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We know the first years 
are so very important. By 
the time a child is three 
years old, the brain is 80% 
hardwired. 

What happens in these 
early years lays the 
foundation stones for 
success in later life. 
Jane Smalley, Early Years Lecturer,  Author and 
Founder of Shrewsbury Prepatoria



Chapter three

What to look for
So, you’ve made a decision to start looking at 
nurseries, you’ve seen a nice one in a convenient 
location near to where you live or work. It’s the 
kind of place with cute painted pictures on the 
windows and a pretty garden with lots of shiny 
plastic toys in the garden. But can you really tell 
by looking at the outside? 

Yes, but only if you know what you are looking 
for. So, let’s begin to gather some vital clues about 
the difference between a good nursery and a not–
so–good one. 

A word of caution here, this list will give you 
some of the important things to consider when 
choosing, but you should also follow your instinct. 

Topics covered in this free book extract: 

 Make an appointment or turn up unannounced?

 The outside of the building

 Ease of access to the building/outside area

 The Garden or Play Area
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You’re reading a free sample extract from the top selling book 

‘The Definitive Guide to Choosing a Nursery’ 
by Jane Smalley, available on Amazon.

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Definitive-Guide-Choosing-Nursery/dp/1514391279
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1. Make an appointment or turn up unannounced?

Both of these ways have their merits. Some nurseries believe that if they 
encourage you to turn up unannounced this will give you confidence that 
you can come at any time as they are always able to receive visitors. They 
don’t put on a show. This is a good sign. 

However, I know some very good nurseries where they want you to make an 
appointment first just so the manager can schedule time to spend with you 
in her diary because they value you and will not want to run the risk of not 
being available. This too is a good sign. 

My advice is to make an appointment so that you can spend time asking the 
manager important questions and then pop-in unannounced on a number of 
other occasions as you will then see the nursery across a range of times and 
activities. Do not make a decision until you have visited several times.

If you are told at any time that the nursery prefers you to ring before coming 
to collect your child early, settle him in or spend time with your child on 
whatever pretext then this may not a good sign.

2. The outside of the building

What to look for:

The building should look neat and well-maintained. Windows with clean 
blinds or shutters or painted pictures are all OK. 

The nursery should have bright and clear signage with the nursery logo or 
name on it. 

The building should look as though it is cared for by a very house-proud 
owner. This is important because it tells you something about the business 
mentality of the owner. The owner who lives on-site, nearby or who also 
manages the business will know that first impressions count, they won’t want 
to go to work every day to a shabby and run-down establishment. 

mailto:principal%40shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk%20?subject=
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Some of my clients are owners of several nurseries, some are business people 
and some live in other countries. Many of these people have other business 
interests, but are keenly interested in their nurseries. 

However, this is not always the case. I have worked with some nurseries 
where the owner, a successful builder, contractor or entrepreneur never goes 
near the nursery and spends little effort or capital investment in the place. 
Shabby paintwork, poorly maintained building and grounds as well as staff 
who appear to lack motivation and interest in their role may all point to a 
disinterested owner. A disinterested owner may hold the purse strings very 
tightly.

What you need to know or ask:
  Who owns the building? 
  How often do they visit it? 
  Do they live on-site or nearby?  
  Do they have other nurseries or businesses?

BEWARE OF:
• Peeling paint, rotten woodwork, dirty windows and poor fencing.
• The nursery sign that looks as if it has been hanging from a thread since 

time began and is dirty or faded.
• Car park or play areas that appear uncared for with litter and debris left 

lying around.
• Hanging baskets that no longer have any sign of life; they were probably 

bought by a well-meaning manager with too little time or inclination to 
care for them.

3. Ease of access to the building/outside area

What to look for:

This is important as you actually want it to be really quite difficult to get into 
the building, a bit like escaping from Alcatraz but in reverse. Why? Well if it 
is hard for you to get in as a prospective parent, then think how hard it would 
be for a stranger to get in and take a child or for a child to get out. 
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On arrival at the building you should not be able to get in at all, unless 
there is a small reception area which does not allow access to the main 
nursery. Normally there is a key-pad system for staff, a bell or an intercom 
system that you will need to use to draw attention to your arrival. 

