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Dear Colleague 

Letter to early years inspectors 

 

In January, I wrote to all school inspectors setting out what I expect them to look for 
when judging the quality of teaching. I emphasised that inspectors should not expect 
to see a preferred style of teaching or a particular methodology, but should focus on 
how teaching helps children to learn and reach their potential. 

I am now writing to early years inspectors with a similar message. 

Too many reports focus on describing the provision in early years settings rather 
than on how well children are learning and making progress. In other words, 
inspectors should focus on evaluating whether children are being adequately 
prepared for the start of their statutory schooling. 

Research shows that children’s development is at its greatest between birth and five. 
Therefore, the activities they do are absolutely crucial in giving them a good start in 
life. This is especially important for children from poor backgrounds. Children as 
young as two can learn and be taught a range of things. For example, they can: 

 learn new vocabulary and begin to use it in a meaningful way 

 recognise and sing nursery rhymes and familiar songs 

 enjoy listening to stories and looking at picture books 

 build small towers while counting play bricks  

 make shapes from modelling dough and begin to make marks on paper 

 climb stairs and begin to play with a ball 

 start to get dressed and undressed. 
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In November 2013, Ofsted launched a revised early years inspection framework, 
emphasising that nothing less than good provision is acceptable. We clearly set out 
our expectation that adults must teach young children. How settings fulfil this is the 
responsibility of each provider. Therefore, I expect inspectors to apply common 
sense when observing how well children learn and how effectively adults teach 
children to develop skills, knowledge and understanding.  

During an inspection, it may not be possible to see all the things I suggest below, 
nor is this list exhaustive. However, in essence, the inspector should observe how 
well adults: 

 help children to learn 

 teach children to listen to instructions and be attentive 

 teach children to socialise 

 motivate children to try things for themselves  

 support children to manage their personal needs  

 challenge children to think and find out more  

 encourage children to speculate and test ideas through trial and error 

 provide good models of language  

 develop children’s ability to express their ideas and use their imagination 

 extend children’s vocabulary and teach them to use new words  

 teach children the early stages of mathematics and reading. 

Inspectors must expect adults to provide more than just supervision and care for 
children. They must also evaluate and report on whether: 

 staff sufficiently focus on children’s learning 

 staff spend enough time engaging in purposeful dialogue with children  

 children have sufficient time to practise and reinforce what is being taught 

 staff assess children’s skills, knowledge and abilities accurately and use this  
information to plan how to improve children’s progress 

 staff have sufficient expertise to teach children basic skills in the three prime 
areas of learning as well as in literacy and mathematics  

 the setting has a well-organised, regular and effective professional 
development programme that is improving the quality of teaching. 

In summary, inspectors should report on what makes teaching and assessment 
effective rather than on its style. I would like you to think carefully before criticising 
a setting because it does not conform to a particular ideological view of how young 
children should learn or be taught. Too few reports make links between the quality 
of teaching and its impact on children’s progress. I want to know how well settings 



 

 

 

help children to catch up when they enter with skills that are lower than those typical 
for their age. 

I expect reports to be clear about the extent to which a provider prepares children 
for school. They should also support and challenge providers to improve their 
settings.  

Parents must have concise and clear information to help them make the right 
decisions about their children’s education and care.  

I hope this message has reinforced the importance of making clear and effective 
judgements on teaching in the early years and communicating these through 
inspection reports. The work that you do is vital in improving the life chances of 
young children, so it is important that we get this right.  

Thank you for all your hard work. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

 

Sir Michael Wilshaw 

 


