early years 
settings delivering the free preschool in early childhood 
care and education (ECCE) programme funded through 
the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA). 
The article considers the particular nature of the 
Inspection for Improvement approach to evaluation and 
quality improvement, and shares some brief insight into 
the early findings of this initiative. 

The Inspectorate of the Department of Education and 
Skills (DES) works to improve the quality of learning 
for children and young people in Irish schools, centres 
for education, early years settings under the ECCE 
programme and publicly funded early childhood 
education for children from 2 years 8 months until they 
enrol in primary school and/or other learning settings. The 
Inspectorate is also responsible for the provision of advice 
to the education system, the Minister and policy makers. 
Early Years Education Inspection (EYEI) is carried out in 
accordance with section 13(3)(b) of the Education Act 
1998 and in line with a Memorandum of Understanding 
between the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, the 
Minister for Education and Skills and the Inspectorate of 
the Department of Education and Skills. Early education 
settings delivering the universal free early childhood care 
and education (ECCE) programme are obliged, under the 
terms of their grant agreement, to facilitate inspection 
by the Department of Education and Skills Inspectorate 
(DCYA 2018 section 8.1) (DCYA, 2018).

Education Inspection in the 
Early Years Sector 
The Early Years Education Inspection (EYEI) model 
was introduced in April 2016. EYEI evaluates the 
nature, range and appropriateness of early educational 
experiences offered to young children. Evaluation is 
based on a quality framework informed by the principles 
of Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework 
(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment, 2009) 
and Síolta: the National Quality Framework for Early 
Childhood Education (DES, 2010) as well as national 
and international research related to early childhood 
education and inspection.

The EYEI quality framework focuses on the following four 
areas of practice:

�� The quality of the context to support children’s 
learning and development

�� The quality of the processes to support children’s 
learning and development

�� The quality of children’s learning experiences and 
achievements, and 

�� The quality of management and leadership for 
learning.

These four areas of practice are detailed in the Quality 
Framework for Early Years Education contained in 
the Guide to Early Years Education Inspection (DES, 
2018a).

Inspection for 
Improvement in Early 
Years Education –  
Update from Department of 
Education and Skills

Dr Maresa Duignan, Assistant Chief  Inspector Early Years Policy and Practice, 
Department of  Education and Skills
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Inspection for Improvement
In their 2013 publication Synergies for Better Learning: An 
International Perspective on Evaluation and Assessment,  
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) described a conceptual framework 
for evaluation in education settings that identifies the 
complex web of relationships and interactions that 
contribute to the achievement of quality improvements 
(see Figure 1 below). This framework resonates with 
the ‘Competent System’ in early childhood education 
and care described in the 2011 CoRe Report (Urban, 
Vandenbroek, Lazzari, Peeters, & van Laere, 2011), which 
argues that high quality professional practice can only 
be realised if all dimensions of the system are working 
cohesively and with common purpose towards high 

quality outcomes for all learners. The four dimensions of 

the competent system are: 

�� Individual level

�� Institutional and team level

�� Inter-institutional level

�� Level of governance 

In relation to evaluation of practice, it is clear from 

the conceptual frameworks elaborated in both policy 

documents that a balance between internal and external 

evaluation processes is an essential feature of high 

quality ‘competent’ education systems. The approach 

to inspection that underpins the Early Years Education 

Inspection model fully embraces this approach. 

Figure 1: A conceptual framework for  
school evaluation (OECD, 2013)
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External inspections facilitate improvement and change 
in education provision. Inspection reports provide 
evidence-based judgements about the quality of 
education provision and affirm the aspects of practice 
that are working well. The outcomes of inspection also 
inform the judgements of staff about the strengths and 
priorities for improvement in early years settings in 
their particular contexts. In this way, inspection findings 

help to complement internal self-evaluation and review 
processes. The actions advised in inspection reports 
provide important direction for the early education setting 
as the setting seeks to bring about ongoing improvement 
in the quality of provision and practice. EYEI reports are 
available on the DES website at the following address 
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-
Reports-Publications/Early-Years-Education-Reports/ 
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Progress in the 
Implementation of 
Education Inspection 
EYEI commenced formally in April 2016 with a small 
team of early years and primary inspectors all of whom 
are highly qualified early education professionals with a 
diverse range of professional experience and expertise. 
The early phase of implementation of EYEI allowed for 
the in-depth testing in practice of the framework for 
inspection in a diverse range of settings nationally. It 
has also facilitated the trial of the EYEI model in multi-
room early years settings and the implementation of 
a follow through inspection model. To date over 2,100 
inspections have been conducted nationally in a wide 
variety of early years settings. This represents just over 
half of the settings delivering the ECCE Programme of 
free preschool education.

The DES Inspectorate adheres to a core principle of 
close collaboration with stakeholders and partners in 
the education system in the development and operation 
of its inspection programme. This co-professional 
approach has been extended to the early years sector. 
An example of this commitment is the publication of 
a composite report outlining early findings from EYEI 
in January 2018 (DES, 2018b). The report details a 
range of feedback, gathered through experience of 
implementation of the EYEIs and wider consultation with 
all stakeholders in the early years sector. A very positive 
message of endorsement for the EYEI model emerged 
from this review. A wide range of stakeholders, including 
practitioners, parents and policymakers, reported that 
Early-Years Education Inspection had worked. Three 
main points were reported that reflected positively on 
Early Years Education Inspection and on Early Years 
settings: 

1. EYEI served to highlight the importance of 
providing every child with enriching, enjoyable 
early childhood experiences that ensure a great 
start for young children on their education journey.

2. EYEI has valued and validated the professionalism 
and commitment of the early years workforce. 

3. EYEI has provided robust, authentic information to 
parents and policymakers about what has been 
achieved and what still needs to be addressed in 
the delivery of high quality early education.

The report also identifies concerns regarding the context 
in which the ECCE settings operate. It highlights the need 
to build the capacity of the early years sector to meet the 
expectations of high quality early education detailed in 
the DES EYEI quality framework. Although the findings of 
inspection showed that there was huge potential across 

the sector, there is still much work to be done to realise 
this potential to provide high quality early education for 
all children nationally.

