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Abstract
The evaluation of schools and educational settings has been the focus of scholarly debate for decades, with systems around the world varying to a certain extent on the continuum between high stakes (with schools being heavily accountable for outcomes) and low stakes approaches. In England, an independent high-stakes system is in place, with the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) as the responsible body for conducting evaluations of all educational settings. However, considerable controversy has surrounded the efficacy of Ofsted’s inspections, with lack of transparency regarding individual judgements by inspectors often being highlighted. Given the widely recognised importance of high-quality early education for the future of children and economies, evaluation of early years settings is key. This study examines and identifies patterns in Ofsted inspection reports for early years settings in England, helping to distinguish between Outstanding-rated settings and others, from a potentially unconscious perspective, through in-depth document analysis of Ofsted reports. Children’s progress reports were also analysed against Ofsted ratings, the specific content of the Ofsted reports and deprivation levels of the postcode. Results show a very limited link between children’s scores in progress checks and official Ofsted ratings of the settings, and that it is possible to identify a group of variables that most clearly distinguish Outstanding-rated nurseries from others. Implications for future practice and research are discussed considering potential challenges and opportunities of the current inspection system versus a more self-evaluative system mirroring that of other nations.
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Two trends have been defined in terms of type of school inspection in Europe, towards either one of two ends in a continuum: one end that is ‘high stakes sanction oriented’ and another end that is ‘low stakes advisory focused’ (Simeonova and colleagues 2020). These trends vary between them on how they pursue each of the elements that contribute to the rigour of school inspection, including governance arrangements, the statutory powers of the inspectorate, the forms and frequency of inspection visits, the level of emphasis on school self-evaluation and action planning for improvement, and the availability of support services. Through an in-depth analysis of these elements across four European countries, Simeonova and colleagues (2020) conclude that inspection processes vary substantially in that continuum; for example, in Ireland, Greece and Spain inspections are carried out by a body that belongs to the Ministries of Education. This is not the case in England, where this is performed by an external independent agency (Ofsted - Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills), thus enhancing the sanction-focus and accountability-oriented ethos of the inspection to education settings. Traditionally, Ofsted inspects settings on one single visit, and inspectors spend most of their time observing lessons and gathering evidence to inform their judgements. They may also talk to the children, parents and gather external views on how the setting operates.
Effectiveness of high-stakes systems such as that of Ofsted can be questioned: in a study using the English National Pupil Database, Von Stumm and colleagues (2021) found that Ofsted-rated school quality was a weak predictor of student well-being and engagement; overall, student outcomes were independent of schools’ Ofsted-rated quality, which accounted for only a very small percentage of variability in student scores. This is true when considering early years settings as well: Blanden, Hansen and McNally (2018) found that there is a weak relationship between nursery characteristics and student outcomes, as predicted by Ofsted ratings; in fact, attending a setting rated ‘Outstanding’ (the highest possible rating) rather than ‘Good’ or lower is associated with moving up less than one level on just one of the 13 scales that make up the Foundation Stage curriculum of primary education at age 5. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum defines the key and specific areas of learning and development for children attending early education settings in England, prior to starting primary school. The study by Blanden and colleagues (2018) also found that the presence of a qualified educator in the setting (in England nursery staff are not required to have an Early Years qualification), was similarly associated with a very modest increase in children’s EYFS scores at age five.
At the opposing end, a low stakes inspection system is more focused on school development and support. An OECD report (2013) suggests that school systems should set up external evaluation in ways in which internal evaluation is optimised and vice-versa; this can be done in parallel or sequentially. In the late 1990s many international school systems began to focus their attention on School Self-Evaluation (SSE), including most of the more developed European countries, Canada, New Zealand and Australia (Hofman et al. 2009). Some authors, such as MacBeath have long advocated strongly for SSE in all school systems in order to promote systemic enhancement (e.g. MacBeath 2005). However, recent evidence from Germany suggests that follow-up classroom observations aimed at improving the effectiveness of school inspections in enhancing classroom practice in a low stakes system were not particularly effective and not perceived as very useful by teachers (Wagner 2020). 
Arguably, this debate assumes that the purpose of school inspections is to contribute to higher quality education, through common standards and transparent definitions of what ‘high quality’ means. However, definitions of quality from the point of view of teachers are often more fluid and subjective, highly linked to understandings of pedagogy that prioritize individual learning and the whole child, rather than children’s standard outcomes or ‘scores’ (Rudoe 2020), traditionally privileged in a high-stakes system. 
This debate around quality and children’s outcomes isn’t specific of formal educational settings: in an analysis of children’s services’ inspections in England, it was found that deprivation was the best single predictor of Ofsted outcomes, not performance indicators across different local authorities (Wilkins and Antonopoulou 2020). Ofsted statistics themselves provide evidence that ‘Outstanding’ nurseries are more common in the least deprived areas (Ofsted 2022), thus suggesting that other demographic or family-related variables or even inspection-related variables (potentially unconscious bias) might be influencing quality ratings, rather than any objective quality criteria as defined by Ofsted.
The Ofsted Early Years inspectors’ handbook (Ofsted 2019) stipulates that inspectors should use a 4-point scale to make all judgements, where grade 1 is ‘Outstanding’, Grade 2 is ‘Good’, Grade 3 is ‘Requires improvement’ and Grade 4 is ‘Inadequate’. It provides specific criteria for rating childcare settings with these grades, however, it also states that ‘inspectors must use their professional judgement to interpret and apply the grade descriptors to the setting that they are inspecting’ (Ofsted, 2019). So, for example, whilst guidance is provided for rating a setting as ‘Outstanding’ (e.g. ‘Across all parts of the provision, practitioners’ interactions with children are of a high quality and contribute well to delivering the curriculum intent.’ and ‘Children’s experiences over time are consistently and coherently arranged to build cumulatively sufficient knowledge and skills for their future learning.’), inspectors do not visit the settings over an extended period of time, and often exercise a great deal of individual judgement on what constitutes high quality experiences and interactions. Clear evidence on how those individual judgements are being made, and what type of judgement leads to an ‘Outstanding’ setting, is missing. Despite recent changes to the inspection system in England implemented from September 2022, inspections are still carried out in one single visit, announced on the previous day, and do not involve any form of active self-evaluation.
More objective research on the quality of early years provision has been extensively made available using standardised measures of quality education and care, such as the Early Childhood Environment Scale (ECERS; Harms and Clifford 1980). But research looking at the match between Ofsted ratings and quality ratings as given by these measures found very week correlations (Hopkin, Stokes and Wilkinson 2010). Studies on the long-term impact of high-quality early childhood education, as measured by reliable and psychometrically sound tools, have shown a reduced likelihood of developing Special Education Needs and improved socio-emotional outcomes at ages 5, 11, and 16 (e.g. Melhuishet al. 2019), but this does not correlate with Ofsted criteria.
Therefore, nursery managers and key staff are left with no clear guidance on what individual inspectors will consider ‘high-quality’ in this context, despite the overwhelmingly recognition that high-quality early childhood education is key for future positive outcomes for children and young people and economies as a whole people (e.g. Rea and Burton 2020; van Huizen and Plantenga 2018). Research evidence on what constitutes an Outstanding-rated early years setting as independently judged by Ofsted inspectors is necessary. Therefore, the present study aimed to illuminate this area of knowledge by, first, investigating the relationship between children’s reported outcomes at the 2-year progress check (as reported by nursery staff) and their setting’s Ofsted rating, as well as their postcode deprivation level. Second, we examined the relationship between the settings’ Ofsted rating and the specific content of their inspection report. The aim of the latter was to identify content areas that are most frequently cited in reports for Outstanding-rated settings, thus shedding clarity into the debate around inspectors’ judgements of what constitutes high-quality early childhood education and care.

