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Ofsted inspections remain one of the most significant aspects of professional life in the early years sector.

They play an important role in maintaining standards, safeguarding children, and ensuring that high-quality

learning and care experiences are consistently provided. Inspection outcomes also influence how parents

view settings, shape improvement priorities for managers and staff, and can, in some cases, affect funding,

recruitment and the reputation of the setting or group.

However, inspection practice in England is evolving. In recent years, the inspection system has been the

subject of increasing debate across education and government. Leaders and practitioners have raised

concerns about the emotional pressure inspections can place on staff, the limitations of single-word overall

judgements and the need for clearer and more meaningful feedback for families.

Many professionals felt that the traditional grading system did not fully reflect the variety of educational

offers and the complexity of early years provision. For example, a setting might demonstrate excellent

relationships, strong safeguarding systems and inclusive practice, yet still be developing aspects of

curriculum delivery or leadership capacity. Reducing this picture to one overall word felt overly simplistic and

did not always support constructive improvement.

At the same time, parents and carers were seeking clearer information about what inspection outcomes

actually meant for their children’s experiences. There was a growing recognition that inspection reports

needed to provide more detailed insights into strengths and areas for development.

In response, Ofsted introduced reforms to the inspection framework from November 2025. These reforms

aim to create a more balanced and transparent system that recognises the many dimensions that

contribute to quality in early education. While the fundamental purpose of inspections remains unchanged

– ensuring that children are safe, well cared for and supported in their learning – the way inspections are

conducted and reported has shifted. 

Ofsted has also promised changes to its approach following concerns about workload and inspection

stress for staff, and especially for setting managers and owners. 

This includes:

Extra inspectors on some inspections

Limits on the number of hours inspectors can spend on site

Clearer guidance on what inspectors will and will not expect

A more collaborative tone

These steps are intended to reduce stress and make inspections

feel more supportive, though many leaders may

understandably remain cautious and it will remain to be seen

whether the aims are met in practice. 
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These changes represent not just procedural adjustments, but a wider cultural shift in the way inspections

are carried out and their purpose. They are no longer seen as the once-coveted ‘badge of honour’ to be

collected and displayed prominently in a banner pinned to the exterior fence!Inspections are increasingly

intended to support dialogue, reflection and improvement, rather than simply delivering attention-grabbing,

single-word, high-stakes judgements. For early years practitioners and managers, understanding this

evolving landscape is essential to feel confident and prepared for inspections in 2026 and beyond.

Although inspection reforms have introduced new reporting systems and areas of emphasis, the

fundamental structure of an Ofsted inspection in early years settings remains broadly familiar.

However, there are important developments in how inspections are scheduled, how evidence is

gathered and how inspectors engage with staff that leaders and managers need to understand. 

1. Inspection frequency and timing

One of the most significant practical changes is the move towards more frequent inspection cycles.

Routine inspections for regulated early years providers are now expected to take place

approximately every four years, rather than the previous six-year cycle. This reflects a national

priority to monitor quality more regularly and ensure that concerns are identified and addressed at

an earlier stage. 

Newly registered settings may also experience inspection sooner than in the past. Instead of

waiting up to two and a half years for a first inspection, many providers can now expect a visit

within 12 to 18 months of registration. While this may feel daunting for new leaders, it also provides

earlier professional feedback and support for improvement.

2. Notification and preparation

Most inspections continue to be short notice. Settings are typically informed by telephone shortly

before the visit, often the day before or on the morning of the inspection. During this initial

conversation, inspectors may ask leaders about:

What the new Ofsted inspection looks like in practice

Number of children on roll 

Staffing arrangements 

Children with additional needs 

Any recent changes or challenges 

Practical arrangements for the inspection day 

Leaders may also be asked to ensure key documentation and safeguarding information are readily

available. This reinforces the importance of maintaining everyday readiness rather than relying on rushed,

last-minute preparation.
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3. What happens during the inspection visit

Inspection visits focus heavily on observing the lived experience of children within the setting.

Inspectors aim to understand what it is genuinely like to attend the provision, rather than reviewing

extensive paperwork.

Typical inspection activities may include:

Learning walks through different rooms or outdoor spaces 

Observations of adult-child interactions 

Discussions with practitioners about curriculum intent, implementation and impact (the three ‘I’s)

Review of safeguarding procedures and staff knowledge 

Meetings with leaders to explore quality monitoring and improvement planning 

Gathering parental views where possible 

Deep dives into aspects of the curriculum may still take place, particularly in key areas such as

communication and language or personal, social and emotional development.

There is also a growing emphasis on professional dialogue. Inspectors are expected to engage

constructively with leaders and practitioners, building a rounded picture of practice rather than relying on

isolated observations.

4. Feedback and next steps

At the end of the visit, inspectors typically provide verbal feedback outlining strengths and areas for

development. This discussion is an important opportunity for leaders to clarify understanding and

begin planning next steps.