As the focus of EYEI in the first year of operation 
(2016/17) was on evaluation in small-scale early years 
settings, a trial of the model in large-scale early years 
settings was conducted in early 2018. Even though the 
majority of settings operating the ECCE Programme 
are very small in scale (i.e. one or two rooms), it was 
important for the DES Inspectorate to identify any 
particular adjustments to the EYEI model that might 
be necessary when applied in a larger setting (i.e. with 
five or more ECCE rooms). Following the trial, further 
consultation took place to identify any amendments 
that might be necessary to the EYEI model. In the 
end, it appeared that a high degree of satisfaction 
continued to prevail across all stakeholders with the 
EYEI model. No specific changes were necessary to 
the content of either the Framework for Inspection 
or the inspection processes themselves. Some more 
details were included in a revised guide to EYEI to 
make sure that the inspection procedures were fully 
transparent for practitioners and providers of early 
education. These included guidance on the editing 
and publication of reports and additional Signposts for 
Practice to clearly identify indicators of good practice 
across the four areas of the EYEI Framework. The 
revised guide to EYEI was presented to the Ministers 
for Education and Skills and Children and Youth Affairs 
in June 2018 and was signed off as the basis for EYEI 
from September 2018. 

Insights from Early Years 
Education Inspection
Evidence from education inspection in the early years 
sector indicates that there is a very diverse range 
of curricular approaches being used to inform the 
programmes of learning on offer. The most frequently 
presented curricular approaches are Montessori 
Method, High/Scope, Play-based and Irish medium 
(Naíonraí). Many settings report that they adopt a 
hybrid or eclectic approach selecting from a range of 
the above and other approaches and philosophies. 
There is also some evidence of commercial curricula 
being used by settings. The EYEI model does not prefer 
any one curricular approach over another, however it 
does require that the curriculum or programme on offer 
should be informed by Aistear and Síolta. In this regard 
it is positive to note that the majority of early years 
settings are aware of these practice frameworks and in 
most instances have referenced Aistear in their declared 
programme of learning. There is room for improvement, 
however, and analysis of the findings in relation to Area 
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Two of the EYEI Quality Framework which refers to the 

‘Quality of processes to support children’s learning 
and development’ demonstrates that this is the area of 

practice most likely to achieve lower ratings on the EYEI 

quality continuum. Some of the continuing challenges 

for practitioners include the implementation of an 

emergent curriculum that is informed by the interests 

and individuality of children; the use of pedagogical 

strategies that focus on active learning and promote 

children’s agency as partners in their own learning; and 

planning for progression in learning.

Inclusion
An important dimension of quality in education practice 

in early years settings is the way in which children’s sense 

of identity and belonging is developed. In the majority of 

early years settings, practice in support of this objective 

is observed to be very positive. Strong relationships, that 

are based upon respect and understanding, are regularly 

identified during inspection visits. Children are given the 

opportunity to connect with the staff in the setting, with 

their peers and with members of the wider community 

in which they live. Some excellent examples of where 

settings have developed innovative practices to include 

children who are more challenged in their capacity to 

fully participate in their preschool experience have 

been observed. There are also areas for improvement 

including making sure that the diverse population of 

children, families and culture in the community are 

visually and materially represented in the early years 

setting. This should include promoting the child’s fluency 

in his/her home language(s) through partnership with 

parents and encouraging positive, prosocial behaviour 

and challenging discrimination. Since September 2017, 

it is noteworthy to observe a steady rise in the number 

of early years services that had a trained inclusion 

coordinator in post. This role, resourced through the 

Access and Inclusion Model (AIM), funded by DCYA, is 

designed to raise the capacity of an early years setting 

to include all children, regardless of ability, and to 

encourage equity of access and participation in the early 

education experiences on offer in each setting and is a 

welcome development designed to build the capacity of 

the sector to embrace diversity and inclusion in meeting 

the needs of all children. 

 Strong relationships, that 
are based upon respect and 

understanding, are regularly identified 
during inspection visits.   

Partnership 
The EYEI quality framework places strong emphasis on 
the importance of a partnership approach in ensuring 
high quality practice in early education. Implementation 
of a partnership approach incorporates a wide range 
of practice in an early years setting including working 
with parents, collaborating with other professionals, 
colleagues within the setting and external to the setting 
and, of course, partnership with children in the learning 
processes. Many early years settings actively pursue a 
partnership approach in their practice, however, there 
are often barriers to successful implementation of their 
initiatives as identified through EYEI. For example, the 
status of early years practice and the reported lack of 
parity of esteem of the educational practice in early 
years settings with that conducted in school-based or 
therapeutic settings can be a challenge. Engaging parents 
is often reported as a difficult task especially where 
parents are under pressure from work commitments. A 
further challenge relates to time for teamwork in early 
years settings when many staff are not paid for time 
outside of their direct engagement with children. This can 
prevent important collaborative practices taking place. 
Despite these challenges, DES inspectors have observed 
a positive desire within the early years sector to embrace 
a partnership approach. 