Methods
Document analysis was used in this study through the collection and analysis of children’s progress reports from their early education settings, and of official inspection reports for those same settings. A mixed methodology of qualitative and quantitative data analysis was performed, with an initial phase of qualitative exploration, followed by a quantitate phase of identifying general trends, in line with an exploratory sequential design (Fetters, Curry and Creswell 2013). 

Sampling and data collection
Data collection for this study started in April 2020. The study is part of a larger project looking at content of 200 inspection reports of non-domestic childcare settings with national representation. The current study aimed to look at a sub-set of settings, whose managers have accepted an invitation to take part on an analysis of inspection reports and their relationship with children’s scores in their 2-year progress reports. The initial pool of 200 settings was random and stratified: using an automatic digital number generator, 200 settings were randomly selected from a national database of childcare settings ensuring equal distribution across counties, and inspection rating (‘Outstanding’, ‘Good’, and ‘Requires improvement’; a fourth rating of ‘Inadequate’ was not considered, since often when settings are given this rating they are subject to full closure and/or restructuring). All selected settings were invited to take part in this study. However, and given that the study was initiated coincidently with the onset of a Global Pandemic (Covid-19) and a national lockdown, many were fully closed. Data collection was extended but many settings were reopening under severely restricted circumstances and response rate was low. Therefore, recruitment was extended to the whole dataset of national childcare settings with over 1000 contacts made up to mid-2021. The final dataset of settings and children is therefore constituted by those who accepted the invitation to take part and signed an informed consent form, all rated officially as either ‘Good’ or ‘Outstanding’. The managers of the participating settings were instructed to randomly select 5 children whose 2-year progress reports had been conducted in the last 12 months, with no preference for any child characteristic. One hundred and two children in 21 settings participated in the study. The inspection reports of the settings were downloaded from the official and public dataset kept by the English Department for Education. The most recent inspection report was considered as part of the analysis (dates ranged between 2016 and 2021).

