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Abstract
High-quality early childhood education is key for children’s positive and long-term outcomes. Countries 
differ on how they quality assure provision. In England, Ofsted is the independent inspection body, often 
the source of controversy for lack of transparency in ratings. However, there is a dearth of evidence 
on how inspectors’ judgements are made, particularly in the early years sector. This study examines the 
consistency and nature of individual judgements in Ofsted reports, through an in-depth corpus analysis 
of inspection reports for non-domestic early years providers (nurseries and preschools) in England. It 
is the first to analyse the extent to which inspections focus on well-regarded understandings of high-
quality early childhood pedagogy and provides an appraisal of the affective tone of the reports, using 
sentiment analysis. Results show that inspectors are fairly consistent, with similar high frequent terms 
present across reports, but the inspection focus may be too limited in scope. There is an over-emphasis 
on school readiness based on outcomes of older children, without clear references to the participation 
and engagement of younger children and process variables. A more positive tone in the reports is more 
frequent in high-quality rated settings, except for the section describing children’s outcomes, the shortest 
across reports.
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Introduction

The importance of early childhood education is widely recognised. The well-regarded Heckman 
Curve shows that investments in early years bring long-term societal benefits (Heckman et al., 
2013). Despite this, expenditure on Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) varies substan-
tially even amongst western European countries with high Gross Domestic Product (GDP; OECD, 
2023). For example, pre-primary spending is highest at just under 1.0% of GDP in Iceland, over 
0.5% of GDP in Denmark, France, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, and just under 0.5% in 
the United Kingdom (UK; Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development; OECD, 
2023). Since 2009–10, spending on free access to ECEC in the UK has more than doubled, as the 
government increased the number of funded universal hours and brought in new entitlements 
(Farquharson et al., 2023), bringing to the fore-front the question of what constitutes high-quality 
provision.

In England, specifically, the Early Years Foundation Stage curriculum (EYFS) extends from 
birth to 5 years of age, at which point most children attend reception year (which is part of primary 
schooling, but non-compulsory; Department for Education [DfE], 2021). Before the age of 5, there 
are few maintained ECEC settings. Recent data from the Department for Education’s (DfE) pro-
vider survey suggests that 52% of ECEC settings are within the private/independent sector and 
12% are childminders (DfE, 2022), with some families having been entitled to government support 
depending on income (e.g. tax-free childcare or up to 30 hours free childcare per week for 3 and 
4-year-olds). In addition to this, the 40% most disadvantaged 2-year-olds are also entitled to a 
funded part-time place (Farquharson et al., 2023). There are also 14% of places in voluntary-group 
based providers and 22% which are school-based providers (DfE, 2022). More recently, the gov-
ernment has introduced a gradual increase to ECEC entitlement: by September 2025, most work-
ing families with children under the age of 5 will be entitled to 30 hours of childcare support, as 
well as eligible working parents with a child from 9 months. These changes apply to all UK nations. 
With more access to ECEC providers, the quality of provision becomes of greater concern.

The quality of all education settings, including early years providers, in England, is monitored 
by the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted). Ofsted carries 
out periodic inspections of providers, classifying them as Outstanding, Good, Requires Improvement 
or Inadequate. Ofsted is non-ministerial and independent, but it reports to Parliament. Before 
Ofsted, inspections were conducted by Local Authorities. With the introduction of the Education 
(School) Act 1992, and to respond to concerns about variable inspection standards, Ofsted was 
created and then its remit extended to childcare and childminding in 2001. In 2008, with the intro-
duction of the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS), Ofsted inspections started to be carried out 
against that standard which regulates provision in learning and welfare for any child from birth to 
5 years of age.