Transitions
Early learning is a seamless process in the life of a child. 
It is not constrained by time or location. However, if the 
child’s experience across the different contexts and 
situations in which they are learning is characterised by 
mixed messages and dissonance, then progression in 
learning may be negatively affected. In the EYEI quality 
framework, significant attention is paid to children’s 
experiences of transitions, those points in time where 
the child moves from one learning context to another. 
These can be very obvious, for example, from the home 
into the early years setting or onwards into primary 
school. However there are also multiple transitions 
within the early years setting which are important to 
the child: for example from playing alone to joining a 
group, from deep engagement in a creative endeavour 
to snack time. Inspection in early years settings has 
shown that many practitioners have difficulty with 
managing transitions for children. Rigid adherence to 
a very structured timetable, lack of clarity for children 
about the daily routines and long waiting times with no 
activity are a few of the practices that present barriers to 
children’s learning. As a balance to these findings, EYEI 
reports document many examples of positive transition 
practices where children are fully involved and have 
agency in the decisions that affect the structure of their 
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day. These include flexibility regarding snack-time, being 
able to move freely between the different interest areas 
in the setting or even between the indoor and outdoor 
environments. These practices reassure the child that 
they are can share control with adults in relation to 
how they move within and around the setting each day. 
This experience acts to strengthen their self-confidence 
and promote resilience. Experience of success in 
small transitions builds capacity to manage the more 
challenging changes ahead such as moving into primary 
school. EYEI has revealed both negative and positive 
practices in relation to these larger transitions in a 
child’s life. Much work remains to be done to support 
both the early years and primary school settings to 
create seamless transition experiences for children. 
However, there are many very good practice examples 
to be gathered from EYEI reports that, if replicated, have 
the capacity to make a positive difference for children. 

Summary and Conclusion
To date the implementation of the DES Early Years 
Education Inspection Model has been widely welcomed 
by all stakeholders in the Early Learning and Care sector 
in Ireland. Findings from inspection reveal a picture of 
diversity in the scope and nature of early education provided 
within these settings. This diversity extends to curriculum, 
philosophy, environment and staff qualifications. Many 
are dealing with a range of challenges for the delivery of 
high quality early education such as access to ongoing 

professional development for staff, funding and access 
to professional support and advice. There are some 
strong examples of innovative and exemplary practice 
across this range of provision where expert professional 
early years practitioners are providing rich, inclusive 
and engaging learning environments that really do give 
children the best opportunities to explore and realise 
their unique potential. It is still relatively early days in the 
establishment of early years education inspection and 
caution should be taken in drawing general conclusions 
from this work. However the strong overarching message 
that can be communicated is that the early education 
provision in early years settings delivering the ECCE 
Programme have great scope and potential to impact 
positively on children’s early learning experiences.

On a daily basis Early Years inspectors meet the highly 
committed staff of early education settings and are 
regularly encouraged by the passion and enthusiasm 
that staff display for their work despite the often 
challenging context for their practice. EYEI has opened a 
window into educational practice in early years settings 
and has made visible the experiences of children at the 
beginning of their learning journeys. Continued support 
and investment by the Government is very welcome and 
certainly warranted. The Inspectorate of the Department 
of Education and Skills, through the implementation of 
EYEI, looks forward to affirming, supporting and reporting 
on the continuing improvement of early educational 
practice.

More information can be found at  
https://www.education.ie/en/The-Education-System/Early-Childhood/
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Introduction
The past number of years has seen some considerable 
changes in the landscape of early years provision in 
Ireland. These changes are very welcome and are 
certainly going the right way in making improvements 
for the children attending the many types of early years 
services available. 

The introduction of the universal preschool has gone 
a long way to levelling the playing field for all children 
in relation to preparation for school. Subvented early 
years and afterschool places allow eligible parents to 
return to work, and training and employment childcare 
(TEC) programmes allow parents to retrain or return 
to education. Over the past few years in our service 
we have had an increase in families presenting to 
us in homeless accommodation requiring childcare. 
We have always tried to accommodate this as much 
as possible and in the past year alone have had five 
families availing of our services whilst homeless. One of 
the biggest challenges from an administration point of 
view is obtaining the correct letters from other agencies 
to apply for the various schemes and this can take up 
significant administration time. Parents often give us 
eligibility letters from their college, homeless support or 
place of employment (CE Participants) and they don’t 
contain the relevant information required to make a 
successful application. The application is then rejected 
and we ask the parent to get a new letter detailing their 
eligibility for their funding. This  can be very disheartening 
and distressing for a parent and they often return upset 
that they have been subject to interrogation or infuriated 
because they have asked for a different letter. As a result 
parents are often exasperated with us before they even 
start their placement. 

Due to the increased paperwork and expectations 
in all areas of early years provision, many early years 
managers and practitioners can be left with no choice 
but to complete paperwork or attend training sessions 
in their own time to ensure they remain compliant for 
the many inspections that the sector is subject to.  The 
general consequence is that sometimes quality early 
years provision comes at a cost to early years providers. 

Inspections in Early Years 
Settings
Early years services are subject to a number of 
announced and unannounced visits each year of 
operation. Unannounced visits are generally from TUSLA, 
Health and Safety Authority or Pobal while announced 
visits are from Department of Education and Skills and 
The Department of Social Welfare (for services availing 
of school meals).  

While early years managers and practitioners welcome 
inspections as an opportunity to monitor and improve 
provision, it can still send a shiver down everyone’s spine 
when they see people standing in the reception with 
folders in their hands. 

Tusla Early Years Inspection
The latest Tulsa inspection experience by our service 
was an unannounced focused inspection to assess 
compliance with the Childcare Act 1991 (Early Years 
Services) Regulations 2016 and Childcare Act 1991 
(Early Years Services) (Amendment) Regulations 2016. 
The Inspection focused on regulations under two themes: 
Governance and Safety. 

The inspection lasted a full day but was pleasant enough 
with lots of opportunity for the manager and practitioners 
to ask questions and seek clarity around any area of 
uncertainty. The inspectors showed great interest in the 
children in the service and practitioners found them to 
be friendly and approachable. Inspectors also showed 
great interest in the outdoor area and appeared to be 
impressed at the amount of outdoor space available 
to the children. As a service we found this inspection 
process very different to previous inspections as, during 
previous inspections, we felt our service provision was 
being viewed as inadequate as if we didn’t know how 
to do our job especially around cleaning the room. This 
recent inspection was a totally different experience and 
practitioners felt their input and attitude was valued and 
respected.  The inspection was extremely thorough with 
the inspectors continuously swapping rooms, asking 
questions and making notes of practioners’ responses. 
They addressed all areas of children’s safety and 
identified some areas that we had never considered such 
as washing babies’ hands following a nappy change. 
They scrutinised all policies, staff files and selected a 
number of children’s files for inspection.