Ethical Statement
The study was fully approved by the Ethics Committee of the host institution (Ethics application EDU19-188). Ofsted reports for each childcare setting are publicly available on a Government managed database. However, all reports and respective settings are being kept anonymous in all phases of the study. A masterfile containing the match between participating settings and their codes in the study is being kept under encryption and password protection in the host institution safe servers. An informed consent form and study brief were sent to the managers of all participating settings, in order to obtain their agreement to take part, which was returned to the research team via email. After randomly selecting the participating children, the settings’ managers sought caregivers informed and signed consent. The signed consent and anonymised progress check reports were then sent to the research team. An amendment to this ethics application was also obtained to allow for opt out forms from parents, as per suggestion of parents and staff themselves, as they were willing to take part in the research with anonymised reports but found the need to sign the consent form time-consuming. This was approved by the host institution. All documents and data are being kept in a password protected file in the host institution’s safe digital drive.

Data Analysis
The gathered inspection reports were subject to inductive content analysis, which is a method of analysing open or half-structured text: through a process of abstraction and reduction of content to its minimal meaning units, this type of analysis is iterative; each iteration provides a set of units of meaning which can then be grouped in further reduced categories or be coded as a theme themselves. The units emerge naturally from the data, and do not result from a pre-defined set of categories (Kyngas 2020). In this study, and through this iterative process, the researchers jointly identified the minimum units of meaning that formed the narrative within the following sections of the inspection reports: Effectiveness of Leadership and Management, Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment, Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare and Children’s Outcomes. The search looked for the units of meaning that were mentioned in the reports as something that the setting did well (most statements on what the setting should improve are normally included in a different section of the report which was not subject to our analysis). To ensure the trustworthiness of the process, the two authors have jointly agreed on the final units of content withdrawn from the reports, by discussing every iteration of unit identification. The guiding questions for trustworthiness in organizing qualitative data by Elo and colleagues (2014) were considered, particularly on categorization and abstraction (e.g. How should the concepts or categories be created? Is there still too many concepts? Is there any overlap between categories?). 
Progress reports gathered adopted various formats, but most covered the areas of Communication and Language, Social Emotional and Personal Development, Physical Development, Literacy, Maths, Understanding of the World and Expressive Arts. The policies regulating the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum and assessment in England have seen successive and rapid changes over the last few years. In 2018 the prime areas of focus in the progress check were Communication and Language, Personal Social and Emotional Development and Physical Development, and related to these were the specific areas of learning – Literacy, Mathematics, Understanding of the World and Expressive Arts and Design. Progress reports should describe early learning goals achieved in these areas, using the descriptors ‘expected’ (best described by the level of development expected at the end of the EYFS), ‘emerging’ (not yet at the level of development expected at the end of the EYFS) and ‘exceeding’ (beyond the level of development expected at the end of the EYFS). Although the terminology used and indicators for reporting the children’s early learning goals has remained the same, in 2021 reporting the children’s progress has become non-mandatory (Department for Education 2021), with some settings still completing the progress reports, but often adopting their own format and using it to inform their practice. The progress-check reports gathered in the scope of this study were collected in the academic year of 2020/2021. Terminology used by childcare providers differed slightly between them, with some using the descriptors recommended by the Department for Education and others using descriptors such as ‘entering’, ‘developing’ or ‘secure’. For the purpose of coding the children’s scores for data analysis, we considered the latter equivalent to the former, as they have been adopted by practitioners in a similar manner. However, reports differed considerably in terms of the number of early learning goals included in each prime area or specific learning area; while some settings included all 17 of the suggested early learning goals, other settings only included just a few. Moreover, some early learning goals are likely to be rated as ‘emerging’ at the time of the progress check, because the descriptor ‘emerging’ refers to developmental acquisitions likely to be surfacing at the end of the EYFS (Department for Education 2021). Lastly, some reports used the descriptors embedded into a narrative about the child. Therefore, to standardise the analysis of the reports the authors have independently recoded the progress check reports into the following categories: those where all scores across early learning goals are at a level that is appropriate or beyond the age band of the child, those with most scores appropriate or beyond the age band of the child, and those with few or no scores appropriate for the age band but with considerable scores under what would be expected.
To address the first aim of the study, multinomial logistic regression models were computed for each prime area and specific learning areas of the progress reports, against the settings’ quality rating and their postcode deprivation level. Deprivation level was calculated using the Index of Deprivation Affecting Children (IDACI; Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 2019) decile ranking. The IDACI has been previously used as an acceptable measure of deprivation when no other indicators can be present (such as parental occupation or average income), including in official Ofsted statistics (Ofsted 2022). To address the second aim of the study and through series of binary logistic regression models with the identified units of content within the inspection reports defined as outcomes variables, we examined whether their mention in the reports could be predicted by the setting’s overall quality rating, and/or by the deprivation level of their postcode. 

