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An inspection from Ofsted continues to be one of the most talked-about - and misunderstood - aspects of

running an early years setting.

In 2026, the conversation has evolved again – and will continue to evolve. With updates to the Early Years

Foundation Stage (EYFS), ongoing refinements to the Education Inspection Framework, and increased focus

on safeguarding, inclusion and curriculum quality, myths are spreading faster than facts.

Some myths are harmless. Others create unnecessary anxiety, wasted workload, and poor decision-

making.

This guide separates fiction from reality - and explains what inspectors are really looking for in

early years settings in 2026.

Before tackling the myths, it’s important to understand the current inspection landscape.

In 2026:

Inspections remain largely unannounced for early years providers

The focus continues to be on curriculum intent, implementation and impact

Safeguarding is still a limiting judgement

There is continued emphasis on reducing unnecessary workload

Communication and language remain central priorities

Inclusion and SEND provision receive deeper scrutiny

Leadership well-being and staff development are explored more meaningfully

Ofsted’s core purpose has not changed: to evaluate the quality of education and care,

highlight strengths, and identify areas for improvement.

Now let’s address the myths.

Understanding the 2026 context
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The truth:

Ofsted does not favour digital over paper - or vice versa.

Inspectors are not judging the platform you use. They are judging whether your assessment

approach:

Is manageable

Reflects children’s development accurately

Informs next steps

Supports staff understanding of child development

Inspectors are increasingly aware of workload pressures. If your system - digital or paper - is

creating excessive workload without improving outcomes, expect professional discussion about

that.

The question is not: What system do you use?

The question is: How does it help children make progress?

Myth 1: “Ofsted prefers electronic learning journeys over paper.”
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The truth:

This myth refuses to die.

Ofsted does not award higher grades for thicker files. Inspectors may request specific

documentation (as outlined in the inspection handbook), but they are far more interested in:

The quality of adult-child interactions

The clarity of your curriculum

Staff knowledge of child development

Safeguarding culture

Leadership oversight

In fact, excessive paperwork can sometimes signal inefficiency.

Inspectors are alert to unnecessary workload. If your team is overwhelmed by documentation at the

expense of time with children, that may prompt challenge - not praise.

Myth 2: “The more paperwork we have, the better our inspection will go.”

The truth:

There is no mandatory self-evaluation form.

However, leaders must clearly articulate:

Your curriculum intent

Why you’ve designed it that way

How it meets the needs of your cohort

Myth 3: “We need a specific Ofsted self-evaluation form.”
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How you know it’s working

What you are improving and why

Self-evaluation is about professional insight - not templates.

Inspectors will assess whether leaders:

Understand their strengths and weaknesses

Act on feedback

Use training strategically

Monitor provision effectively

A thoughtful conversation carries far more weight than a perfectly formatted document.

The truth:

Inspectors expect a normal day.

Children may argue. Staff may adapt plans. A toddler may refuse their snack. That’s real life.

What inspectors evaluate is:

How staff respond

How behaviour is managed

Whether routines support learning

Whether safeguarding remains effective

Whether leaders stay calm and professional

A “staged” day often feels artificial. Authentic practice demonstrates confidence.

Myth 4: “Ofsted expects a perfect day.”
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The truth:

There is no secret list.

You do not need:

Elaborate themed displays

Overly complex planning grids

Worksheet-heavy activities

Pinterest-perfect environments

Inspectors explore how well your curriculum 

builds knowledge and skills over time.

Myth 5: “We can’t jump more than one grade.”

The truth:

Settings can move up multiple grades if the evidence supports it. Equally, grades can fall if

standards have declined. Judgements are based on what inspectors see and hear during the visit -

not solely on previous outcomes.

Improvement is taken seriously. Leaders who have:

Invested in staff training

Strengthened curriculum clarity

Improved safeguarding systems

Developed inclusive practice

may see significant grade movement.

Myth 6: “Inspectors have a secret checklist of required activities.”
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They may ask:

Why do you prioritise communication and language this way?

How do you support two-year-olds differently from pre-schoolers?

How does your environment promote independence?

How do you know children are ready for their next stage?

It is about intent and impact - not decoration.

Myth 7: “Risk assessments must follow a specific format.”

The truth:

The EYFS requires providers to assess and manage risk - but it does not prescribe a single method.

In 2026, inspectors expect:

Sensible, proportionate risk management

Staff who understand dynamic risk assessment

Clear safeguarding procedures

Safe recruitment practices

They are not looking for over-engineered systems. They are looking for safety embedded in culture.
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The truth:

Inspectors expect leaders to continue running the setting.

They want to see:

Leadership in action

Decision-making in real time

Support for staff

Oversight of safeguarding

Professional discussions are scheduled at appropriate 

moments. Being visible and engaged is more valuable 

than sitting in a meeting room all day.

Myth 8: “If we’ve had complaints, we’ll automatically be downgraded.”

The truth:

Complaints do not predetermine grades.

Inspectors evaluate:

How complaints were handled

Whether safeguarding procedures were followed

Whether learning occurred

Whether leadership oversight is strong

A well-managed complaint can demonstrate effective governance. Avoiding transparency, however,

raises concerns.

Myth 9: “Managers must be available all day.”
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The truth:

Technology - including AI - is not banned.

However:

Safeguarding and data protection remain paramount.

Professional judgement must remain central.

AI must support, not replace, practitioner expertise.

If technology reduces workload and improves reflection, it can be positive.