 The inspectors showed great 
interest in the children in the service 
and practitioners found them to be 
friendly and approachable.   

The opportunity to have a post inspection feedback 
meeting was welcomed as it gave me the opportunity 
to obtain a more rounded view of each comment the 
inspectors made rather that reading comments for the 
first time on a report. The meeting also gave me the 
opportunity to explain why we do things the way we do. 
For example, the inspectors questioned the presence 
of a mop in the room but when we explained it allowed 
children to wipe up after water play, they accepted it was 
a good idea to improve independence and self-help skills. 
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On receipt of the inspection report and Corrective 
Action and Preventive Action (CAPA) template, I had 
the opportunity to phone the inspector to seek more 
information and forward any necessary information 
that was unavailable on the day of the inspection. I 
found the CAPA template user-friendly and it kept me 
focused on the making the necessary amendments to 
become compliant. Our non-compliances were minor 
so only small adjustments were required, however, the 
10 day response time was still a little bit tight for some 
regulations. 

Regulation 9, pertaining to references and international 
police vetting, caused us the most trouble. We required 
police vetting for a member of staff who had lived 
outside Ireland previously (quite a long while ago) and 
that took quite a long time to come back. Retrospective 
references also caused problems in the case of some 
practitioners who had worked in the service for 14-
15 years as there were no contact numbers for some 
referees on old references that had been received a long 
time ago but hadn’t been verified. We were advised that 
new references could be sought from reputable sources 
as long as they could be checked and verified, and we 
consequently found new referees for any practioners 
affected by this.

The Dublin City Childcare Committee publication To 
Compliance and Beyond (Dublin CCC, 2017) gave us 
very comprehensive but straightforward guidance to 
ensure compliance and promote quality across all areas. 
The Quality and Regularity Framework (Tusla, 2018) is 
also very user-friendly with accessible language.

Pobal Compliance Inspection 
Our latest experience of the Pobal inspection was quite 
challenging as we were found major non-compliant for the 
first time. We are a not-for-profit service and have parents 
availing of a variety of schemes and programmes such 
as Community Childcare Subvention (CCS), Community 
Childcare Subvention Plus  (CCSP), TEC, ECCE and 
Access and Inclusion Model (AIM). We are, therefore, 
subject to any number of unannounced visits. 

The latest inspection involved the Pobal inspector 
checking the registers for CCS days and hours of 
attendance of the children using the service. During the 
inspection, the inspector praised the service for the way 
the registers in each room are colour-coded to provide 
details of each scheme. Each child’s name is colour-coded 
making it easier for practitioners and administrators to 
monitor attendance to coincide with Pobal records. This 
has always been very useful for reminding parents about 
midterm breaks, holidays or end of contracts. 

During the recent inspection, the inspector highlighted 
some concerns with the hours of attendance rather than 

days of attendance for some children. This mostly applied 
to children in the afterschool group who can attend from 
1.45pm to 6pm. In some instances the children didn’t 
attend for the full length of time they were enrolled for. 
Some children came in late while others were collected 
early.  Some of the children were still transitioning into 
school and afterschool or had siblings transitioning so 
attended for less hours on some days.

This caused significant issues for compliance in this area. 
It resulted in a loss of revenue for the service, which had 
an impact on the overall budget for the year. This was the 
first time we experienced this type of in-depth inspection 
into the hours children were attending and it caused 
a lot of uncertainty for both parents and ourselves as 
providers. It resulted in some children leaving the service 
as they couldn’t afford to pay the additional cost for their 
place. The hours children were registered for were the 
hours that care was required for them, therefore parents 
agreed to pay the additional cost and reapply for a CCSP 
place that reflected the hours they attended during the 
inspection snapshot period. This caused disruption for 
parents as their children’s hours of attendance increased 
significantly after the initial setting period had passed. 
Many families within our service are entitled to full 
subvention as they are living in poverty or are at risk 
of poverty and any additional financial cost to parents 
could cause significant hardship. As we are a registered 
charity and not-for-profit service, we are not in a position 
to take any additional losses to revenue either.  

Dublin City Childcare Committee offered support during 
this time and worked with us to enter children as leavers 
and then re-enter them on the CCSP scheme reflecting 
their hours during the visit. This meant some children had 
a mix of part-time, sessional or half sessional days in any 
one week or alternatively had no funding on other days 
if they had a pattern of missed days during the snapshot 
period. This caused confusion for everyone involved as 
children’s entitlements were extremely chaotic during the 
time. Dublin City Childcare committee advised us that 
if children’s attendance significantly improved that we 
could re-apply again for increased hours. While we were 
pleased with this information it resulted in cancelling 
places and reapplying for a third time for a child. Again 
this was an administrative nightmare as it required lots 
of additional work and required parents filling out and 
signing even more forms.  Literacy is a barrier for some 
parents availing of our service so asking them to read 
and sign forms a number of times can cause quite a lot 
of distress.  

As a service we were delighted that parents were 
dropping children a little later or collecting them earlier 
when they had just started primary school. Some of the 
children are dropped off at breakfast clubs in school and 
parents spent their lunchtime collecting them, meaning 
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they were late being dropped off. Some parents collected 
their children a bit early to go to clubs for the first few 
weeks of school and we really encouraged this. 

Non-compliance owing to hours appears to have been 
an issue for the majority of services in the area who 
have children on CCS schemes. It also appears to be the 
case nationally with some services losing up to €30,000 
of funding. We are hoping that the introduction of the 
Affordable Childcare Scheme will support parents and 
reduce the additional administration work for us. 

Early Years Education Inspection 
We haven’t had an Early Years Education Inspection 
yet although we have heard some great reports back 
from other services who have had an inspection. We are 
very involved in Better Finglas and have prepared for 
this inspection through our work with the Better Finglas 

early years mentor. We use the High Scope curriculum 
underpinned by the quality frameworks of Aistear and 
Siolta to inform our practice and, through Better Finglas, 
now have all early years practitioners trained in High 
Scope. We find the various training programmes offered 
locally invaluable to improving quality provision for the 
children availing of our service. We had the opportunity 
to work closely with Better Finglas when developing the 
Transition to School programme and we were part of the 
pilot for this programme that is now used in most of the 
early years services and schools in the area. 