Results
The purpose of this study was to first, investigate the relationship between children’s reported outcomes at their 2-year progress check and their childcare setting’s overall quality rating, as well as their postcode deprivation level; and second, to examine the relationship between the settings’ overall official quality rating and the specific content of their inspection report, in order to identify content areas that are most frequently cited for outstanding-rated settings, and specific deprivation levels. This aims to illuminate the discussion around what constitutes high-quality early childhood education and care for official inspectors in England. 
Table 1 shows participants’ characteristics. One hundred and two children were included in the study, aged between 19 and 39 months, 51 boys and 51 girls, 38 attending Outstanding-rated childcare settings and 64 attending Good-rated settings. Twenty-nine children attended settings in postcodes ranked as most deprived, 43 attended settings in post-codes considered mid-range in terms of deprivation level and 17 children attended settings in the least deprived postcodes.
Table 2 shows the percentage scores obtained by the participating children in their 2-year progress-checks. In total, the authors have identified 714 units of meaning describing the child’s achievements against the EYFS areas, and agreed on 669 of them, which reflects a 93.7% agreement level obtained.
We can see in table 2 that most progress reports had scores matching what is expected for the age band of the child or beyond, and only a minority have few or no scores at appropriate age level.


[insert Table 1]

[insert Table 2]

As part of an in-depth examination of the inspection reports of the participating settings, we examined the frequency of specific content units within those reports, aiming to identify patterns, in the inspectors’ individual judgements. Figure 1 shows the frequency of content across dimensions of quality covered in the reports. Content units were coded as ‘present’ or ‘absent’ in the reports. Within the Leadership and Management section, the most frequently mentioned units of content were Staff Training and Continuous Professional Development (CPD), Safeguarding (present in all reports analysed), and having a system to monitor children’s progress. Within Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment, the most frequently mentioned unit of content in the reports analysed was knowledge of the children to plan activities, followed by having a range of activities provided and making good use of learning opportunities. Within Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare, the mention to outdoor play and exercise was the most frequent unit of content in the reports, followed by engagement in activities on understanding of the World, providing nutritious meals and a good relationship between children and the key staff. Lastly, within Children’s Outcomes, mentions to the children having good literacy skills, being independent and confident and making visible progress were the most frequent. It is worth noting that some units of content were at times mentioned in different domains across different reports: for example, Creativity and Imagination was mentioned both as a focus of the Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment, and as a frequent Child Outcome; We have reported the frequency of these units of content as they were observed, even if that means repeating the unit of meaning in two different sections, as this is reflective of the judgement of different inspectors, and the aim of the study is to identify a pattern in these judgements; the fact that the content appears in different sections of the reports, somewhat interchangeably, is an important result in itself and may reflect different interpretations of the domain under assessment by different inspectors.

Relationship between children’s reported outcomes and their childcare setting’s quality rating and postcode deprivation level
To address the first aim of the study, multinomial logistic regression models were computed for each prime area and specific learning areas of the progress reports, against the settings’ official quality rating and their postcode deprivation level. 
No relationship was found for most areas of learning between the Ofsted rating of the setting and the children’s scores or the settings’ postcode deprivation level. Overall, the settings’ Ofsted quality rating and the postcode deprivation level do not seem to fully explain reported scores in most progress domains, with two exceptions: children attending Outstanding-rated settings are significantly more likely to have reported scores at appropriate age level or beyond in Communication and Language (the model explains between 21 and 25% of the variance in Communication and Language scores, according to Cox and Snell and Nagelkerke coefficients and presents good fit [χ2(14)=11.51, p=.645]) and in Personal, Social and Emotional Development (the model explains between 24 and 29% of the variance in scores and has good fit [χ2(14)=10.78, p=.703]). An effect was also observed for deprivation level, where settings located in postcodes that are positioned in the mid rank for deprivation are more likely to have most reported Communication and Language scores and most reported Personal, Social and Emotional Development scores at the appropriate age level or beyond, but no equivalent trend was observed for the most deprived or least deprived postcodes. 






Fig.1 Frequency (in percentage) of units of content within inspection reports, across four main areas covered: 1) Effectiveness of leadership and management, 2) Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment, 3) Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare and 4) Children’s Outcomes
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Do settings’ Ofsted ratings and deprivation level of postcode predict specific content of the inspection reports?
To address the second aim of the study and through series of binary logistic regression models with the identified units of content within the inspection reports defined as outcomes variables, we examined whether their mention in the reports could be predicted by the settings’ overall Ofsted rating and/or their postcode deprivation level, as given by the IDACI. Some patterns of specific content were identified in the narrative of Ofsted reports, based on how they were rated by Ofsted and on their deprivation level. The models run were a good fit to the data in most cases, as reported below. When this was not the case, it is likely due to replicates having very low variability, rather than the model not predicting the data (using Hosmer and Lemeshow test). However, logistic models provided a better fit than the baseline model on all occasions (using Omnibus Tests of Model Coefficients).
Within the Effectiveness of Leadership and Management category of the Ofsted reports (see table 3), outstanding-rated settings were more likely to have a mention in their reports to investment in staff training and development [χ2(4)=3.55,p=.470], high aspirations from managers [χ2(4)=7.75,p=.101], having a system to monitor children’s progress [χ2(4)=5.73,p=.220], establishing links with other professionals [χ2(4)=37.32, p<.001], and having a balanced curriculum [χ2(4)=20.26, p=<.001]. The least deprived settings are more likely to mention links with the Local Authority [χ2(4)=.000, p=1.000], and the management’s high aspirations. Having a system to monitor children’s progress seems to be the most important leadership action across settings’ deprivation levels, and clearly distinguishing between an Outstanding and a Good setting.

