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	Section A: General observations on the proposed Early Years Education-focused Inspections in Early Years Settings participating in the ECCE scheme 

	Early Childhood Ireland, on behalf of its members, welcomes this initiative from the Department of Education and Science (DES). We have been advocating for a long time that the people who evaluate the curriculum practice in our settings should be suitably qualified to do so. Early childhood practitioners have been engaging in accredited training in increasing numbers over the last 20 years and now deserve to be able to engage in professional conversations with their inspectors.  Like true professionals, they want to be affirmed for the work they do and are open to feedback. Of course, like any new inspection system, it brings its issues and concerns – not least that this represents yet another cohort of people who can walk into a setting and report publicly on their findings. It brings stresses and pressures. We welcome the fact that the DES is employing inspectors with appropriate experience of the early childhood sector, people who know the sector through on-the-ground experience.  We trust that the process will be respectful and supportive – and implemented in a spirit of shared learning.  We believe that the early childhood sector is very different from the school sector and has much to offer in terms of our understanding of children’s learning. The following comments, therefore, are offered in the spirit of sharing our insights, issues and concerns so that we can negotiate a way forward, to the betterment of all. 
It is critically important that there is a co-ordinated perspective between our national frameworks and our inspection system. As an organisation Early Childhood Ireland believe that the Aistear Framework fits very well with our understanding of early learning.  We believe that the principles and themes of Aistear locate children’s learning in relationships, community and play, and frame a curriculum that centralises children communicating and exploring and thinking about interests, issues and questions that are important to them, their families and peers.  Both Aistear and Síolta view children’s own play as the context in which children raise and explore these interests, issues and questions.  The curriculum is consequently emergent rather than pre-planned and process-focussed rather than outcomes-focussed.  It is about a pedagogy of care and connection.  It centralises what children learn rather than what educators teach. This is the kind of thinking that differentiates us from school and that we believe is particularly appropriate to early years learning. 
There are a number of issues to be considered in this inspection framework that impact on the identity, focus and operations of early childhood settings.  They include:
Naming the process

· We understand that the DES Inspectorate wish to embed an inspection process that’s about professional conversations towards quality improvement.  We appreciate that the intention is to evaluate the early childhood service and to give the service practitioners, management and the inspectors a voice in the evaluation in the spirit of shared learning. We wonder therefore if the term ‘inspection’ is appropriate. Also, traditionally in the sector we focus on both care and education and see curriculum as all the experiences children have within a setting. We suggest that a title such as DES Curriculum Evaluation Visits would speak to that focus and recognise the very different ethos, aims and objectives of the process.     
Diversity of settings

· The diversity of early childhood settings in Ireland is an important asset in the sector. Most preschool settings facilitate a mix of children from 2 years and 10 months to 5 years plus. Some children are funded through the ECCE scheme, some through other schemes (CCS, TEC etc.) and some by parents. Many children are in the setting for 2 years – availing of the ECCE funding for one year only.  Some services, with a focus on children learning from one another, operate family units with babies, toddlers and pre-schoolers and make a good case for the model.  Some services operate outdoors.  Services use a variety of curriculum approaches. We are concerned that services would not come under pressure to adapt their structures to an ‘ECCE room’ model.  Too often, experiences change to match inspection and evaluation requirements and this should be avoided.
Language is important

· We appreciate that the DES framework has strong links with both Aistear and Síolta.  We would like to see a more consistent use of the concepts and language of Aistear and Siolta throughout. The language of Aistear reflects a shift from a view of learning as meeting developmental milestones in terms of social, emotional, physical and cognitive learning to an understanding that children develop in ways that best allow them to participate in the life of family and community. In particular, the 4 themes of Aistear speak to this understanding of learning and keep the focus on the complex, cultural and integrated nature of children’s learning. A theme such as ‘identity and belonging’ sees the child as an individual, but always in dialogue with others.  It shifts the focus from the individual to the individual in community.  This is a shift we are making in our understanding of learning and we need to ensure that this new initiative from the DES supports us on the journey.
Reflective practice

· Research clearly identifies the importance of ‘reflective practice’ in early childhood education. In keeping with the reflective approach of Aistear and Síolta and the idea of ‘professional conversations’ we suggest that the outcomes in each of the 4 areas identified in this framework be phrased as questions that will be the basis of a reflective conversation, e.g.  ‘How does the atmosphere and organisation of the setting nurture children’s learning and development?’