Siolta Standard 16 Community involvement is very 
important for the Finglas area and as a service we 
have recently started an intergeneration learning 
programme with the local day centre to promote both 
intergenerational learning and interagency work. This is 
going from strength to strength. 
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The rise in recent years of access to early years mentors 
through the National Voluntary Childcare Organisations, 
Better Start and the Area Based Childhood Programme 
has meant that mentoring has become an accepted 
and important element of continuous personal and 
professional development for early years educators 
in Ireland. Evidence has found that mentoring can be 
a powerful tool in improving the quality of early years 
provision. A European Commission report on competence 
requirements in early childhood education and care 
(Urban, Vandenbroeck, Van Laere, Lazzari & Peeters, 
2011) explored the concept of competence in the sector 
and identified conditions for cultivating competence. 
This report found that ‘continuous pedagogical support’ 
(p. 47) in early years services could greatly improve the 
competence of teams working with young children and 
recommended specially qualified advisors to raise the 
quality of practice.

As an early years mentor, I supported early years 
educators in their role as the providers of quality early 
childhood education and care (ECEC) through the 
creation of a reflective space to support learning and 
development using the Síolta and Aistear frameworks. 
For every educator I have mentored, the goal of improving 
services for children and families was their incentive for 
engaging in the mentoring process, for some this meant 
starting with compliancy. 

We know from research that high quality ECEC has 
positive outcomes for children, particularly in relation 
to disadvantaged children. There have been a number 
of developments in the Irish early years sector in recent 
years aimed at improving the quality of services for 
children and families including the Early Years Services 

Regulations 2016, the National Síolta Aistear Initiative, 
the establishment of Better Start Quality Development 
Service, the introduction of Early Years Education-
focused Inspections (EYEI) and the launch of First 5: 
A whole-of-government strategy for babies, young 
children and their families among others. While these 
developments all serve to create a sector that delivers 
high quality ECEC, for the individual early years educator 
it can feel like being bombarded by a range of initiatives 
that they are expected to implement while not always 
understanding just how they will fit together in practice.

For many of the early years settings I have mentored over 
the years, I have observed that even the mere mention of 
inspections can strike anxiety in the faces of early years 
educators and managers, regardless of the quality of 
their practice or their past experiences of inspections. 
A study on early years managers and educators’ 
experiences of regulatory inspections suggests that the 
inspectorate ‘instils fear’ in many early years educators, 
often creating a focus on regulation compliancy rather 
than quality practice (Moloney, 2014, p.94). 

The Early Years Regulations 2016 are generally viewed 
as the minimum required standards for early years 
provision. There is often the perception that early years 
mentoring is for those settings that have their sights set 
on becoming beacons of high quality provision. This can 
of course be the case, particularly for those settings on 
the Síolta Quality Assurance Process journey towards 
Level 4, but, for some, mentoring can act as their guide 
on the road to compliance. Schonfeld (2015) describes 
a mentor as someone who ‘can help the mentee to find 
the right direction and who can help them to develop 
solutions to practice issues’ (p. 67).

Mentoring  
with Inspections  
in Mind

Sharon Byrne, Early Years 
Development Co-Ordinator, 
Barnardos
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Mentoring Example 2
The role of the mentor is shaped by the requirements of the early 
years sector as well as the individual setting (Callan, 2006). I 
certainly found this to be the case following the introduction of the 
Early-Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI) in 2016. Inevitably, 
the introduction of a new inspection model creates pressure on 
settings to familiarise themselves with any new requirements and 
to consider what this will mean for their individual setting. These 
inspections resulted in settings wanting to focus on preparing for 
this new inspection process. I saw my role as creating a bridge 
between the expectations of the EYEI in relation to the nature, 
range and appropriateness of the early educational experiences to 
be evaluated and current practice in the settings I mentored. 

With the introduction of new systems, like the EYEI, there can be 
a temptation to move from a mentoring role to the role of coach 
or trainer, to facilitate learning in the short term. I had to be 
mindful of the longer-term goals of my programme in relation to 
capacity building of staff and protecting the mentoring relationship. 
Clutterbuck (2014) explains that mentoring differs from traditional 
coaching in several ways; coaching is concerned with the task 
and focuses on skills and performance, addressing the short-term 
needs with the agenda set by the coach. Mentoring, however, 
is concerned with implications beyond the task, will focus on 
potential, typically has a long-term view and the agenda is set by 
the mentee. Within the mentoring process it was important that 
early years educators could individually set the agenda in terms 
of areas to focus on. Some of the educators had attended public 
meetings on the EYEIs and had begun to prioritise actions while 
others were feeling overwhelmed by the prospect of another 
inspection process and, as a result, had become ‘stuck’ in inaction. 
In the latter case this is where the mentoring relationship is of 
particular importance, supporting reflection in practice.

Having a preexisting mentoring relationship meant I knew the 
settings well and I had firsthand experience of the quality of 
their early education provision. I could reassure educators that, 
in many cases, the inspection would be an opportunity to affirm 
the aspects of their current practice that was working well. Using 
the information available on EYEI as a guide I was then able to 
support educators to reflect on their current practice by helping 
them to identify what they were currently doing in relation to early 
years education, discuss their thoughts and feelings on current 
practice, evaluate if their practice meets current requirements 
and best practice, and, finally, to create an action plan that would 
meet the requirements of the inspection and is in keeping with the 
goals and ethos of the setting.

The range of actions planned during mentoring sessions at this 
time was as varied as the number of settings that engaged in 
the mentoring process. Some settings worked on their processes 
for documenting children’s learning, other chose to start with 
curriculum planning. Those settings that were at an earlier 
developmental stage needed support to first articulate their 
curriculum before creating a plan to bring about improvement.