[insert Table 3]

Within Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment (see table 4), outstanding-rated settings were more likely to have a mention in their reports about a focus on creativity and imagination [poor fit: χ2(4)=32.77, p<.001], on early numeracy [χ2(4)=16.389, p=.003] and to make use of learning opportunities [χ2(4)=7.88, p=.096]. The least deprived settings have more mentions of having a range of opportunities provided [χ2(4)=21.463, p<.001], support for disadvantaged children, support for disadvantaged children [χ2(4)=6.32, p=.177], and good relationship between staff and children [χ2(4)=1.44, p=.838]. Both the most deprived and the least deprived settings are more likely to see mentioned in their reports a focus on early numeracy, especially if they’re Outstanding, and to make good use of learning opportunities (though no difference between outstanding or good settings here). A focus on language and communication [χ2(4)=8.82, p=.066] is more frequent in the most deprived settings, regardless of whether they are Good or Outstanding. 

[insert Table 4]



Within Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare (see table 5), outstanding settings’ reports mentioned significantly more frequently a focus on language and communication [χ2(4)=5.07, p=.281], nutritious meals (especially in the least deprived settings) [χ2(4)=15.01, p=.005] and hygiene habits (in the most deprived and the least deprived) [χ2(4)=2.31, p=.678]. 

[insert Table 5]

Finally, within the Children’s Outcomes section of the reports (see table 6), settings that are rated Outstanding are more likely to have a mention about children maintaining attention [χ2(4)=3.21, p=.524], disadvantaged children showing progress (especially in the least deprived settings) [χ2(4)=26.26, p<.001] and about children’s imagination and creativity [χ2(4)=5.07, p=.281]. Reports for the least deprived and the most deprived are likely to mention early numeracy outcomes for children, but this is independent of whether they are rated Good or Outstanding.

[insert Table 6]


In sum, the combined effect of Ofsted rating and deprivation is not obvious and was only found for a relatively small number of statements included in the reports. However, clear interactions between specific aspects of content and Ofsted rating were found. 
No effects or interactions were found between specific content of the Ofsted reports and children’s scores in any of the prime areas of specific learning areas. 