 If it generates generic, disengaged planning, that will be evident.

The truth:

Inspectors do not require internal tracking systems or complex spreadsheets.

In fact, unnecessary data analysis is discouraged.

Inspectors focus on:

What children know and can do

How staff support progress

Whether children are ready for their next stage

Gaps in development

How SEND is supported

Professional dialogue and observation outweigh numerical tracking.

Myth 10: “Ofsted only cares about data.”

Myth 11: “AI tools will damage our judgement.”
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The truth:

Inspection judgements focus on quality of education and care - not profitability.

However, inspectors may explore how leadership decisions in response to funding pressures

affect:

Staffing ratios

Staff qualifications

Training investment

Resources

SEND support

Financial pressure is recognised - 

but quality must remain protected.

The truth:

Policy updates should reflect statutory changes - but whole rewrites are rarely required.

Inspectors look for:

Alignment with current legislation

Staff understanding of policies

Consistent implementation

Regular review

A concise, well-understood policy is better than a lengthy, unread document.

Myth 12: “We must rewrite all policies because of EYFS updates.”

Myth 13: “Funding pressures will influence our grade.”
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The truth:

Safeguarding is a culture.

Inspectors test:

Staff knowledge of signs of abuse

Confidence in reporting concerns

Safer recruitment processes

DSL effectiveness

Online safety awareness

The truth:

Child development is not linear.

Inspectors understand variability.

They evaluate whether:

Staff understand typical development

Delays are identified early

External support is accessed appropriately

Next steps are purposeful

They are not expecting unrealistic uniformity.

Myth 14: “We must show evidence of every child hitting every milestone.”

Myth 15: “Safeguarding is just about paperwork.”
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1. Clear curriculum intent

Leaders should articulate why the curriculum is structured as it is - especially in relation to

communication, language and early literacy.

2. Strong adult-child interactions

High-quality questioning, modelling, vocabulary extension, and emotional attunement remain

critical.

3. Inclusion and SEND

Inspectors look closely at how settings:

Identify emerging needs

Work with external agencies

Adapt environments

Support disadvantaged children

Record-keeping accuracy

In 2026, safeguarding remains a limiting judgement. If safeguarding is ineffective, the overall

judgement will reflect that.

What Ofsted is really looking for in 2026
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Preparation is no longer about “getting ready for Ofsted.”

It is about running your setting well, every day.

Focus on:

Staff knowledge of child development

Curriculum clarity

Safeguarding confidence

Clear leadership oversight

4. Staff Development

How are staff trained?

How is coaching delivered?

How do leaders address underperformance?

5. Leadership resilience

Inspectors increasingly explore how leaders:

Manage workload

Support well-being

Maintain standards during staffing shortages

6. Communication and language

This is still a national priority. Inspectors observe how language is embedded throughout the day -

not confined to carpet time.

Preparing for Inspection in 2026
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In 2026, the biggest myth of all may be this:

“Ofsted is trying to catch us out.”

Inspection is challenging. It is rigorous. But its stated aim remains to evaluate quality and promote

improvement.

When settings focus on:

Children’s well-being

Skilled interactions

Thoughtful curriculum design

Reflective leadership

inspection becomes a professional conversation - not a performance.

The framework has evolved to reduce unnecessary workload and sharpen focus on what truly

matters: children’s development, safety, and preparation for the next stage of learning.

Proportionate documentation

Reflective practice

Ask yourself:

Can every practitioner explain why they are doing what they are doing?

Do leaders understand their data without drowning in it?

Is safeguarding understood at every level?

Are children engaged, secure, and making progress?

Final reflection

If your daily practice is strong, authentic and child-centred, you are already preparing well.



SOFTWARE
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Save hours by reducing planning time by 50%

Speedy invoicing to all parents and carers in

minutes Instant view of all financial reports

Manage payments and track debt

Share every magical moment of each child's day with their
parents and carers with our online diary software

Record meaningful and detailed EYFS observations Improve

essential safeguarding and save hours of time Reduce your

workload and spend more time with the children Identify at a

glance each child's development pathway

No deadlines, no time restrictions, no classroom! Support your staff
or further your professional development with our online CPD
accredited courses

Bringing parents and carers closer to their child’s day by providing
a timeline of their progress

Download Parent Portal App on Android or iOS

PLUS ... Parenta offers a free recruitment service - no fees!

Increase employee motivation and keep staff for longer within your
setting by offering training - the ideal tool for you to develop your
team.

Parenta courses include:

•

•

•

Level 2 Early Years Practitioner

Level 3 Early Years Educator 

Level 5 Early Years Lead Practitioner

WEBSITE DESIGN

• Our childcare websites generate genuine interest and leads from
parents and carers

We specialise in designing and building childcare websites so you

can rest assured that our team know what Ofsted and parents/
carers are looking for

•

BRANDING & DESIGN 

• Showcase your setting with branded products. From newsletters to
logos and prospectuses to business cards, we take care of all your
branding needs

SOCIAL MEDIA

• We assist you with setting up and using your social media
accounts in no time to help you increase your setting’s visibility

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Working together for our children
hello@parenta.com  0800 002 9242 

www.parenta.com

Follow us on social media @TheParentaGroup 
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PARENT PORTAL APP

ONLINE DAILY DIARY - DAYSHARE

NURSERY MANAGEMENT - ABACUS

EYFS LEARNING JOURNEY TRACKER - FOOTSTEPS 2
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