Under the renewed framework, inspection outcomes are communicated through detailed report

cards rather than single overall judgements, offering a more nuanced reflection of quality across

different aspects of provision.
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One of the most significant and widely discussed changes to inspection practice is the introduction

of the Ofsted report card. This represents the biggest shift in inspection reporting in decades and,

as previously mentioned, marks a move away from the traditional single-word overall judgement.

Previously, settings were given an overall grade such as “Outstanding”, “Good”, “Requires

Improvement” or “Inadequate”. While these grades were widely recognised, they did not always

capture the full complexity of a setting’s provision. A nursery or pre-school might demonstrate

excellent leadership and safeguarding practice, but still be developing aspects of curriculum

implementation or inclusion, which might prevent the excellent leadership from being fully reflected

in the grade given. A single overall grade could therefore feel overly reductive and sometimes

discouraging for teams working hard to improve.

Under the renewed inspection framework, settings now receive a detailed report card that

evaluates their performance across several key areas. 

Areas of inspection are now:

The new Ofsted report card explained

Inclusion (including how settings support children with SEND, disadvantaged children and those known

to social care)

Curriculum and teaching

Achievement

Behaviour, attitudes and establishing routines

Children’s welfare and well-being

Leadership and governance

Each area is graded separately using a new, colour-coded, five-point scale:

These grades are now presented using colour coding to make reports more accessible and easier

for parents and carers to understand, ranging from red through amber, green to blue. The intention

is to provide a clearer, more balanced picture of quality and progress. 
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Another important feature of the report card is the inclusion of more narrative comments. Instead of simply

stating a grade, inspectors provide explanations of what they observed during the inspection. This may

include examples of strong practice, reflections on leadership effectiveness or suggestions for development.

Many reports also include sections such as “What it is like to be a child at this setting” and recommended

next steps for improvement.

Safeguarding

Safeguarding continues to be assessed separately and remains a fundamental requirement.

Rather than being graded on the five-point scale, safeguarding arrangements are judged as either

“met” or “not met”. This reinforces the message that safeguarding underpins all aspects of early

years provision and settings, which receive a “not met” grade, will face increased scrutiny and will

be expected to address the issue immediately.

That said, the new report card approach aims to support improvement rather than simply label

performance. Settings can demonstrate strengths in one area while acknowledging that further

development is needed elsewhere. For many leaders and practitioners, this system offers an

opportunity to present a more authentic picture of their setting’s journey, but it also means teams

must be confident in understanding each evaluation area and able to explain how their everyday

practice supports positive outcomes for children.

Understanding the inspection judgement areas in depth

Under the renewed inspection framework, inspectors evaluate early years provision across several

key areas. Understanding what inspectors are looking for in each of these areas can help leaders

and practitioners feel more confident and prepared.

Inclusion

Inclusion is now recognised as a central component

of quality in early years education rather than an 

additional aspect of provision. Inspectors consider 

how effectively settings identify and support children 

who may face barriers to learning or well-being. 

This includes children with special educational needs 

and disabilities, disadvantaged children and those 

known to social care.
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In practice, inspectors may look at how quickly concerns about development are identified, how

settings work in partnership with families and how external professionals such as speech and

language therapists or SEN advisory teams are involved. They may also observe whether

environments and activities are adapted appropriately to enable all children to participate fully.

Inclusive practice is often reflected in everyday interactions. For example, practitioners may

demonstrate flexibility in routines, use visual supports, model language or provide targeted

interventions that help children build confidence and independence.

Curriculum and teaching

Inspectors continue to place strong emphasis on the quality of the curriculum and how it is

implemented through adult interactions. Leaders should be able to explain the intent behind their

curriculum, including what they want children to learn and how learning builds over time.

During inspection, practitioners may be asked about how they support communication and

language development, how they respond to children’s interests and how they use assessment to

inform next steps. Inspectors recognise that early years teaching is not formal or classroom-based,

but rooted in play, exploration and responsive engagement. High-quality interactions, such as

extending children’s thinking through open-ended questions or modelling new vocabulary, are

often key indicators of strong practice.

Achievement

Achievement is evaluated in relation to children’s starting points and the progress they make over

time. Inspectors are more interested in whether children develop the knowledge, skills and

confidence needed for their next stage of education, rather than whether all children reach the

same level at the same time, which we know they don’t. This includes looking at children’s

independence, curiosity, persistence and ability to form positive relationships. Inspectors

understand that development is not always linear and that contextual factors may influence

progress. Settings are therefore encouraged to demonstrate how they support each child’s

individual learning journey.

Behaviour, attitudes and routines

As early years practitioners know, a calm and purposeful environment supports children’s

emotional security and readiness to learn. Inspectors observe how practitioners promote positive

behaviour, establish consistent routines and support children in managing transitions. For example,

they may consider how staff help children share resources, resolve conflicts or develop self-

regulation skills. The development of independence, such as tidying away equipment or managing

personal care tasks, is also often noted.
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Leadership and governance

Leadership plays a crucial role in shaping the quality of provision. Inspectors consider how

leaders monitor practice, support staff development, and drive continuous improvement.