Discussion
The overall aim of this study was to illuminate the debate around what characterises individual judgements by Ofsted inspectors in their evaluation of non-domestic childcare settings in England. Specifically, the study aimed to first, examine the relationship between Ofsted rating and level of deprivation of the settings’ postcode, and children’s scores in their 2-year progress checks, as reported by nursery staff. Second, the study focused on identifying patterns of content in the inspectors’ judgements per rating (Good and Outstanding) and per level of deprivation of the setting’s postcode.
Because this was not an objective observation of the children’s performance, or the settings’ quality (nor did the authors intended it to be), but rather a study-based on perceptions of quality (by Ofsted inspectors) and perceptions of performance (by educators), the study is more about what Ofsted inspectors may be focusing on when rating nurseries as ‘Outstanding’. It is more about finding a pattern of judgement (that seems otherwise intangible), to better inform parents and managers on what being outstanding really means. It doesn’t mean that high-quality early childhood education and care should focus on the characteristics of high-quality settings identified in this study, but it means that these characteristics are the ones being valued by Ofsted.
The first important result of the study was the observation that there is a relationship between children’s scores as reported by nursery staff in their 2-year progress check in two of the 3 prime areas of learning and development (Communication and Language and Personal, Social and Emotional Development) and Ofsted rating, where children attending Outstanding settings are more likely to have progress reports that mention scores at the appropriate age level or beyond in these prime areas. However, no effects were identified in any other area of learning. Effects of deprivation were limited, with only those in the mid-range deprivation postcodes more likely to have some scores at appropriate age level in the same prime areas as above. These results align with previous research showing limited links between children’s outcomes and the setting’s rating (Blanden, Hansen and McNally 2018). However, it is important to note that progress scores were reported by nursery staff, who are also responsible for setting the quality standard of the nursery, and therefore one could interpret these results as a reflection of what high-quality early education means for stakeholders: it could be either that practitioners in Outstanding nurseries are more likely to report high scores in these two prime areas, or inspectors see nurseries with children scoring high in these two prime areas as being of higher quality, or both. In either case this is not a reflection of how children perform, but of how practitioners and inspectors judge settings based on children’s performance, and a clear interaction seems to be present here.
The second most important result of the study is that it is possible to identify quality-related variables that inspectors are more likely to mention in Outstanding-rated settings. For a nursery to be rated Outstanding, it is likely that inspectors will be mentioning staff training and continuous professional development, management with high aspirations, the existence of a clear system to monitor children’s progress, clear links with other professionals and a balanced curriculum (within the Effectiveness of Leadership and Management). Inspectors are also likely to be looking at a focus on creativity and imagination, on early numeracy and on making good use of learning opportunities, in order to rate a setting as Outstanding in terms of Teaching Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment. Within Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare, inspectors are more likely to mention the focus on language and communication, the offer of nutritious meals and the promotion of hygiene habits in order to rate a setting as Outstanding. Lastly, when looking at children’s outcomes, for a setting to be rated Outstanding it is likely that inspectors will be looking at how children maintain attention, how disadvantaged children progress, and on how children show creativity and imagination. While many other aspects of quality have been frequently mentioned in the analysed Ofsted reports (see figure 1) and are important quality features in any nursery setting, the variables above seem to be the ones differentiating between a setting rated Outstanding and a setting rated Good.
The combined influence of deprivation level and Ofsted rating in influencing the content of Ofsted reports is somewhat more limited: having a system to monitor children’s progress is likely to be seen as key across deprivation levels for a setting to be rated Outstanding; outstanding standings are more likely to have mentioned in their reports the manager’s high aspirations, especially in the least deprived settings, a focus on early numeracy and hygiene habits are more common in outstanding setting for both the least and the most deprived areas, and finally the mention to disadvantaged children making progress in outstanding settings is more likely to happen if the area is least deprived.
The study presents some limitations. First, data collection has been significantly influenced by the events of 2020, with the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic. Nursery settings were particularly affected in England with many having to close down, either temporarily or even permanently. Between 1 April 2021 and 31 March 2022, there was a net overall decrease of around 4,000 childcare providers, representing the largest decline since 2015–16 (Ofsted 2022). Managers had to work on restructuring the organisation of the settings with fewer staff and more strict measures of hygiene/social distancing. Therefore, it was a period when nurseries were particularly reticent to join in research projects. Consequently, the plan to randomly select participants gradually changed to include all those who accepted the invitation to participate. It may have been that those settings that were least affected by the events of 2020 were the ones integrated our research, and possibly the ones with higher quality characteristics in place. We did not have any settings rated lower than ‘Good’ by Ofsted in our sample. However, we have undertaken measures to ensure the reliability of our data, as much as possible: as the main purpose of the study was to understand what distinguishes an Outstanding nursery from others, the inclusion of only Good and Outstanding settings in the study was not considered problematic, but in fact it enabled a thorough examination of the differences between the two types of settings. 
The second limitation of the study is that nursery managers were asked to randomly select the children’s progress reports but there was no specific measure to ensure that this random selection was put in place. As part of the instructions, the study brief clearly outlined that the selection of children should be random, not obeying to any specific criterion of equal number of high scores and low scores, different genders, ethnicities, etc., but it may have happened that managers only included those with higher progress scores, or that they tried to provide a picture across levels of ability in their setting. However, the final distribution of scores (majority at appropriate level and beyond) seems to be an accurate representation of the reality in most settings. 
The coding of progress reports for the purpose of data analysis was particularly challenging, due to the wide variability of formats and terms used across nurseries. However, independent rating and joint definition of criteria for coding by the two researchers contributed to a very high level of agreement which enhanced the trustworthiness of the analysis. 
To date, and to our knowledge, this is the first study to identify potential patterns in individual judgements by inspectors and to do so in a systematic manner, opening up possibilities for future research with potential to change practice. However, triangulation of viewpoints would be necessary to fully understand the different judgements around quality of early education and care, from various stakeholders. Whilst we have identified patterns in judgements by inspectors according to the reports they have written, the area would benefit from future research focusing on both the managers’ and the inspectors’ perspectives on setting evaluation and high-quality provision. The perspectives of inspectors have not been systematically gathered and the managers’ and practitioners’ involvement in this area of research has been somewhat limited to smaller scale studies, and not within Early Years provision. For example, some small-scale studies have shown that teachers feel depressed, ashamed, traumatised and even shocked when the school receives a negative judgement (Thomas et al. 2000; Wilcox and Gray 1995), thus illustrating lack of clarity on what to expect from inspections. Quintelier, Vanhoof and De Maeyer 2018) interviewed 21 teachers in eight primary schools and concluded that the perception of the inspector as knowledgeable and credible fostered more acceptance from teachers, while perceptions of the inspectors as arrogant, or inadequately informed contributed to negative affect from teachers, as well as negative emotions and less feedback acceptance. Similar evidence from the Early Years settings is lacking. The present study is the first to illustrate potential unconscious patterns in inspectors’ assessments of settings’ quality levels, thus highlighting the need for more transparency in the inspection system, where all stakeholders know what to expect, and how to use the feedback provided. Simeonova and colleagues (2020) underlined that the level of trust in schools towards the inspectorate is highly dependent on the transparency of the system. It is imperative, therefore, that these potentially unconscious patterns are examined by the main actors in the system and challenged accordingly. Future research is needed that focuses on this relationship and transparency of expectations in early childhood education and care, but also incorporating the most recent changes in the inspection system in England: as of September 2022, new guidance on inspections with a few relatively small changes to the system has been put forward; for example, classification of inspections into ‘graded’ and ‘ungraded’ with Outstanding and Good-rated schools being ‘ungraded’. Another change is that the scores in the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile will no longer be used for purposes other than supporting practitioners managing the transition of children from nursery to Primary school. Lastly, new guidance is clear in that ‘Ofsted does not ask to see any internal tracking or assessment information’, however our study shows that having a system to monitor children’s progress is one of the best predictors of a nursery being judged ‘Outstanding’ in terms of Effectiveness of Leadership and Management. It would be important to follow-up with future research evidence on whether the pattern of inspectors’ judgements has changed because of this new guidance, which is unlikely, given that outstanding nurseries are not due to have graded inspections. The findings from this study are the first steppingstone towards a deeper understanding of how the system is evaluated and how inspections can potentially challenge provision.