We are on a learning journey

· The DES process has the capacity to support the early childhood sector on its journey change and development.  We are working towards very progressive socio-cultural views of early childhood learning, with an emphasis on active participation in social activity, experiential learning and learning as a complex process of meaning making. This is a shift from the didactic approach traditional in the education system and it requires a level of support and encouragement that is missing to date. The investment in supporting services in engaging with Aistear and Síolta has been very limited and consequently while many services are leading the way, others are only beginning the journey. The Inspection process must encourage further growth, development and diversification within the sector as opposed to constraining and narrowing the scope of practice.
Early Childhood Settings as a support service to families
· We are working with very young children.  Their sense of well-being, identity and belonging is paramount. We believe the settings should be far more informal than formal – a space where children have the opportunity to be, to enjoy companionship, to play, to share their experiences and to follow their interests. This therefore is not a school or classroom model – but rather a support service to children in the context of their families – intended to enhance children’s experience of childhood and create with them a reservoir of good experiences and memories.
The early childhood sector’s resource context
There are also a number of contextual issues that are important to acknowledge before these evaluation visits are carried out.  These include:
· The low salaries of early educators

· The absence of non-contact time for early educators

· The divergent levels of training in the sector and lack of paid continual professional development

· The diversity of staff and setting and the local and cultural nature of every setting
· The lack of investment in the roll out of Aistear and Síolta.
While Inspectors will find educators constantly working above and beyond what they are paid to do, it is essential that the Inspection system does not create demands on everyone to do likewise.  Ultimately the quality of early childhood services depends on the quality of the infrastructures of supports provided for the sector and these are very poor. There is a strong sense in the sector of investment in inspection and demand driven controls rather than support. Consequently we now have another inspection system rather than investment in the roll out of Aistear and Síolta. 
Consistency with other inspection systems

This DES initiative comes on top of the TUSLA inspections and the forthcoming new standards. They combine with the Pobal audits and other possibilities (NERA, HIQUA) as well as mentoring supports from the CCCs, the new National Quality Support Service and the National Voluntaries. It is critical that these initiatives are co-ordinated and that their messages are consistent.
Assessment is the tail that wags the dog

This Inspection process will carry significant power in determining practice in early childhood settings going forward.  Early childhood educators want to comply with requirements and want to have their settings recognised as being of high quality.  Strategies, structures and processes that Inspectors name as good practice will be implemented because it is well established that that which is assessed gets attention, while other dimensions of practice may be neglected. Many assessment and implementation tools and guidelines will be developed to support educators through this process.  This often results in uniformity of approach – not a desirable outcome.  It is critical that reflective practice and practitioner research remain at the centre of practice and that the DES stays alert to the unintended consequences in terms of the growth and development of high quality practice.
Professional Conversations

These professional conversations need to happen at setting, at evaluation and mentoring and at policy level.  The early childhood sector now has a strong cohort of people within the sector who can inform the process. They have developed thinking about pedagogy and approaches to evaluation through a range of programmes, most recently the Síolta Quality Assurance Programme and the Aistear-in-Action programmes.  Ongoing consultation is critical to sharing learning and sustaining the professional conversations.  Opportunities to co-evaluate ensure that these conversations are grounded in real examples and experiences.  Early Childhood Ireland would welcome the opportunity to co-evaluate with DES Inspectors as part of the pilot inspections and at intervals on an on-going basis to support this.




	Section B:  Your views on specific aspects of the proposed  Early Years Education-focused Inspections 

	Briefing Paper Section
	Comment/ Feedback

	1.2
	Rationale and purpose
	Again, there is a conflict between the Rationale and Purpose and the idea of ‘Inspection’. Purposes such as ‘Ascertain the nature, range and appropriateness of children’ learning experiences and achievements’ are acceptable as long as the underpinning perspective is that very young children have a right to play in an informal, relaxed environment, indoors and outdoors, where they follow their interest and have fun and where practitioners are supporting children’s sense of well-being, identity and belonging and allowing opportunities for communicating, exploring and thinking.

	2.1
	Focus and principles
	Here we have a mixture of objectives and principles. Bullet point 3 is an objective and in keeping with Aistear and Siolta, the terms ‘learning and development’ and their ‘interests, concerns and needs’ should replace ‘educational development’ to support the shift to the view of children as competent and agentive. This sector has been making a shift from a focus on needs and the deficit perspective to one more focused on strengths and interests.  

	2.2
	Inspection framework
	· The report of the pilot inspection with the HSE (2011) and the DES pilot inspection in Early Start settings (2013/14) need to be made available to the sector. 

· The Inspection Framework sets the context well and links appropriately to the themes of Aistear. It would be helpful if this language was carried consistently throughout the components and signposts. For example Area 1, Outcome 1, Signpost 2 reads ‘routines and procedures consistently promote children’s physical, social and emotional security, together with their learning and development’ – language that Aistear has moved on from, in favour of learning outcomes that recognize learning as complex and transformative and oriented towards supporting more competent participation in community activity.

· Early Childhood Ireland strongly feel that the notion of an emergent enquiry based curriculum, while very evident in the section 2.1, Focus and Principles, is not promoted in the actual signposts.