Mentoring Example 1
Some time ago I received a request from 
an early years manager for mentoring 
support. A recent Tusla inspection had 
flagged up some issues and the onus was 
now on the setting to respond. Having 
previously tried to engage with this setting 
and having little success, I wondered 
if this request could be the window of 
opportunity I had been looking for. The 
setting’s inspection had raised some 
issues in relation to safe sleep practices. 
Despite clear recommendations from the 
inspector, the manager was unsure what to 
do next to best address these compliancy 
issues. As an early years mentor, I saw my 
first task as providing a listening ear to 
the manager. A good relationship between 
mentor and mentee creates a climate of 
trust and ideally these relationships are 
built over time. This means creating a 
space where the mentee feels safe and 
supported to reflect honestly and openly 
on the issues at hand while also being 
empowered to consider ways to improve 
on practice with the benefit of support, 
guidance and some outside expertise.

The mentoring process also created a safe 
space for the whole team to reflect on 
their practice surrounding sleep provision, 
not just in relation to compliancy but 
their approach to and provision of sleep 
overall – ‘why we do what we do’. In my 
experience, early years educators can be 
so busy in the ‘doing’ there is little time and 
often little incentive to focus on the ‘why’ 
and the ‘how’ of what they do. In our early 
sessions this team shared with each other 
their own views on sleep, parents’ requests 
re. sleep and sleep-related stories about 
the children they had cared for. We looked 
together at the current arrangements for 
sleep including physical environment, 
routine, procedures, children’s and parents’ 
preferences. Staff talked about their 
wishes for the setting and we reviewed the 
regulations and best practice guidelines 
for safe sleep. Plans were devised to help 
ensure follow-up on agreed actions. The 
access to mentoring for this team created 
the reflective space that allowed the setting 
to move beyond compliancy and towards a 
process of ongoing quality improvement. 
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Conclusion
Inspections of early years settings provide a tool 
to assess the quality of provision across a range 
of dimensions. Inspection processes can be a 
positive experience for early years educators as 
they can provide an endorsement of their practice 
and a roadmap towards meeting and raising quality 
standards. However, for many early years educators, 
inspections can be a daunting and even scary 

occurrence. An early years mentor offers support 
and guidance to help settings interpret inspection 
requirements, reflect on how they are currently 
meeting standards, set goals and review progress. 
The early years mentor can also help create a climate 
of continuous professional growth within early years 
settings, supporting reflective and effective practice, 
moving beyond compliancy.
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Introduction
Inspection is an immensely important component in 
delivering, maintaining and enhancing the provision 
of high-quality services. In Ireland, early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) services are highly regulated 
because, as a society, we want the best for our children 
and families. ECEC centres are inspected and audited by 
a myriad of organisations such as Tusla – Child & Family 
Agency, Department of Education and Skills, Pobal, etc. 
and herein lies a challenge for the ECEC workforce.

Early Years Inspections

Background
Pre-school regulations were first introduced in Ireland in 
1996. Prior to this, ECEC providers themselves decided 
what constituted quality and many engaged with local 

support networks and organisations to continually 
enhance quality in their centre. Others remained aloof 
from engagement and continued to provide their service 
in relative isolation. With the introduction of the Pre-school 
Regulations (1996) came external oversight, through the 
regional health boards, focusing on minimal acceptable 
standards of quality. This posed significant challenges 
for ECEC providers because these regulations preceded 
the national discussion on what quality ECEC provision 
was and thus no national quality indicators existed. So, 
what would the interpretation of the regulations look like 
and who would inspect compliance using them? 

The initial (and continuing) Early Years Inspectorate were 
predominantly Public Health Nurses and their inspection 
model focused on assessing health and safety elements 
of provision. This posed difficulties for ECEC providers, 
who felt that this was a very narrow lens for assessing 

The Role of Early Years Inspection from 
the Perspective of the Early Childhood 
Education and Care Provider

Marian Quinn, Chairperson of the Association of Childhood Professionals and Lecturer 
on the ECEC & Montessori Degree Programmes at Cork Institute of  Technology
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practice. However, the reality was that provision, at 
the time, was very ad hoc, with no registration or 
monitoring systems in place. The unfortunate reality 
was that significant work was required to bring all 
ECEC centres to an acceptable minimum standard. 
ECEC providers needed to defend their practice and 
negotiate an acceptable definition of a healthy and safe 
ECEC environment and this posed complications due to 
unequal power dynamics such as inspector/practitioner 
and qualified professional/unqualified practitioner. 

Providers felt there was little consistency in the 
inspections carried out in their centres and that the 
interpretation of the regulations was subjective and not 
necessarily coming from a position of best practice in 
relation to providing a stimulating, challenging and child-
centred environment. Meeting regulatory requirements 
also added to the cost of providing the ECEC service, at 
a time when there was very little State backing to fund 
the required changes. The result was that the relationship 
between ECEC providers and the inspectorate was often 
antagonistic and defensive. The potential benefits of 
inspection were overshadowed by this negativity and, 
to date, many providers remain wary of this statutory 
inspection.

The situation today
Nearly a quarter of a century later we have a very different 
landscape in ECEC. Practice frameworks, Aistear (NCCA, 
2009) and Síolta (DES, 2017), are in place that define and 
interpret quality standards in an Irish context. Minimum 
qualification requirements exist for the workforce. Indeed, 
contractual incentives have encouraged the workforce 
to exceed these minimum qualification requirements 
and an estimated 22% of the workforce hold degree 
level qualifications with a further 43% holding ECEC 
qualifications at level 6 on the National Framework of 
Qualifications (Pobal, 2018). The Pre-school Regulations 
have been revised twice since 1996 with the most recent 
version being the Child Care Act 1991 (Early Years 
Services) Regulations 2016 (Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs, (2016). Tusla has published a Quality 
Regularity Framework (QRF) (Tusla, 2018) to clearly 
outline their interpretation of the latest regulations and 
their Inspectorate has undergone significant continuous 
professional development regarding the quality of 
inspection, the QRF, quality ECEC provision, etc. Editorial 
boards have been established to review draft inspections 
reports before they are finalised and published. Clear 
policies and procedures are available to providers 
relating to the various aspects of the inspection process. 
Supports are available to aid ECEC providers in delivering 
high quality. These include Better Start Specialists, 
National Voluntary Childcare Organisations, Childcare 
Committees, independent agencies, capital funding from 

the DCYA, early intervention programmes such as the 
Access and Inclusion Model (AIM) and Learner Funds to 
support upskilling.