Conclusion
The overall aim of this study was to illuminate the debate around what characterises individual judgements by Ofsted inspectors in their evaluation of non-domestic childcare settings in England. Specifically, the study aimed to first, examine the relationship between Ofsted rating and level of deprivation of the settings’ postcode, and children’s scores in their 2-year progress checks, as reported by nursery staff. Second, the study focused on identifying patterns of content in the inspectors’ judgements per rating (Good and Outstanding) and per level of deprivation of the setting’s postcode. The study was based on perceptions of quality and progress, rather than objectively measuring these variables. The first result of the study is that Outstanding nurseries are more likely to have progress reports at the 2-year mark that have all scores at the appropriate age level or beyond in the two prime areas of learning of Communication and Language and Personal, and Social and Emotional Development. However, a similar interaction was not found for other specific and prime areas of learning. The second and most important result of the study is that it is possible to identify a pattern frequent judgements in individual inspectors’ reports that distinguishes between an Outstanding nursery, and a nursery rated Good: for a nursery to be rated Outstanding, it is likely that inspectors will be mentioning staff training and continuous professional development, management with high aspirations, the existence of a clear system to monitor children’s progress, clear links with other professionals and a balanced curriculum (within the Effectiveness of Leadership and Management), a focus on creativity and imagination, on early numeracy and on making good use of learning opportunities (in terms of Teaching Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment), a focus on language and communication, the offer of nutritious meals and the promotion of hygiene habits (within Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare) and lastly, a focus on how children maintain attention, how disadvantaged children progress, and on how children show creativity and imagination (within Children’s outcomes). The study is the first steppingstone to a more in-depth understanding of early years inspections’ challenges and opportunities, opening-up additional questions for future research, including those aiming to gather the views of inspectors themselves, of managers in early years settings, and to examine the potential of self-evaluation, rather than a high stakes system (Simeonova et al. 2020), potentially characterised by unconscious trends, as suggested by our results.
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Table 1. Participants’ characteristics

	
	
	
	
	Total

	
	
	Female
	Male
	

	Ofsted rating
	Outstanding
	18
	20
	38

	
	Good
	33
	31
	64

	Total
	
	51
	51
	102

	
IDACI range
	Most deprived
	16
	13
	29

	
	Mid-range
	22
	21
	43

	
	Least deprived
	13
	17
	30

	Total
	
	51
	51
	102





















Table 2. Percentage distribution of children’s scores on progress check reports

	Outcomes reported
	All scores at appropriate age band or beyond [%]

	Most scores at appropriate age band or beyond [%]

	Few or no scores at appropriate age band or beyond [%]


	Communication and Language
	43.1
	17.6
	11.8

	Social Emotional and Personal Development
	49
	12.7
	10.8

	Physical Development
	43.1
	19.6
	9.8

	Literacy
	54.5
	18.2
	27.3

	Maths
	41.7
	29.2
	29.2

	Understanding of the World
	52.2
	30.4
	17.4

	Expressive Arts
	54.2
	25
	20.8



















Table 3. Parameter estimates for the effect of being an outstanding-rated setting and of deprivation level on the frequency of specific content mentioned in the inspection report within Effectiveness of Leadership and Management, where effects were found.

	
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

	Staff Training and CPD

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	-2.039
	.687
	8.800
	1
	.003*
	.130

	Links with Local Authority

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	11.194
	2
	.004*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	21.644
	6694.843
	.000
	1
	.997
	2.510E+9

	Most deprived
	19.228
	6694.843
	.000
	1
	.998
	224104642

	Management high aspirations

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.309
	.470
	7.746
	1
	.005*
	3.703

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.222
	2
	.016*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	1.813
	.647
	7.859
	1
	.005*
	6.127

	Most deprived
	.830
	.610
	1.852
	1
	.174
	2.293

	System to monitor children’s progress

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	-2.739
	.574
	22.761
	1
	<.001**
	.065

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	9.003
	2
	.011*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	2.287
	.771
	8.798
	1
	.003*
	9.850

	Most deprived
	1.235
	.626
	3.890
	1
	.049*
	3.439

	Links with other professionals

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	.876
	.431
	4.122
	1
	.042*
	2.401

	Balanced curriculum

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.920
	.576
	11.12
	1
	<.001**
	6.818


* Significant at p<.05 **Significant at p<.001



Table 4. Parameter estimates for the effect of being an outstanding-rated setting and of deprivation level on the frequency of specific content mentioned in the inspection report within Quality of Teaching, Learning and Assessment, where effects were found.