If, however, you are waiting to gain entry or to make someone aware of your 
arrival and a passing parent or staff member simply opens the door to you 
before moving on their way, then this is not the place to leave your child. 
If this does happen please raise this with the nursery as a security issue. 

Do not be fobbed off with excuses such as, ‘Oh that is our student/new 
staff, they don’t know the routine yet’. They should have been inducted 
into the setting and should not be ‘on the floor’ until they are able to 
understand simple procedures such as not letting strangers into nurseries!

What should happen is that the door is opened by a member of staff who 
asks who you are, what your business is and asks you to sign in and wait 
there until someone comes for you. 

Use this opportunity to look around the entrance area. Do the doors 
have a double handle system which means that small children who find 
themselves in this area, with or without a parent, cannot open the doors to 
let themselves out? 

Don’t worry if you have to wait a little for the manager to show you around 
as nursery life is very busy and even if you have pre-booked a visit the 
unexpected can occur. If the nursery has a car park area which is not also 
for the children’s play, this should be clean and tidy with marked bays and 
directions to the entrance of the building.

What you need to know or ask: 
 What are the security arrangements for collecting my child? 
 Who can collect them and how will you know that person if they have  
 never been here before? 

Security should be a well laid-down procedure that everyone adheres to. 

Check this out by asking what the procedure is then get a different member 

þ
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of staff to ‘remind’ you of the policy. If this differs from person to person it 
may indicate that a policy is in place but this has become relaxed after time. 
The security arrangements should include either a key code for entry which 
is known by only two family members for each child or a password which is 
known by staff and can be given to anyone with permission to collect the 
child in one-off situations. The password may change each time it is used. 
Whatever procedures the nursery employs they should remain rigorous and 
in place throughout the time your child attends.

BEWARE IF:
You are told, ‘Just tell us each day when you drop off who is to collect your 
child and that’s OK’.

4. The Garden or Play Area

This is an important area. If you are considering using a nursery on a full-time 
basis then this will be the main outside play experience your child has. 

The play area should be large enough to cater for the numbers of children 
who attend the nursery on a daily basis. However, each room, or group, may 
need to take turns using the outside space. Incredibly, it has only recently 
been understood that it is absolutely paramount that all children access the 
outdoors several times each day whatever the weather.

For more information about the values of outside play spaces it is worth 
looking at the excellent work of organisations such as, Learning through 
Landscapes and Forest Schools. 

It is just as important that children get out of the nursery and into the 
community on a regular basis. This is because the wider community forms 
a large part of a child’s experience; allowing the child to learn about other 
people and to feel a sense of belonging as they visit the shops, parks and 
facilities of the area in which they live. 

Consider, if you will, what it would be like if your view of the world was 
based solely on the associations you have with the people you work with! 
Frightening isn’t it? You probably cope with the people in your work life 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Definitive-Guide-Choosing-Nursery/dp/1514391279
https://www.ltl.org.uk/about/index.php
https://www.ltl.org.uk/about/index.php
http://forestschools.com/what-are-forest-schools/
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either because you’re extremely lucky and have found a truly lovely bunch 
of well-rounded and wonderful, caring people. Or because you know that 
your time each day with them is limited and although some of them are 
complete pains, you know lots of people who aren’t. You have also learned 
skills to help you cope. 

Your child needs a whole view of the world that goes beyond the confines 
of the nursery staff and playground. Unfortunately, some nurseries that 
have been converted for use and in existence for many years may have very 
inadequate outdoor play spaces. 

The best nurseries will have an ethos that values outdoor play and this 
will be evident in both resources and staff attitudes. You may be asked to 
supply your child with wellingtons and all-weather gear. You may be told 
that it is a good idea not to dress your child in their best clothes as they will 
get very messy and dirty. You will need to provide a change of dry clothes. 
You may also be told that children will go outside even if they have a slight 
cold or runny nose. All of these are good signs.

