
Inspection of The Ark at Thomas Hall
Thomas Hall, Cowley Bridge Road, Exeter EX4 5AD

Inspection date: 15 May 2023

Overall effectiveness Outstanding

The quality of education Outstanding

Behaviour and attitudes Outstanding

Personal development Outstanding

Leadership and management Outstanding

Overall effectiveness at previous 
inspection Good



What is it like to attend this early years setting?

The provision is outstanding

Children flourish in this friendly setting. Staff expertly support children with learning 
and development. The confidence and independence that children demonstrate 
when exploring their environment are impressive. Staff build superb relationships 
with the children and are partners in children's play. Children thrive in learning and 
development. They are eager to share their ideas and opinions with staff and they 
beam as adults praise and value their ideas. Children show levels of care and 
respect for staff and their friends that are impressive for their age. Children play 
cooperatively and listen exceptionally well to each other when making choices 
about what happens in their play. 

Children benefit from a curriculum with clear learning intentions and a learning 
environment that is inviting and is carefully set up to meet the children's needs. 
Curriculum activities support children's next steps in learning. Children enjoy a daily 
routine that offers them familiarity and helps them feel in control of their own 
learning. Children have lots of opportunities to develop their physical skills in a 
dedicated, age-appropriate outside area. It is used for play and for learning about 
living things and their habitats. Children enjoy a wide range of activities that help 
them greatly extend their knowledge across all areas of the Early Years Foundation 
Stage. 

What does the early years setting do well and what does it 
need to do better?

n Staff have a clear intent for their curriculum and prioritise supporting children to 
flourish with their social and communication skills. They provide a wealth of 
ambitious learning experiences and activities that build on prior knowledge and 
follow children's interests. Staff use assessment effectively, to identify and 
address any gaps in learning, ensuring that children make rapid progress in all 
areas of learning and development. Children are exceptionally well prepared for 
their future learning.

n Staff spend quality time engaging with children. Children thoroughly enjoy 
making fat balls with the staff. They then hang the balls in the bird feeder. 
Children are eager to explain the ingredients they use to create the bird food. 
They show real skill in recalling prior learning and using the knowledge to impact 
positively on new learning experiences.

n Partnerships with parents are impressive. Managers take every opportunity to 
engage parents in their children's learning and regularly provide guidance on 
how parents can support learning at home. Parents speak of the strong bonds 
formed between staff and their children and how their children prosper at the 
setting. Parents feel exceptionally well supported by the settling-in procedures at 
the setting. They feel these allow children to settle at their own pace and give 
parents confidence in the care provided.
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n Staff support children's early language development superbly. They engage 
children in meaningful conversations during play. Staff introduce new language 
when they talk with children, read stories, sit with children at snack time and 
when playing games with them. For example, the children are captivated by the 
pirate treasure game and learn to develop their knowledge of descriptive words 
when describing hidden objects to their friends. Staff model words such as 
smooth, rough, pointed, and bobbly. Children eagerly participate. As their 
friends guess the hidden objects, the children giggle and praise each other for 
their descriptions.

n Children with special educational needs and/or disabilities are supported to the 
highest level. The special educational needs coordinator applies her 
comprehensive knowledge to ensuring individual support plans for children have 
an impact. Staff work with other professionals, such as occupational therapists, 
to ensure all children thrive. As a result, children make excellent progress in 
their learning and development.

n Staff complete a broad range of professional development activities. Recent 
training has helped staff develop a comprehensive knowledge of communication-
friendly spaces. Staff have skilfully used the knowledge gained from training to 
develop their setting even further. They have made an inviting bird-watching 
area with identification cards for children to refer to and discuss when observing 
birds. The training also inspired staff to create a tepee reading area outside that 
children thoroughly enjoy using to share stories. 

n Staff use their comprehensive knowledge of each child's learning needs to 
provide challenge in the curriculum they provide for children. They expertly 
introduce new learning and use questioning effectively to further children's 
understanding. For example, staff questioned the description children gave of 
foods their families eat. Children exclaimed, 'Mummy is a herbivore.' Staff 
questioned what this means. Staff extended learning by asking, 'What does a 
carnivore eat?' Children were unsure. They shared their thoughts and were 
excited to hear if their ideas were correct. They then moved away from the 
activity and eagerly sought out friends and shared their new knowledge with 
them.