	
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

	Range of activities provided

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.327
	2
	.016*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-.762
	.538
	2.008
	1
	.156
	.467

	Most deprived
	.806
	.554
	2.117
	1
	.146
	2.238

	Support for disadvantaged children

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	11.482
	2
	.003*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	21.396
	7179.873
	.000
	1
	.998
	1.959

	Most deprived
	19.283
	7179.873
	.000
	1
	.998
	236963092

	Communication with parents

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	2.387
	2
	.303
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	.968
	.627
	2.387
	2
	.122
	2.633

	Most deprived
	-1.594
	.533
	8.924
	1
	.003*
	.203

	Focus on creativity and imagination

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.412
	.488
	8.376
	1
	.004*
	4.105

	Staff relationship with the children

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.124
	2
	.017*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	.672
	.544
	1.524
	1
	.217
	1.957

	Most deprived
	-.797
	.501
	2.533
	1
	.111
	.450

	Focus on early numeracy

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.437
	.527
	7.44
	1
	.006*
	4.208

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.857
	2
	.012*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-.039
	.582
	.004
	1
	.947
	1.039

	Most deprived
	-1.848
	.691
	7.154
	1
	.007*
	.158

	Focus on Language and Communication

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	5.214
	2
	.074
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-.058
	.554
	.011
	1
	.917
	.944

	Most deprived
	-.985
	.501
	3.860
	1
	.049*
	.373

	Make use of learning opportunities

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	-1.696
	.574
	8.732
	1
	.003*
	.183

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	21.357
	2
	<.001**
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	.888
	.577
	2.370
	1
	.124
	2.430

	Most deprived
	3.258
	.712
	20.948
	1
	<.001**
	26.000


* Significant at p<.05 **Significant at p<.001









Table 5. Parameter estimates for the effect of being an outstanding-rated setting and of deprivation level on the frequency of specific content mentioned in the inspection report within Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare, where effects were found.
	
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

	Language and Communication

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.619
	.615
	6.937
	1
	.008*
	5.046

	Nutritious meals

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	-1.431
	.467
	9.376
	1
	.002*
	.239

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.243
	2
	.016*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-.860
	.569
	2.283
	1
	.131
	.423

	Most deprived
	.721
	.529
	1.931
	1
	.165
	2.057

	Hygiene habits

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.839
	.686
	7.189
	1
	.007*
	6.291

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	6.155
	2
	.046*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-10.736
	7103.854
	.000
	1
	.998
	.000

	Most deprived
	-1.706
	.688
	6.155
	1
	.013*
	.182

	Independence and Self-care

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	30.834
	2
	<.001**
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-.896
	.631
	2.014
	1
	.156
	.408

	Most deprived
	2.714
	.618
	19.303
	1
	<.001**
	15.093

	Relationship with the key person

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	6.024
	2
	.049*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	1.350
	.553
	5.961
	1
	.015*
	3.856

	Most deprived
	.778
	.497
	2.444
	1
	.118
	2.176

	Sensitivity to Cultural Diversity

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	6.820
	2
	.033*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	19.633
	7335.897
	.000
	1
	.998
	336060008.082

	Most deprived
	21.146
	7335.897
	.998
	1
	.998
	1.526E+9

	Safety awareness

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	8.159
	2
	.017*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-20.511
	7444.121
	.000
	1
	.998
	.000

	Most deprived
	1.467
	.514
	8.159
	1
	.004*
	4.337


* Significant at p<.05 **Significant at p<.001























Table 6. Parameter estimates for the effect of being an outstanding-rated setting and of deprivation level on the frequency of specific content mentioned in the inspection report within Children’s outcomes, where effects were found.

	
	B
	S.E.
	Wald
	df
	Sig.
	Exp(B)

	Maintaining attention

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.064
	.509
	4.371
	1
	.037*
	2.897

	Disadvantaged children progress

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	-1.081
	.458
	5.564
	1
	.018*
	.339

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	7.312
	2
	.026*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	1.431
	.571
	6.286
	1
	.012*
	4.184

	Most deprived
	.270
	.515
	.275
	1
	.600
	1.310

	Numeracy

	Least deprived (indicator)
	-
	-
	5.524
	2
	.063*
	-

	Mid-range deprivation
	-21.210
	7456.836
	.000
	1
	.998
	.000

	Most deprived
	-1.217
	.518
	5.524
	1
	.019*
	.296

	Imagination and creativity

	Rating Good (indicator)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Rating Outstanding
	1.619
	.615
	6.937
	1
	.008*
	5.046


* Significant at p<.05 **Significant at p<.001
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