Over the years, Ofsted has been the source of considerable controversy, including for being 
over-reliant on numbers rather than on more nuanced aspects of quality, for the fact that many 
inspectors lacked the knowledge and experience of teaching that some consider essential to per-
form an accurate inspection, and for causing serious and avoidable stress in the workforce, for not 
focussing enough on recognised indicators of high-quality ECEC, for conducting outdated evalua-
tions and for putting undue stress on management. Roberts-Holmes (2014), for example, argues 
that the current early years provision has been narrowed to respond to increased inspection and 
surveillance, which intensifies pressure to focus on ‘school readiness’ rather than holistic develop-
ment; the author also argues that early years pedagogy has become too data-driven and that this 
disrupts and constrains early years teachers’ deeply held child-centred pedagogical values, there-
fore suggesting that Ofsted inspections may be counter-productive. However, there is little to no 
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evidence available to say that this is the case, by systematically examining the consistency and 
quality of judgements made by Ofsted inspectors and their alignment with principles of high-
quality ECEC and recognised Early Years pedagogy. Other sources of evidence provide a strong 
empirical basis for the claim that Ofsted inspectors’ judgements are not consistently delivered, for 
example, the work of Bokhove et al. (2023), which draws on over 30,000 reports, concludes that 
male inspectors award slightly more lenient judgements to primary schools than their female coun-
terparts, and inspectors employed as permanent staff (Her Majesty’s Inspectors) are found to be 
harsher than those who inspect schools on a freelance basis. Consequently, given its somewhat 
arbitrary nature, it becomes understandable that school inspection outcomes have few links to stu-
dent outcomes. von Stumm et al. (2021), have demonstrated that school quality ratings are not 
good predictors of student achievement, based on a population-based sample (the National Pupil 
Database) of over 4000 pupil and their schools. Lastly, empirical data is available resulting from 
the combination of School Census data and Ofsted inspections in England showing that children 
from more disadvantaged areas have access to better-qualified staff, largely because they are more 
likely than children from richer areas to attend maintained nursery classes staffed by teachers, and 
less likely to attend services in the private, voluntary and independent sectors; however, despite 
this, within both maintained and private/independent sectors, services catering for more disadvan-
taged children receive lower quality ratings from Ofsted, and a higher concentration of children 
from disadvantaged areas appears to reduce the likelihood of higher Ofsted grades (Gambaro et al., 
2015). The authors suggested that this may be because Ofsted favours discrete child development 
outcomes (designated as ‘school readiness’) rather than processual variables related to high-quality 
provision, and consequently, nurseries with children who start from a vantage point, developmen-
tally, will perform better in Ofsted evaluations. The evidence above refers to primary and second-
ary school inspections, with little research to date focussing on early years provision. Within early 
years, Blanden et al. (2017) analysed large administrative datasets and concluded that although 
children’s outcomes are related to the nursery they attend, correlations with Ofsted ratings are 
weak, suggesting that Ofsted’s focus on developmental outcomes does not annul the predictive 
effect of deprivation versus advantage on children’s outcomes.

This body of evidence contributed to several recent changes introduced in the system of Ofsted 
inspections. The New Inspection Framework was introduced in 2019 and currently regulates how 
inspections are conducted in all education settings, including early years providers. The main 
changes introduced with this new framework include deferring an inspection when children are not 
on roll, the timeline for when inspections may be conducted and their frequency (which is now 
higher), more emphasis on the settings’ capacity to improve, and more emphasis on safeguarding. 
In the early years, the areas of assessment are now listed as overall effectiveness, the quality of 
education, behaviour and attitudes, personal development and leadership and management. 
Inspections of ECEC settings are normally conducted with little notice (often 1 day), and carried 
out on 1 single day. They may include observations of children’s play and interactions with adults, 
conversations with management and parents/carers and analysis of reports and policies (Ofsted, 
2019). The latest changes introduced in the inspectors’ handbook refer to the inspectors’ conduct, 
which should be one of encouragement and constructive feedback (Ofsted, 2024). Despite these, 
the inspection process remains essentially the same: internationally, inspections of educational set-
tings have been described as positioned towards either end of a continuum between ‘high stakes 
sanction oriented’ and another end that is ‘low stakes advisory focussed’ (Simeonova et al., 2020), 
with Ofsted clearly positioned near the high stakes end, despite regular updates in response to pres-
sure from stakeholders.

The issue of what is considered high-quality ECEC is still not sufficiently described in the 
Inspectors’ handbook or within the new inspection framework, with little evidence of links between 
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the procedure adopted and the vast body of scientific literature available in the field (e.g. Leach 
et al., 2008; Mathers et al., 2014; Melhuish et al., 2019; Ulferts et al., 2019), often challenging the 
concept of ‘school readiness’ as a set of discrete skills, such as emerging literacy and numeracy 
needed by a certain age to be able to transition to formal primary school; the latter contradicts the 
understanding of development as unique and individual (Bradbury, 2020). More recent conceptu-
alisations of school readiness encompass a range of outcomes, including academic-related skills 
and also social and emotional outcomes, and the EYFS definition of Good Level of Development 
(GLD) includes a range of outcomes across all developmental areas, which are regarded as a meas-
ure of school readiness (Kay, 2022). However, a recent Ofsted paper – ‘Bold Beginnings’, commis-
sioned to review the leaders’ understandings of children’s outcomes and their impact on provision, 
has been critically regarded as reinforcing that the purpose of ECEC as to make children ready for 
school (Kay, 2022).

