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Understanding the inclusion and SEND requirements 

in the new Ofsted Early Years Inspection Toolkit
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Overview of the New EY Inspection Toolkit
The New EY Inspection Toolkit came into effect in 
November 2025

Comprehensive Inspection Framework

The toolkit introduces a broad framework focusing on 
quality provision, leadership, safeguarding, and inclusion.

Evidence Gathering Methods

Inspectors gather first-hand evidence through observations 
and professional conversations with leaders.

Supporting Continuous Improvement

Designed to aid self-evaluation and identify strengths and 
development areas within early years settings.

Reducing Documentation Burden

Emphasises using existing business documents to 
minimise unnecessary workload during inspections.
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Who are the leaders in a setting?
Leaders in early years settings are those 

who guide practice and make key 

decisions—such as managers, room 

leaders, and setting SENCos. 

They ensure high-quality, inclusive 

education and use strengths across the 

team to improve outcomes for all children.

SENCos are the leaders of inclusive 

practice and SEND provision in their 

settings.
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Expectations for SENCos
Core Roles and Responsibilities
SENCos are leaders who empower staff. They provide training and guidance, so practitioners have the knowledge 
and confidence to support inclusion and SEND. They lead early identification, develop support plans, monitor 
progress, and coach room staff on adapting strategies to meet individual needs.

Collaboration and Partnerships
They develop strong partnerships with parents and professionals ensuring effective support and shared decision-
making.

Compliance and Professional Development
SENCos follow EYFS and SEND Code of Practice and engage in ongoing training to refine skills.

Safeguarding and Inclusive Culture
SENCos play a key role in safeguarding for children with SEND by working closely with the DSL and leadership 
team. They help promote a confident, inclusive environment for all.
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How the EY Inspection Toolkit aligns with 

EYFS
EYFS Framework Standards

EYFS sets essential standards for children's learning, 
development, health, and safety in early years settings.

Toolkit and Inspection Alignment

The toolkit provides a structured approach for inspections, 
evaluating compliance and effectiveness against EYFS 
standards.

SEND Support Integration

Toolkit emphasises embedding SEND support through early 
identification and targeted interventions within EYFS delivery.

Partnership and Quality Focus

Toolkit encourages collaboration with parents and 
professionals to improve quality and impact of early years 
provision.
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Ofsted: Early years inspection operating guide 

for inspectors

Three principles:
1. The extent to which children achieve, belong, thrive

2. Leadership, inclusion and whether there is an open and positive 
safeguarding culture

3. The ‘expected standard’ in the evaluation areas in the toolkit is the starting 
point

Secure fit in an evaluation area

Report card



7

Ofsted: Early Years Inspection Toolkit 

The reforms came into effect in November 2025. 

Key changes include:

➢ 5-point grading scale:

➢ Urgent improvement

➢ Needs attention

➢ Expected standard

➢ Strong standard

➢ Exceptional

➢ Wider range of evaluation areas:

➢ Safeguarding

➢ Inclusion

➢ Curriculum and teaching

➢ Achievement

➢ Behaviour, attitudes and establishing routines

➢ Children’s welfare and wellbeing

➢ Leadership and governance 
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The EY Inspection Toolkit: a closer look
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Inclusion – the golden thread
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Urgent improvement & Exceptional



11

The EY Inspection Toolkit: SEND and inclusion focus 

Central Role of SEND Inclusion

SEND inclusion is a core focus of the Ofsted Early Years Inspection 
Toolkit, ensuring children feel they belong and thrive.

Assessment Criteria for Inclusion

Inspectors assess leadership effectiveness, safeguarding culture, and 
inclusive daily practices supporting SEND children.

Collaboration and Support

Inspectors will want to know how settings collaborate with parents and 
professionals to respond proactively to SEND needs and support each 
child’s development.

Promoting Well-being and Adaptation

SENCos and staff will need to understand and share the curriculum 
adaptations and teaching strategies they use to promote emotional well-
being and social inclusion for all children.
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Key aspects of the new framework regarding 

inclusion

Inclusion is a separate evaluation area: Inclusion is now a standalone evaluation area with its own 
grade on the new five-point scale ('Urgent improvement', 'Needs attention', 'Expected standard', 'Strong 
standard', 'Exceptional’).

Inclusion is embedded across all areas: Inspectors will also consider the impact of leaders' work on 
inclusion across all other evaluation areas (e.g., quality of education, leadership and management).

Focus on all children: Inclusion elements focus on how well the needs of all children, especially 
disadvantaged children, those with SEND, and those known to social care, are met.

'Expected standard' as a baseline: The 'expected standard' is the baseline expectation, which 
includes meeting all legal requirements and professional standards. If a provider does not meet this 
standard in any area, it will likely be graded as 'needs attention' or 'urgent improvement’.
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Our New SEND & Inclusion: Reflection and Audit Tool
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Benefits of the audit tool for SENCos
Helps SENCOs Lead SEND and Inclusion

Supports strong leadership in early years settings.

Clear Reflection Framework

Gives a simple structure to review practice, spot strengths, and find areas to improve.

Boosts Team Collaboration

Promotes shared discussions so everyone works consistently on inclusion.

Meets Legal Requirements

Matches EYFS and SEND Code of Practice, helping settings stay compliant.

Supports Key Conversations

Useful when talking with Ofsted, managers, and leadership teams.

Plans Next Steps

Helps SENCOs set clear actions for better SEND provision.
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How to use the audit tool
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Next steps and further support
Access resources:

•Download a copy of Ofsted's EY Inspection Toolkit

•Download a copy of the SEND & Inclusion Audit Tool. 

•Review example guidance available on Solgrid. 

Start small:

•Choose one evaluation area to audit first. 

•Complete the audit:

•Work through the tool systematically. 

•Identify strengths and priority areas for development. 

Plan for improvement:

•Add identified priorities to your Action Plan. 

•Begin working on your identified priorities

Seek support:

•Contact your Area SENCo if you need help. 

•Additional support may be available through new Area SENCo training.
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Resources & links

➢ Ofsted training webinars

➢ Ofsted webinar - Ofsted education 
inspection framework: nurseries, pre-
schools, other registered early years 
settings

➢ Ofsted EY Inspection toolkit

➢ Audit tool

➢ Area SENCo shorts

➢ EY Team – Using the EY Inspection 
Toolkit for self evaluation PVIs

➢ Report card examples

https://www.youtube.com/user/Ofstednews
https://www.youtube.com/user/Ofstednews
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_XwPN2coqRE&t=3s
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-inspection-toolkit-operating-guide-and-information
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-inspection-toolkit-operating-guide-and-information
https://www.solgrid.org.uk/eyc/send/examples-of-send-paperwork/
https://www.solgrid.org.uk/eyc/send/examples-of-send-paperwork/
https://www.solgrid.org.uk/eyc/send/send-training-support/the-graduated-approach/
https://www.solgrid.org.uk/eyc/send/send-training-support/the-graduated-approach/
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/6aogwdhlIGtkLdDa?ref=Link
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/6aogwdhlIGtkLdDa?ref=Link
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/6aogwdhlIGtkLdDa?ref=Link
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/6aogwdhlIGtkLdDa?ref=Link
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/6aogwdhlIGtkLdDa?ref=Link
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ofsted-confirms-changes-to-education-inspection-and-unveils-new-look-report-cards
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ofsted-confirms-changes-to-education-inspection-and-unveils-new-look-report-cards
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