Safeguarding

The arrangements for safeguarding are effective.

Staff have a good understanding of their roles and responsibilities to keep children 
safe. They are familiar with the signs and symptoms that may indicate that a child 
may be more vulnerable to abuse or neglect. Staff receive regular training and are 
clear about the importance of making prompt referrals should they have any 
concerns about a child. The premises are secure, and staff carry out effective risk 
assessments, indoors and outdoors, to minimise risks to children and keep them 
safe. Children are superbly supported in managing risks. Staff speak with children 
about how to use new climbing equipment safely and the children enjoy reminding 
each other of how to keep safe.
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Setting details
Unique reference number EY491187

Local authority Devon

Inspection number 10289113

Type of provision Childcare on non-domestic premises

Registers Early Years Register, Compulsory Childcare 
Register, Voluntary Childcare Register

Day care type Full day care

Age range of children at time of 
inspection

2 to 15

Total number of places 20

Number of children on roll 37

Name of registered person The Exwick Ark Limited

Registered person unique 
reference number RP903483

Telephone number 01392 757371

Date of previous inspection 13 November 2017

Information about this early years setting

The Ark At Avanti Hall registered in 2015. It is privately owned, operating from the 
grounds of Avanti School Exeter. The pre-school is open between 9am and midday 
on Monday and 9am to 3pm Tuesday to Thursday, during term time only. The 
breakfast club and after-school club are available only for school-aged children who 
are pupils of Avanti School Exeter. The breakfast club is open from 7.45am to 9am, 
and the after-school club opens from 3pm to 6pm, during term time only. The 
setting operates a holiday club during school holidays. The pre-school employs five 
members of staff, all of whom are qualified to level 2 or above in childcare and 
education. The setting also has one level 2 apprentice. It receives funding to 
provide free early education to children aged three and four years old.

Information about this inspection

Inspector
Shirley Evel
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Inspection activities

n This was the first routine inspection the provider received since the COVID-19 
pandemic began. The inspector discussed the impact of the pandemic with the 
provider and has taken that into account in their evaluation of the provider.

n The inspector viewed the provision and discussed the safety and suitability of 
the premises.

n The inspector observed the quality of teaching during activities and assessed the 
impact this has on children's learning. 

n The manager and inspector completed a learning walk together of all areas of 
the setting and discussed the early years curriculum.

n Children spoke to the inspector during the inspection.
n Staff spoke to the inspector during the inspection.
n The inspector spoke with the nominated individual and the manager about the 

leadership and management of the setting. 

We carried out this inspection under sections 49 and 50 of the Childcare Act 2006 
on the quality and standards of provision that is registered on the Early Years 
Register. The registered person must ensure that this provision complies with the 
statutory framework for children's learning, development and care, known as the 
early years foundation stage.

If you are not happy with the inspection or the report, you can complain to Ofsted.
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The Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) 
regulates and inspects to achieve excellence in the care of children and young 
people, and in education and skills for learners of all ages. It regulates and 
inspects childcare and children's social care, and inspects the Children and Family 
Court Advisory and Support Service (Cafcass), schools, colleges, initial teacher 
training, further education and skills, adult and community learning, and education 
and training in prisons and other secure establishments. It assesses council 
children's services, and inspects services for looked after children, safeguarding 
and child protection.

If you would like a copy of this document in a different format, such as large print 
or Braille, please telephone 0300 123 1231, or email enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk.

You may reuse this information (not including logos) free of charge in any format 
or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence. To view this licence, 
visit www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/, write to the 
Information Policy Team, The National Archives, Kew, London TW9 4DU, or email: 
psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk

This publication is available at https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/.

Interested in our work? You can subscribe to our monthly newsletter for more 
information and updates: http://eepurl.com/iTrDn.

Piccadilly Gate
Store Street
Manchester
M1 2WD

T: 0300 123 1231
Textphone: 0161 618 8524
E: enquiries@ofsted.gov.uk
W: www.gov.uk/ofsted
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