One other important point to note in relation to inspections of provision in early years is that, 
understandings of high-quality early childhood education and care are culturally dependant; in mul-
ticultural settings, common in England, expectations of children’s outcomes may and should vary to 
reflect the wide variety of cultures and attitudes of the children and their families (Ang, 2010).

Although grading descriptors are available to support inspectors in their evaluation of the qual-
ity of the settings, handbooks state that inspectors ‘must use their professional judgement to inter-
pret and apply the grade descriptors to the setting’ (Ofsted, 2019, Part I, clause 120).

The purpose of this study was to respond to the dearth of evidence on the nature of individual 
judgements in Ofsted reports resulting from inspections to early years providers by examining the 
consistency and nature of individual judgements in Ofsted reports, through an in-depth corpus and 
sentiment analysis of reports for non-domestic early years providers (nurseries and preschools) in 
England. The following research questions were formulated: (a) what are the specific domains of 
focus in the inspection reports for early years providers in England within each of their grading 
areas? (b) how do the Ofsted reports for early years providers in England align with recognised 
principles of high-quality pedagogy in early years? (c) What is the nature of the tone used in Ofsted 
reports and how does this relate to the setting’s rating in each of the grading criteria?

Methods

Document sampling

This study examined all Ofsted inspection reports of non-domestic childcare providers included 
in the Department for Education (DfE) Childcare providers and inspections list as of 31 March 
2022, including all inspections from 2015. This was decided to ensure we would gather the most 
up to date inspections at the time that the study was conducted; if a setting in the DfE list had an 
inspection older that 2015 (5 years), it would be excluded. Ofsted inspects should settings every 
5–7 years or less. Provider reports were taken from across the country, covering 112 local authori-
ties and the work of 197 individual inspectors. Ofsted reports are publicly available and down-
loadable from the Ofsted’s Website at https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/. The sample in this study 
included 42 ‘Outstanding’ rated settings (15.1%), 198 ‘Good’ settings (71%) and 39 settings rated 
with ‘Requires Improvement’ (14%).

Procedure and data analysis

Corpus analysis was conducted using R software. Corpus analysis has been widely used in the field 
of Linguistics, since the 1960s; it developed from the premise that text or the corpus should be 

https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/
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analysed in its natural environment, with minimal experimental interference (Hunston, 2006). The 
most common technique within this method is the identification of frequency counts of items 
encountered in a text, enabling the researcher to spot key words and phrases; another analytic tech-
nique involves the examination of words that occur around the most frequently identified ones - 
their concordances. Lastly, collocation analysis enables the researcher to identify and extract terms 
within a text that are correlated (or, in other words, that collocate) with any other word, enabling 
an examination of how words are used in context. These methods are processed quantitatively, 
through statistical processing of corpus (sets of text) data. However, quantitative results are inter-
preted in a qualitative fashion by the analyst, based on theory and evidence available (Brezina, 
2018).

In this study we conducted frequency and collocation analysis of Ofsted reports, the latter using 
collocations of 3–5 words, for a better in-depth understanding of the context in which the terms are 
used, beyond just their frequency. For consistency, we did so within the sections referring to  
(1) Effectiveness of leadership and management, (2) Quality of teaching, learning and assessment, 
(3) Personal development, behaviour and welfare and (4) Outcomes for children, the areas under 
analysis as per Ofsted 2021 guidance, and to ensure we always looked at the same sections across 
reports. Moreover, the corpus of reports includes other text data not relevant for the purpose of the 
study. By only including these grading-related sections, we enabled a more fine-grained and 
focussed analysis.