· The concept of planning for children warrants further exploring.  It is important that planning does not become an exercise for its own sake.  In an emergent, enquiry-based curriculum, particularly with very young children, being present and responding in the moment is the most important role of the practitioner. 

· The image of the child as a competent and confident learner as promoted in Aistear needs to be reflected more in the actual outcomes and signposts of practice

	2.3
	Inspection focus
	We think it’s important here to recognize the community of learners to which every child belongs – and include peers, parents and practitioners as important players in the ‘dynamic processes’.

	2.4
	Quality continuum
	This is a user friendly 5 point scale that allows for ongoing growth and development and we welcome that Inspectors will give both oral and written feedback.  It would be helpful to have an example report under each heading to indicate what excellent, good etc. look like

	2.5
	Child protection
	Settings need assurance that all DES Inspectors are Garda Vetted.


	3.1
	Before the inspection
	Early Childhood Ireland fully agree with the need to ensure that there is no duplication. There is also a need to amalgamate the various inspections. At present 7 different agencies can walk in to a setting – with obvious disruption and stress impacts for educators and children. The sector needs a timeframe for the amalgamation of the inspection systems.

While we understand that Inspectors want to see the settings under normal conditions, it is difficult to see how the settings will manage the inspection without prior notice.  Practitioners are not paid for non-contact time and therefore there is little time before and after service hours for consultation and discussion.  Practitioners often have other jobs to go to or domestic commitments


	3.2
	The inspection
	As above. Again, processes such as individual feedback with room leaders may give rise to difficulties with adult child ratio and non-contact unpaid time.  
We suggest the use of the term ‘learning groups’ as opposed to ‘learning rooms’ in recognition of the diversity of contexts and age groups etc. and in recognition of outdoor space and other spaces such as kitchens etc. that children may occupy.

	3.3
	After the inspection
	As above – difficulties with time for discussion and feedback. We welcome that fact that the response of the setting will be published with the report.


	3.4
	Review of an Early Years Education-focused Inspection
	We recommend that a diverse range of settings, reflective of the sector, be involved in the pilot phase.   



	Appendix 1

Appendix 2
	Quality framework
	Area 1

· Staying with the language of Aistear is helpful here. In Area1, Outcome 1, bullet point 2, for example, in keeping with Aistear, the themes should replace children’s physical, social and emotional security…
· In Outcome 3 – it’s important here to establish the importance of the environment in creating connections between children themselves and with their families and communities

Area 2
· This section needs to recognize the understanding of planning in an emergent curriculum.  This is a contested point in Aistear.  In Area 2 there is a sense of preplanned activities towards specific learning goals. In an emergent curriculum, planning is done with children and is constantly responsive to their interests and ideas. The emergent curriculum is not about meeting targets but about creating possibilities. In Early childhood Ireland we use the term ‘follow through’.  

· Outcome 10, bullet point 2 – we think practitioners need to look for and recognise the interests and competences of all children

Area 3 
We think play needs to be central to this area e.g. 
· Children are free to play, indoors and outdoors

· Children initiate play – particularly physical and pretend play

· Children are developing play skills

· Children have access to play with others

· Children have opportunities to share their experiences, ideas and feelings in play

· Children are developing firsthand experience of the world through play.

Area 4

· We recommend that the language used throughout the signposts is more reflective of Aistear.  
· Area 4 needs to recognise the absence of time, funding and resources for early childhood educators to engage in evaluation and review and in the leadership role.  
· Also in early childhood settings, parents are part of the community of learners and this is part of their everyday experience. Good settings ensure that parents are involved.  Because the children are so young, they always arrive accompanied by a parent or carer.  Educators use these times and other opportunities to ensure that parents are informed about everyday experiences in the setting, that children are motivated to share their experiences with them and that parents are part of children’s experiences and play their role in building rich profiles of their children as learners. 


	Appendix 3 
	Draft report template


	We would like to ensure that there is place for the Early Education Inspector to include comments acknowledging and affirming good practice within the setting while also recommending areas for improvement. This terminology may be better than ‘actions advised’.


	Section C: Areas/ questions for clarification

	Early Childhood Ireland have the following questions for clarity:
1. Why do these inspections apply only to the ECCE funded year? Why are the under 3s not included?
2. Why are schools offered advance notice of inspections, but not preschools?
3. How long will it take for reports to be returned to services?

4. Will the DES Inspections impact on policy and funding for the sector?

5. What are the consequences for services that prove to be very good/excellent and those that are of poor quality?

6. How will implementation of recommendations be enforced?

7. What supports are available to services to allow them engage in training? 
8. What is the difference between educational and non-educational experiences and activities?

This proposal uses the terminology ‘educational experiences and activities’ throughout the signposts. We would like clarity on the difference between educational and non-educational experiences and activities.


	


We would be grateful if this form could be returned by e-mail to eyei@education.gov.ie by 30 June 2015.
Inspectorate

Early Years Education
Department of Education and Skills