This may include reviewing supervision arrangements, training programmes and quality

improvement plans. Strong leadership is often evident where staff feel confident discussing

their practice and understand the setting’s vision and priorities.

Safeguarding

Safeguarding remains a stand-alone judgement and is central to inspection outcomes.

Inspectors expect settings to demonstrate a strong safeguarding culture where staff

understand their responsibilities and concerns are acted upon promptly. Evidence may

include safer recruitment procedures, regular safeguarding training, clear reporting systems

and effective multi-agency collaboration. Maintaining up-to-date policies and ensuring all

staff understand their role in protecting children are essential elements of inspection

readiness.
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Although inspection frameworks and reporting 

methods are evolving, the most effective 

preparation remains consistent high-quality 

practice. Settings that embed strong systems 

and reflective leadership into everyday routines 

are often best placed to approach inspection 

with confidence.

One of the most important steps leaders can take 

is to ensure that safeguarding remains robust and 

clearly understood by all staff. Regular training, 

supervision discussions and clear reporting procedures 

help build a safeguarding culture where concerns are 

recognised early and acted upon appropriately. Inspectors are increasingly interested in how

safeguarding operates in practice, rather than simply reviewing policies.

Leaders should also ensure that curriculum intent is well understood across the team. Practitioners

need to feel confident explaining how their interactions support children’s development and how

learning experiences build over time. This does not require complex documentation, but it does

involve shared understanding and professional dialogue across the setting. 

Inclusive practice is another key preparation focus. Reviewing SEND procedures, strengthening

partnerships with families and ensuring environments are accessible for all children can help

settings demonstrate their commitment to equity. Inspectors are likely to look for evidence that

barriers to learning are identified and addressed thoughtfully.

Maintaining clear and organised documentation can also support inspection readiness. Inspection

toolkits emphasise that leaders do not need to create additional paperwork purely for inspections.

Instead, evidence should arise naturally and be collated from everyday practice on an ongoing

basis. This includes things such as safeguarding records, supervision notes and quality

improvement plans. 

Equally important now is supporting staff well-being and confidence. Open conversations about

inspection expectations, opportunities for reflective practice and mentoring for less experienced

practitioners can help reduce anxiety around the entire inspection process. Viewing inspection as a

professional dialogue rather than a high-stakes test can foster a more positive mindset across the

whole team.

How settings can confidently prepare for inspections
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Ultimately, inspection reform signals a shift towards recognising the complexity of early years

provision and supporting continuous improvement. While change can feel challenging, settings that

prioritise strong relationships, inclusive environments and thoughtful leadership are likely to

navigate inspections successfully. Ultimately, inspections should be about showcasing what

settings do well daily rather than feeling like a one-off exam. Staying informed about inspection

developments and embedding reflective practice into everyday routines will help ensure that

settings remain confident, prepared and focused on delivering the best possible experiences for

young children, regardless of whether they have an upcoming Ofsted inspection or not.

Preparing for inspection does not mean creating large amounts of new paperwork or changing

your day-to-day practice. Instead, it is about ensuring that high-quality systems are embedded and

consistently understood by the whole team.

Leaders may wish to use the following checklist to support ongoing readiness.

Safeguarding

Inspection readiness checklist for early years settings

All staff understand safeguarding procedures and know how to report concerns

Safeguarding training is up to date and regularly revisited

Recruitment processes and records are clear and compliant with confidentiality and with safer

recruitment guidelines

Designated safeguarding leads are trained and feel confident in their role

Inclusion

SEND procedures are clear and consistently implemented

Partnerships with families and external professionals are strong

Environments and routines are adapted to meet individual needs

Disadvantaged children are identified and supported effectively

Curriculum and teaching

Staff understand the setting’s curriculum intent and learning priorities

Practitioners can explain how everyday interactions support children’s development

Communication and language opportunities are prioritised

Assessment is used to plan meaningful next steps
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Supporting documentation and

organisation

Behaviour and attitudes

Children demonstrate positive relationships with adults and peers 

Clear and consistent behaviour expectations are understood across the setting 

Staff support emotional regulation and social development effectively 

Transitions and routines are calm, purposeful and well established 

Children show increasing independence and confidence in daily activities 

Achievement and development (outcomes)

Children make progress from their individual starting points 

Staff understand how learning builds over time 

Assessment information is used to support learning rather than generate paperwork 

Gaps in development are identified early and responded to appropriately 

Practitioners can explain how the curriculum supports children’s long-term development

Leadership and staff development

Supervision and professional development systems are in place

Staff feel confident discussing their practice and improvement goals

Quality improvement plans are reviewed regularly

Team communication supports shared understanding of priorities

Well-being and inspection culture

Leaders encourage open conversations about inspection expectations

Staff feel supported and valued in their roles

Inspection is viewed as an opportunity for reflection and growth

Key records are accurate, accessible

and part of normal practice

Policies are up to date and

understood by all staff

Evidence of impact is gathered

naturally through everyday systems
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