In addition to corpus analysis, sentiment analysis (known also as opinion mining or emotion AI) 
was conducted. This looks to systematically identify, extract, quantify and study affective states 
and subjective information within text. One form of basic sentiment analysis is classifying the 
polarity of a text regarding whether statements are positive, negative or neutral. More advanced 
sentiment classification looks, for example, at emotional states such as enjoyment, anger, disgust, 
sadness, fear and surprise (Pang and Lee, 2008). Sentiment analysis has been used before by 
Bokhove and Sims (2021 to examine the complete corpus of Ofsted reports released by the English 
national schools’ inspectorate since the turn of the century and concluded that the tone of the 
reports is more negative in lower-quality rated schools. In this study, we conducted sentiment 
analysis of Ofsted reports looking specifically at the polarity of the corpus, per Ofsted grading area 
- (1) Effectiveness of leadership and management, (2) Quality of teaching, learning and assess-
ment, (3) Personal development, behaviour, and welfare and (4) Outcomes for children. We used 
the Silge and Robinson’s (2017) approach to text-mining with R, and specifically the AFINN data-
set for sentiment analysis, which is a lexicon of English words rated for valence with an integer 
between minus five (negative) and plus five (positive), which have been manually labelled by 
Nielsen (2011). In practice, this is a two-column table where words have been manually matched 
to a positive or negative sentiment; for example, ‘abilities’ were matched to ‘positive’ (score 2), 
within a scale from −5 to 5.

Results

The purpose of this study was to examine the consistency and nature of individual judgements in 
Ofsted reports, through an in-depth corpus analysis of inspection reports for non-domestic early 
years providers (nurseries and preschools) in England. The study examines, for the first time, the 
extent to which those reports focus on well-regarded understandings of high-quality early child-
hood pedagogy. Additionally, the study aimed to examine the affective tone of the reports, using 
sentiment analysis.

The grading area with the highest frequency of words was Quality of teaching, learning and 
assessment (n = 279; M1 = 127.26; SD2 = 20.7), followed by Effectiveness of leadership and 
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management (n = 279; M = 126.74; SD = 21.34), then Personal development, behaviour and welfare 
(n = 279; M = 113.68; SD = 21.34), and lastly Outcomes for children (n = 279; M = 87.63; SD = 82.95).

Areas of focus in the inspection reports for early years providers in England  
per grading criteria and Ofsted rating

As a first step we looked at word frequency within each of the grading areas. Table 1 shows the 
words most frequently adopted in around 60% of the reports per grading area. The most frequent 
words within Leadership and management, and covered in almost all the reports, are ‘safeguard-
ing’ and ‘effective’, followed by ‘staff’, ‘children’ and ‘children’s’, ‘training’ and ‘procedures’; 
Here, the most frequent words are the same across Outstanding, Good and Requires Improvement 
settings.

Within Quality of teaching, learning and assessment (see Table 1), almost all reports refer to 
‘children’ and ‘staff’, followed by ‘children’s’, ‘learning’, ‘example’, ‘use’, ‘skills’, ‘activities’ and 
‘support’, and this is across Ofsted ratings, with the exception of ‘Requires Improvement’ rated 
settings which all refer to ‘requires’ and ‘improvement’.

Within Personal development, behaviour and welfare all reports refer to ‘children’, and most 
reports refer to ‘staff’, followed by ‘children’s’, ‘well’ and ‘example’ (see Table 1); the top frequent 
words do not differ between Ofsted ratings.

Lastly, within Children’s outcomes the most frequent words are ‘children’, ‘skills’, ‘learning’, 
‘school’, ‘make’, ‘progress’ and ‘good’ (see Table 1). This is similar across Ofsted ratings.

As a second step, we looked at collocations – sets of words that appear together frequently, to 
provide additional information on the context in which they were used. We used 3–5 words to 
provide as much information on the context as possible. Table 2 shows the frequency of these col-
locations per grading area. Here, we highlight the frequency of safeguarding related collocations 
within Leadership and management, which is similar across Ofsted ratings.

Within Quality of teaching, learning and assessment we observe a focus on language and com-
munication, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), English as an additional language 
(EAL) and monitoring of children’s learning, and this is present across both ‘Outstanding’ and 
‘Good’ settings. For ‘Requires improvement’ settings the terms ‘requires improvement’ have been 
used most frequently.