Germs spread like wild-fire in warm rooms. Getting the children out-of-
doors will provide them with an opportunity to run off excess energy, build 
a healthy appetite, aid restful sleep and provide them with healthy fresh air.

What to look for:

Areas with green landscaping such as bushes, trees and grass. Look for 
areas where children can experience digging, planting and growing. Look 
for opportunities for children to be able to play quietly without being mown 
down by wheeled toys. 

Look for den-making areas and opportunities for children to paint, draw 
and colour on a large scale. Look for spaces where children can use large 
construction materials such as crates, planks, pipes and logs. 

Check that the outdoor space is fitted with good, high fencing to protect 
the property from vandalism and lockable safe storage where everything 
is neatly stored. The area should appear swept and cleaned with toys and 
resources looking clean and well-cared for. Look for nursery rooms with 
doors that lead immediately to the outdoor play space.

http://www.shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk
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What you need to know or ask:

 How often will your child get outside every day? 
 Is the area shared with other groups? 
 How do staff who have to care for non-mobile babies or toddlers 
 ensure that they get outside every day? 
 If there is a door from each room into the play area, is this kept open  
 and are children allowed free access to the outdoor space? 
 Is there a designated area for babies so that they are able to sit and   
 play without being mown down? 
 How long are the children outside? 
 How often do children go out into the surrounding area? 
 Are trips and visits to local attractions planned? 
 Are children able to play out all year long? 
 Are outdoor activities planned or are they purely spontaneous?

BEWARE OF:
• Large areas of tarmac with an abundance of shiny plastic toys and 

wheeled vehicles.
• A lack of order or organisation in the play area and staff who stand around 

like prison warders chatting in groups or to one another.
• Staff who tell you, ‘Yes we get out all the time when the weather is nice’
• Nurseries where children go out once or twice a day for about fifteen 

minutes, ‘If the weather is OK’.
• Very small play areas for a large number of children.
• Toddler rooms on the first floor; with the best will in the world this will 

make going out to play very difficult and staff need to organise it like a 
military procedure. This may deter the less enthusiastic staff member from 
taking her children out.

Thank you for downloading this short extract from my book, The 
Definitive Guide to Choosing a Nursery, which I wrote to give parents 
'an expert in their pocket' when choosing a nursery for their child. 
Wherever you're based, I hope this helps you make an informed 
decision. 
  Jane
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Get the book
Shrewsbury Prepatoria founder and principal, Jane 
Smalley has over 35 years’ experience in working with 
children. She’s drawn upon her experience as an Early 
Years trainer, lecturer, consultant and published the 
book ‘The Definitive Guide to Choosing a Nursery’ as a 
practical no nonsense guide to help parents understand 
good and bad practice and make an informed choice for 
their child from the very beginning.

The book is available to purchase online: 
www.amazon.co.uk/Definitive-Guide-Choosing-
Nursery/

For regular tips and expertise 
read Jane’s blog and follow 
Shrewsbury Prepatoria on Facebook

After 35+ years working in the industry, Jane founded 
the Reggio Emilia-inspired Shrewbury Prepatoria Nursery 
and Pre-School, based near Battlefield in Shrewsbury, 
Shropshire. Click the image (left) to access to the latest 
Shrewsbury Prepatoria Prospectus or visit the website.

Shrewsbury Prepatoria is Shropshire’s only National Day 
Nurseries Association (NDNA) award-winning Nursery and 
Pre-school.

About Jane and 
Shrewsbury Prepatoria

To arrange a tour of Shrewsbury Prepatoria: 

Call: 01743 460199 

Email principal@shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk or 

Online enquiry form www.shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk

7 Park Plaza, Battlefield Enterprise Park, 
Shrewsbury, Shropshire, SY1 3AF  
www.shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk
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http://www.shrewsburyprepatoria.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/shrewsburyprepatoria/