Yet the legacy of the antagonistic and defensive 
relationships of the 1990s continues to haunt the 
inspection system. ECEC providers are slowly 
negotiating their position as co-professionals in their 
field and are beginning to challenge the competency of 
the current Inspectorate to inspect in a profession that is 
not their area of expertise. This is resulting in a change 
in the composition of the inspectorate with inspectors 
now being recruited who have both qualifications and 
experience in ECEC. It is hoped that this will result in 
enhanced co-professional dialogue that generates 
improved relationships and higher levels of quality.

The inspection process
Inspection reports are published online on the Tusla 
website. This provides transparency for parents who are 
trying to decide what ECEC centre to enrol their child in. 
It also provides transparency for interested stakeholders 
who can easily access the reports. When publication was 
first mooted, providers were concerned that the inspection 
reports would provide a distorted view of the quality of 
their practice. They believed that, if read without context, 
the reports would undermine the public’s confidence in 
ECEC services. Providers were also concerned that the 
reports were focused on documenting non-compliance 
issues with no space provided for highlighting the good 
practice in the centre. As the registration and inspection 
systems evolved much of this fear was alleviated as 
providers saw examples of good practice documented 
as evidence for compliance. Increasingly the reports are 
seen to be evidence-based and thus more objective then 
previous processes.

 Increasingly the reports are seen 
to be evidence-based and thus more 

objective then previous processes.  

Following each inspection, the service providers are 
invited to respond to the findings through the factual 
accuracies process. Some providers have confidence in 
their professional practice and use this opportunity to 
have their voice heard and challenge the accuracy of 
findings, calling for very specific and precise language 
to be used to document evidence for non-compliance. 
This is an iterative process between the provider and 
the inspector. Through professional engagement a 
satisfactory outcome is often negotiated. However, for 
this process to be successful, and fully engaged with, 
there must be trust in the integrity of the inspection 
process. This is not always the case and thus providers 
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may not engage in the process and, as a result, feel 
disenfranchised. As professionalisation of the workforce 
continues, providers are becoming increasingly confident 
in articulating their rationale for the practice in their 
service and this sense of subjugation is lessening.

The Corrective Action and Preventative Action (CAPA) 
plan is proving difficult for some providers who believe 
that their voice is omitted from the process. Once 
approved, inspection reports are published online on 
the Tusla website. Relevant details from the completed 
CAPA form are included in the report rather than being 
added as an appendix. This means that the providers’ 
response may be truncated or paraphrased in the actual 
inspection report and thus the essence of the response 
may be lost. There is an appeals process available to 
the provider if they disagree with the inspection report, 
however, some providers feel this is an onerous process 
that does not actually capture their voice. They would 
welcome a published right of reply that documents their 
rebuttal of the stated non-compliance. 

Early Years Inspectorate Annual Report 
In recent years Tusla has begun publishing an Early 
Years Inspectorate Annual Report. While providing an 
interesting overview of the inspection findings, it exposes 
compliance in ECEC centres to intense media scrutiny. 
The overview statistics in the report provide fodder 
for dramatic headlines while not truly representing 
the reality of practice on the ground. This means that 
providers are constantly having to justify their practice 
and their commitment to high quality provision. This is a 
demoralising experience for the professionals who are 
working in very challenging and dynamic times.

Overall, the statutory early years inspection process has 
undergone immense transformation since its inception 
and I believe that many providers will agree that, in 
general, there have been significant improvements in 
most areas of the process.

Early-Years Education-
focused Inspections
The Early-Years Education-focused Inspection (EYEI) 
was introduced at the Department of Education and 
Skills (DES) in 2016. While not on a statutory footing, 
these inspections were facilitated in ECEC centres as a 
result of contractual obligations for the Early Childhood 
Care and Education (ECCE) Programme (Free-Preschool 
Year). This meant that the inspections only took place in 
rooms where this programme was being delivered. At the 
inception of this new strand of inspection, the Association 
of Childhood Professionals (ACP) and others campaigned 
against its development. While recognising the potential 
value it could bring to high quality ECEC provision, 
the reality was that it was being introduced at a time 
of intense disillusionment within the ECEC profession. 
Policy changes were occurring at a frenetic pace and 
ECEC providers and their staff were feeling increasingly 
overwhelmed and undervalued. There was also concern 
that it would result in a split system of provision with 
birth to three years of age seen as care and over three 
as early education. Notwithstanding resistance to this 
new Inspectorate, it must be acknowledged that it was 
built on a model that the profession had long sought: 
it was strengths-based; the inspectors were ECEC 
professionals; it focused on processes within provision; 
and it was based on ECEC best practice. There were calls 
for a streamlined inspectorate that would incorporate 
both the statutory and education-focused inspections 
into one system. However, this did not happen. 

Three years on, there is still a belief that the inspection 
systems should be integrated into one. There is also a belief 
that the EYEI is generally a positive and professionally 
affirming process. The inspectors understand what best 
practice looks like in ECEC. There is also a realism 
about daily life in an ECEC centre. As in most inspection 
systems, providers sometimes feel that there is an 
element of subjectivity in the EYEIs, for example, if an 
inspector is particularly interested in outdoor play then 
that may become a focus of the inspection. Also, there 
is little transparency in how the inspectorate decide on 
the provider’s capacity to implement the actions advised. 
An example of this is where the inspector advises that 
more observations should be carried out in the setting. 
The capacity to implement this action may be stated as 
good but the provider may feel that they do not have the 
time or resources to complete the observation process – 
observe, document, plan, implement, evaluate. 

