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Copyright and using the information in this report

All rights reserved. No part of this report may be reproduced without prior written permission from Early Years 
Fundamentals Ltd. This includes taking quotes from the report, recording, photocopying or transmitting the 
content fully or in part using any form of technology.

Any organisation, agency or individual who would like to use the content of this report (inclusive of trainers, 
consultants and nursery chains) must write to Early Years Fundamentals Ltd. to request a licence before use. 



3

ABOUT EARLY YEARS 
FUNDAMENTALS LTD.

Early Years Fundamentals (EYF) is a research, training 
and development company led by the needs of the 
early years private, voluntary and independent sector. 
We assess the needs of the sector termly through 
the extensive analysis of Ofsted inspection reports 
and prepare a response to trending Ofsted actions 
and recommendations through audit tools, practical 
guides, publications, training and consultancy. 

Our intention is to 
provide information 
and low-cost 
services that 
help early years 
providers to stay 
on the right side of 
a ‘good’ inspection 
outcome. 
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This report was written for three reasons:

1. We recognise that funding cuts have had a 
significant impact on the early years quality 
improvement work of many local authorities. 
Services in numerous areas around the country 
have had to scale back the support and training 
that they are able to offer to the private, voluntary 
and independent sector, and as a result, some 
advisory services will have little or no capacity to 
generate the level of information produced in this 
report. 

2. Data and information about inspection trends are 
important to early years providers because they 
enable leaders and managers to take proactive 
steps to address vulnerabilities in practice prior 
to an inspection event. This has become more 
important over the last 12 months as large 
numbers of providers have extended their early 
education offer to incorporate the ’30 hour’ 
entitlement for working parents. This means that a 
greater proportion of a provider’s revenue is now 
directly linked to their inspection outcome.  

Under the Department for Education’s current 
Early Education and Childcare, Statutory 
Guidance for Local Authorities (2018a.), local 
authorities have a statutory duty to remove early 
education funding as close to the publication of an 
inadequate inspection outcome as is possible. No-
one can therefore afford to receive an inadequate 
judgment.

3. This report will provide local authorities and 
early years settings with an understanding of the 
issues that have led to scores of inadequate or 
requires improvement inspection outcomes. It is 
hoped that the information contained in the full 
report will enable leadership teams in both types 
of organisations to reduce potential inspection 
vulnerabilities and that fewer providers will have 
to face the challenges associated with ‘being 
inadequate’.

WHY WAS THIS REPORT PRODUCED?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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In the academic year autumn 2017- summer 2018, 
2,947 early years private, voluntary and independent 
Ofsted inspection reports were reviewed. Out of this 
sample:

• 81% of preschools, playgroups and nurseries 
achieved a good or better inspection outcome, 
and the percentage of outstanding providers who 
fell below good was low (less than 0.5% each 
term).

• The number of newly registered providers who did 
not achieve a good or better inspection outcome 
was low, but those numbers increased each term.

• The percentage of outstanding, good, requires 
improvement (RI) and inadequate inspection 
outcomes stayed broadly the same over the three 
terms.

However, the data also highlights that:

• 1 in 5 early years settings did not achieve a good 
or better inspection outcome,

• That 11% of good providers were unable to 
sustain a good or better inspection outcome,

• And the number of providers judged to be 
inadequate increased by 1% each term.

HEADLINES

Trending areas of practice
The actions and recommendations of all the reports in 
the sample were analysed to look for patterns and trends. 
This highlighted:

• Monitoring and evaluation as the area that appeared 
most frequently in RI and inadequate inspection 
reports across all 3 terms.

• The effectiveness of planning and appropriate levels 
of challenge as the second highest trending issue, 
followed closely by the management and suitability of 
staff. (The top ten trending areas of practice have been 
published in the full report). 

It is recognised that the collection of data over one 
academic year is not sufficient to make accurate claims 
about inspection trends, therefore all of the above data 
should be considered as an emerging picture.
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1. Although the EYFS (DfE, 2018c) is the statutory 
framework that shapes the practice of early 
years providers, we recommend that leadership 
teams familiarise themselves with the Early Years 
Inspection Handbook (Ofsted, 2018d). This 
would provide a greater understanding of what 
inspectors will be looking at and for during an 
inspection.

2. Providers should review their current monitoring 
and evaluation systems to ensure that the 
leadership team has an accurate view of: 
a. the quality of teaching and learning, 
b. the progress that children are making, 
c. and the setting’s ability to meet the welfare 
requirements. 

3. Those with a responsibility for the management of 
staff need to have a secure understanding of how 
to implement effective performance management 
systems.

4. Leadership teams need to use the entirety of 
their inspection report to guide improvement 
planning, not just the section that highlights 
‘What the setting needs to do to improve 
further’ I.e. the actions and recommendations 
made by the inspector. This will ensure that any 
important points that did not become actions/
recommendations are not overlooked and will 
reduce the likelihood of the issue being raised in 
subsequent inspections.

5. When identifying priorities for improvement, 
settings should use the main body of the report  
to understand how the action came about.  
This will ensure that robust and exhaustive  
actions are taken to address any issues raised.

Some of the recommendations above are directly 
linked to trends that emerged in the way inspection 
reports were constructed. We found that in some 
reports: 

1. The full range of judgements made under the 
‘Summary of key findings for parents’ do not 
always appear as actions or recommendations 
later in the report. In many of the reports reviewed, 
points have been made that have the potential to 
make a difference to the quality of provision, but 
because specific actions or recommendations 
have not been made, these important points are 
likely to be overlooked, as most providers focus 
their attention on ‘What the setting needs to do to 
improve further’ during improvement planning.

2. Some of the judgements that have been made in 
the ‘Summary of key findings for parents’ cover 
a wide range of issues, therefore the impact of 
these statements is often lost because of the 
significant number of issues that have been 
covered in a paragraph. For example, there 
could be references to the number of qualified 
staff, alongside unrelated points, which highlight 
weaknesses in performance management, 
monitoring systems and poor adult: child 
interactions under one bullet point. This approach 
has been used in multiple reports, by different 
inspectors.

3. Many actions and recommendations are not 
specific enough to guide improvement activities 
without reading (and understanding) the entirety 
of the inspection report. This could result in 
superficial actions with no long-term benefits 
to children or the quality of the provision. For 
example, phrases such as ‘promote children's 
good health and hygiene’ assumes that the 
leadership team has the capacity to unpick what 
this means for practice and to take appropriate 
action.

The full report provides a more in-depth view of 
inspection trends and a detailed account of the 
significant actions and recommendations made 
against the most relevant areas of practice. What 
follows below is an example of how actions and 
recommendations have been shared in the main body 
of the report.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SETTINGS
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Working in partnership to ensure continuity 
of educational experiences for all children.

• Develop systems for sharing information 
with other providers to offer a more 
consistent learning experience. 

• Strengthen partnership working with 
other providers, sharing information 
to support complimentary learning 
experiences.

• Obtain more information about what 
children are learning from other settings.

PARTNER PROFESSIONALS
WORKING WITH



Early Years Fundamentals Ltd.
489 Lower Somercotes
Somercotes
Alfreton
Derbyshire
DE55 4NS
Email: ey.fundamentals@gmail.com
Website: http://eyfundamentals.org
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/groups/EYFundamentals/
First published September 2018
Copyright © Early Years Fundamentals Ltd.