Within Personal development, behaviour and welfare we see an emphasis on staff as role mod-
els for the children and on children’s self-care skills. Lastly, within Children’s outcomes, the focus 
is on observable progress and the next phase of formal schooling. Here, the frequency of 5-word 
collocations denotes a similar focus across Ofsted ratings – school readiness: the most frequent 
collocations within ‘Outstanding’ settings are ‘are exceptionally well prepared for’ (19%), ‘for the 
next stage’ (14.3%) and ‘progress from their starting points’ (14.3%). Within ‘Good’ settings, the 
most frequent collocations are: ‘make good progress from their’ (14.5%), ‘progress from their 
starting points’ (14%), ‘all children make good progress’ (13%). Lastly, within ‘Requires 
Improvement’ settings the most frequent collocations are: ‘make the best possible progress’ 
(16.7%) and it should be noted that ‘children do not make the’ [progress] appears in 10% of reports 
here, and this Ngram does not appear in other ratings.

It should be noted that the proportions are small when looking for 5-word collocations, because 
these repeated patterns will only appear in a minority of reports. As we looked for shorter colloca-
tions, of 3 words, for example, proportions rise, but the overall context remains the same, thus 
supporting the interpretation of the meaning of 5-word collocations. For example, when looking 
at 3-word collocations within the Children’s outcomes grading area, we see that ‘make good 
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progress’ (34.8%), ‘in their learning’ (25.4%), ‘children make good’ (21.9%) are the most frequent, 
thus suggesting the emphasis on the next phase of schooling and school readiness is definitely 
present, and here in a higher proportion of reports (as we required a shorter Ngram). Similarly, 
3-word collocations for Effectiveness of leadership and management support that there is here a 
focus on effectiveness of safeguarding (‘safeguarding is effective’ is the most frequent 3-word col-
location in ‘Outstanding’ (66.7%), ‘Good’ (62.1%), and Requires Improvement settings (84.6%)). 
The most frequent 3-word collocations within Personal development, behaviour and welfare are 
also the same across Outstanding and Good settings (‘e.g. children’, present in 27.3% and 31% of 
reports respectively), denoting an emphasis on what the staff do to promote children’s development 
and wellbeing, however the most frequent one in Requires Improvement settings is ‘staff do not’ 
(40.5%), followed then by ‘for example children’ (27%).

The affective tone used in Ofsted reports and its relation to the settings’ ratings 
per grading area

The study examined the affective tone of the reports, using sentiment analysis. Figures 1 to 4 
show the relationship between Ofsted rating and sentiment in the reports. There is a positive and 
significant association between Ofsted rating (using Good and Outstanding ratings) and senti-
ment, across all Ofsted areas of focus, except in relation to Children’s outcomes. This means that 
the more positive the affective tone is, or ‘sentiment’ of the report, the more likely is the respec-
tive setting to be rated Outstanding, except for the area of children’s outcomes, where this rela-
tionship of positive sentiment associated with higher Ofsted ratings is not observed. While the 
affective tone is usually more positive in the highest rated providers in relation to Leadership and 
management (r(277) = −5.81, p = 0.00), Quality of teaching (r(277) = −2.87, p = 0.00) and in 
Personal development, behaviour and welfare (r(277) = −2.87, p = 0.00), such relationship is not 
observable in the Children’s outcomes area, where the sentiment is always the same, across Ofsted 
ratings (r(276) = −0.41, p = 0.09).

Figure 1. Relationship between sentiment observed in the reports and Ofsted rating, within Effectiveness 
of leadership and management.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to address the lack of research evidence on the consistency and focus 
of individual judgements in Ofsted reports, through an in-depth corpus and sentiment analysis of 
inspection reports for non-domestic early years providers (nurseries and preschools) in England.

Results from the frequency analysis and collocation analysis conducted showed that within each 
grading area, it is possible to identify clear specific concerns emphasised by Ofsted. For example, 
when looking at the Leadership and management area, inspectors seem to focus mainly on safe-
guarding issues and whether staff are made confident and skilled to spot and act when necessary. 
There are no references to strategy to maintain staff and avoid high turnover, which is a recom-
mended practice and a current pressing issue in ECEC in England (Ryan et al., 2017; Sylva and 

Figure 2. Relationship between sentiment observed in the reports and Ofsted rating, within Quality of 
teaching, learning and assessment.