A further positive of these inspections is that the provider 
has a right of reply and the response to the inspection 
report is published as an appendix to the report. 
However, the inspectorate has the final say in what 
may be published in the response. It is understandable 
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that the reply needs to be professional and concise, 

nevertheless greater transparency and negotiation is 

required in the editing process and providers should not 

feel that they are pushed into publishing a response 

that does not accurately capture their professional 

opinion. There have been instances of reports being 

published without the knowledge of the provider. This 

may be as a result of the timeframe between inspection 

and publication or due to emails going astray. In some 

instances, the draft report has been sent to the provider 

during holidays and so they have not responded in time. 

These cases are relatively few yet the process does 

need to be reviewed to ensure that it does not occur in 

the future. 

The timing of the inspections may also be challenging. 

While the various inspectorates work together to 

stagger inspections so that the teams do not overlap, 

this does not always happen. A streamlined inspection 

system would completely remove this possibility. ECEC 

professionals have little or no non-contact time during 

their working week. This means that feedback from the 

inspection is often given during lunchtime or after work. 

This is unsatisfactory as it does not give the staff team 

the opportunity to engage with the inspector and gain full 

benefit from the learning experience. It also highlights 

the unequal working conditions for those on the frontline 

and those in support roles.

The EYEIs are strengths-based and so build on the 

practice observed at that point in time. The advisories 

are not legally binding, but they give signposts for 

improvement to the provider and their staff team. This 

has the potential to improve the quality of the provision 

in the centre. The inspections are also directly linked to 

Aistear and thus support its implementation across all 

ECEC centres. This is a challenge because the rollout 

of training for Aistear was sporadic and inadequate. 

This resulted in centres being inspected on a curriculum 

framework for which they had little or no training and so 

had to interpret themselves. As per the Tusla inspection 

reports, the EYEI reports are also published online, so 

the provider’s journey of improvement occurs under 

public scrutiny. 

Conclusion
At present, the ECEC profession does not have 
negotiating rights when policy is being developed and 
implemented. As a result, change is imposed and thus 
very often resisted. When a profession is disempowered 
the members of that profession can become apathetic, 
demotivated and disillusioned. This is currently the position 
of many in the ECEC profession in Ireland. Providers are 
overwhelmed by the relentless pace of change in policy. 
Scheme rules change on a seemingly regular basis 
and regulatory oversight continues to increase. There 
is some concern within the ECEC profession, that we 
could be reaching saturation point in relation to quality 
improvements because providers are struggling to 
adhere to basic statutory requirements. The high level of 
staff turnover makes it progressively more challenging to 
observe regulations such as meeting the adult/child ratio, 
ensuring that all staff have the required qualifications 
and that all are appropriately vetted. Achieving these 
minimum standards has become a priority while meeting 
the enhanced quality standards of the EYEI are viewed 
as a luxury that is resource heavy and thus needs to be 
shelved for the moment. The most recent Early Years 
Sector Profile Report 2017/18 (Pobal, 2018) suggests a 
national average staff turnover of 25%. This staff turnover 
rate means that ECEC teams are continually in a state 
of formation. This requires incessant induction and 
introduction to the values and practice in the centre. The 
result is that the provider is more focused on maintaining 
the status quo rather than quality improvement.

Inspection plays an important role in enhancing quality 
provision but unless it is paired with improved working 
conditions for members of the ECEC profession, and 
adequate resources for providers, the rate of pace of 
improvement will slow to a standstill. First 5: A Whole-
of-Government Strategy for Babies, Young Children 
and their Families 2019-2028 (Government of Ireland, 
2018) provides us with an opportunity to advance a 
comprehensive plan for developing high quality ECEC 
provision. The views of the ECEC profession must be 
taken on board in relation to the structuring of the 
constituent Implementation Plans so that the sequence 
of initiatives enhances high quality provision rather than 
advancing the current crisis.
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Established in 1993, Barnardos Library & Information Service supports the information 
and resource needs of those with an interest in children’s well-being.  We provide 
policy-makers, practitioners and students with the latest research and practice 
resources relating to children and families.

Become a Member
Student .................................................€35.00

Individual .............................................€60.00

Groups of 3 or more ......................€50.00 each

Colleges (up to 5 lecturers) ......€200.00 

Join Today
Online at 

 www.barnardos.ie/library 
or Email  

resources@barnardos.ie

Titles Related to this Issue 2019 Titles in the Library

        
Special offer 

for Early Years 
Providers

1 year membership 
for only 

€10
Contact library 

for details
      

SCAN QR  
CODES TO 
DISPLAY 
TITLES



Explore, Play and Learn 
through the Arts in Pre-school 
Settings

Barnardos and the National Childhood 
Network have worked together to 
produce a new publication for early 
childhood educators, Explore, Play 
and Learn through the Arts in Pre-
school Settings.

This book considers how children 
explore, play and learn through the 
arts in pre-school settings by offering 
guidance for early childhood educators on how to best to cultivate the creative process 
through a wide range of arts experiences, including play with malleable materials, junk art, 
music, movement, dance, drama, drawing, painting, storytelling, puppetry, play with light and 
nursery rhymes. 

Order online www.barnardos.ie or contact us resources@barnardos.ie.

New Publication

BARNARDOS | Christchurch Square, Dublin 8 | Tel: 01 4549699 | Fax: 01 4530300 
E-mail: resources@barnardos.ie | CHY 6015 /RCN 20010027

Our public training events include the following:
�� Children First, Child Protection Training

�� Designated Liaison Person Training

�� Making the Most of Supervision for Supervisors

For more information on any of the above events or to book your place go to the 
Barnardos website. If you require in-house training for your team contact  
training@barnardos.ie / 01 4530355

Barnardos Training and Consultancy

This newsletter covers news and developments of interest to the early childhood care and 
education sector. It also includes updates on publications, training and events happening 
around Ireland. 

To sign up go to www.barnardos.ie
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