Figure 3. Relationship between sentiment observed in the reports and Ofsted rating, within Personal 
development, behaviour and welfare.
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Pugh, 2005). The area of Quality of teaching, learning and assessment shows an overall focus on 
language and communication, special educational needs and on how staff monitor children’s learn-
ing. Within Personal development, behaviour and welfare, Ofsted focuses mainly on the extent to 
which staff act as a role model of children’s behaviour, encouraging their independence. Lastly, the 
Children’s outcomes area clearly shows an emphasis on school readiness understood as progress 
made towards the next phase of formal education, and while this is the shortest area across reports, 
it is also the one where a specific focus is very apparent. This suggests that Ofsted’s understanding 
of children’s outcomes is mostly concerned with academic outcomes needed for formal schooling. 
This interpretation of the context of word frequency was supported by reducing the number of col-
located words to 3, which showed a similar frequency of content across areas, with higher fre-
quency proportions (as patterns of 3 words are naturally more frequently occurring than patterns of 
5). We also observed that this content inclination within each area is independent of the settings’ 
Ofsted rating, apart from those with ‘Requires Improvement’ ratings, where collocations denote an 
emphasis on actions that staff do not undertake, and presumably should be undertaking.

These results suggest, on the one hand, that there is a substantial amount of consistency between 
Ofsted inspectors in what constitutes the focus of their observations. Clearly the training received, 
and materials provided to inspectors do enable a considerable level of homogenous thinking when 
performing judgements. However, on the other hand, the fact that consistency is observed is not a 
synonym of inspections aligned with recognised early years pedagogy. The Early Years Inspectors’ 
Handbook (e.g. Ofsted, 2019, 2023) provides considerable detail on how to make judgements and 
use the rating scale, however, it does not go as far as to which specific areas of everyday life in the 
setting one should observe. For example, while the handbook is clear that inspectors should focus 
on ‘the progress children make in their learning and development relative to their starting points, 
and their readiness for the next stage of their education’ (Ofsted, 2019, 2023, Part I, point 37), and 
this is clearly a main focus of the reports issued, we did not observe the same in relation to other 
Ofsted guidance in the handbook; for example inspectors should focus on children’s personal and 
emotional development, including whether they feel safe and are secure and happy, according to 
the handbook, but the inspections carried out do not seem to consider evidence-based methods of 
accessing children’s views, and/or this is not reported.

Figure 4. Relationship between sentiment observed in the reports and Ofsted rating, within Children’s 
outcomes.
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We also know from extensive literature in the field of ECEC that most learning in early years 
occurs through play (Vogt et al., 2020), and that incidental learning forms a significant part of 
holistic learning and development in early years (Albritton and Johnson, 2023). This is in direct 
opposition to approaches to learning in Early Years which are overly focussed on school readiness 
as academic achievement, and have been widely criticised for underestimating the potential of 
children’s creativity in fostering learning and development that will be useful in life and in school 
(Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes, 2017). Despite these widely recognised assumptions, our study 
shows that the most frequently assessed outcomes for children are those related to school readiness 
conceived as preparation for formal schooling. The most frequent terms, across grading areas, do 
not include ‘play’, or ‘creativity’ nor other terms related to engagement with nature and collabora-
tions with parents, all widely recognised principles of high-quality provision throughout the first 
few years of life (Mathers et al., 2014). This denotes an understanding of high-quality provision, 
from the point of view of Ofsted, which is inconsistent with the evidence and long-standing theory 
available and overly focussed on the transition of older children to formal schooling.

Lastly, the sentiment analysis conducted showed that, as expected based on previous studies 
(e.g. Bokhove and Sims, 2021), Ofsted rating is associated with the tone adopted in the report, 
but this is not applicable to the children’s outcomes grading area, which is unexpected. One pos-
sible explanation for this is that as this area is so very much focussed on school readiness, under-
stood as being prepared for formal academic schooling, and this is such an apparent concern 
across reports, the tone remains unchanged with ratings; It is also the shortest area in the reports, 
as attested by word frequency, and so it sometimes only states the level of school readiness, 
without much more information of qualitative nature specifically on the participation and 
engagement of the younger children. Therefore, while for the areas concerning leadership and 
managing, quality of teaching and learning and personal development and welfare the more 
positive the affective tone of the report is, the more likely that setting is to be rated Outstanding, 
the Children’s Outcomes section does not show this trend. Rather, it focuses solely on children 
being academically ready for school (or not), without reference to other more nuanced outcomes 
– for example, whether children engage in most daily activities functionally and positively, and 
progress against their own developmental trajectories. This suggests a quality evaluation process 
that dismisses holistic outcomes and is focussed almost solely on academic achievement, even 
when very young children are being considered. Even when considering school readiness as how 
well-prepared children are to transition to primary school in terms of academic subjects’ mas-
tery, research evidence on school readiness has shown that younger children and babies display-
ing and developing higher levels of social and emotional wellbeing, for example, are more 
prepared for formal schooling at the end of preschool (Nakamichi et al., 2021), and therefore the 
focus of high-quality ECEC should be in providing a secure, socio-emotionally positive climate 
and opportunities for development. Outstanding settings should be able to demonstrate that. 
However, the current study shows that Ofsted inspections are not concerned with that type of 
developmental outcomes, within the children’s outcomes section, and also that qualitative out-
comes are potentially not relevant to the final judgement on ratings for settings made by Ofsted. 
While it may be that England’s ECEC settings are providing opportunities for holistic develop-
ment, this is not what Ofsted seemed to be looking at the time of the study. By only focussing on 
outcomes for the older children and not on processual variables of early learning and develop-
ment for the younger children (e.g. functioning in everyday life and play), Ofsted is favouring 
those children from economically affluent areas, where it has been shown children start at a 
vantage point (Gambaro et al., 2015).

One of the possible limitations of this study is that there have been different versions of the 
Early Years Inspection Handbook issued by Ofsted in the period covered by the reports under 
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analysis in this study. However, the changes made in those handbooks are not significant for the 
purpose of the analysis conducted, and could not affect our results or interpretations. For example, 
the names of the grading areas have changed, but not their general focus. More significant changes 
in the Ofsted framework have been introduced in 2023, including, for example, the possibility of 
follow-up visits with managers, and recommendations on the conduct of inspectors were issued; 
these are significant changes which probably warrant the need for future analysis of reports, to 
ascertain any changes in focus and sentiment in the final reports. lastly, the section on outcomes for 
children is no longer an area of focus on final reports. Future research should look at the most 
recent reports to gauge whether the over-reliance on school readiness may still be present under 
different headings. We also know that between 2019 and 2023 the proportion of Outstanding rat-
ings in ECEC has decreased from 20% to 13% of registered providers. The proportion of Good-
rated providers has increased from 76% to 82%. Requires improvement-rated settings decreased 
from 3% to 2% and Inadequate settings remained stable at 1% (Farquharson et al., 2023). These 
changes reflect recently introduced changes to the way in which Ofsted operates, including the fact 
that Outstanding-rated settings are now being inspected more frequently than before, but they do 
not reflect a change in the focus or sentiment of the analysis, which was this study’s aim. More 
importantly, the model of inspection has not shifted from a high stakes sanction oriented (Simeonova 
et al., 2020) approach, and so the relevance of our findings stands, despite those changes. The find-
ings become even more timely when considering recent changes to access to free childcare imple-
mented in 2023, which will directly impact the quality assurance procedures of providers, because 
of increased demand.

Particular strengths are that this is the first study to provide systematic corpus analysis of Ofsted 
reports of ECEC settings in England, delivering much needed insight on the consistency and nature 
of Ofsted inspectors’ judgements. The methodology is based on replicable coding which can be 
used in future analysis of future reports issued by Ofsted to ascertain change and examine how 
changes in the Ofsted may reflect changes of focus in judgements. One further area in need of 
research in the future is the analysis of Ofsted reports following the EYFS in primary schools, 
which has not been covered in this particular study.

Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to respond to the dearth of evidence on the consistency and nature 
of individual judgements in Ofsted reports, through an in-depth corpus and sentiment analysis of 
inspection reports for non-domestic early years providers (nurseries and preschools) in England. 
Results showed that although Ofsted reports appear fairly consistent, with high frequent terms 
present in large proportions of the reports, the focus of the inspections may be limited. Data shows 
that the inspectors’ comments do not align with the evidence base on what constitutes high-quality 
early childhood education and care: there is an over-emphasis on school readiness as academic 
preparedness for the next phase of formal schooling, but no evidence of preoccupation with partici-
pation and engagement of the younger children and processual variables of ECEC throughout the 
whole of Early Years education as specific outcomes. This probably reflects an inspection process 
that is limited in time and scope, not allowing for deep engagement with stakeholders, which 
would favour a much more detailed evaluation of the criteria at stake.
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