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Embedding Inclusion in Early Years: What the New Ofsted Inspection Toolkit Means for Your Setting
As the new Early Years Ofsted Inspection Toolkit begins to settle into practice, one of the most important sections for providers to engage with is Inclusion. The expectations around inclusion have evolved in a way that reflects the sector’s commitment to ensuring every child receives the right support, at the right time, in the right way.
Below, we have unpacked some of the key themes from the new toolkit to help settings reflect, prepare, and continue growing a truly inclusive culture.
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Creating a Culture of Understanding and Support
Inclusion isn’t a bolt‑on—it’s woven into the everyday ethos of the setting. The toolkit highlights the need for settings to have:
· A deep understanding of the diverse barriers children may face
· Awareness of the language used when talking about children’s needs
· A whole‑team commitment to supporting children with SEND, disadvantaged children, and those known to social care
· An understanding of protected characteristics and how they relate to early years practice
Inspectors will be paying close attention to the culture of the setting—not just policies, but how staff talk, act, and respond to children’s needs in real time.

The SENCO at the Heart of Inclusive Practice
The toolkit makes it clear: inspectors will work closely with the SENCO.
An effective SENCO does more than oversee paperwork—they are central to shaping practice, leading staff development, and driving inclusive thinking.
Settings should ensure that the SENCO:
· Has genuine authority and enough dedicated time to fulfil the role
· Is confident with the current SEND Code of Practice
· Supports staff in early identification and ongoing assessment
· Ensures the graduated approach is embedded consistently over time
· Knows the local offer and signposts families to appropriate support
A SENCO’s impact is only as strong as the culture around them—leaders play a crucial role in empowering this.

Identifying Needs Early and Reducing Barriers
Early identification continues to be a cornerstone of high‑quality practice. Inspectors will look for evidence that:
· Practitioners understand children well as unique individuals
· Needs are identified accurately and swiftly
· Assessment is meaningful and not overly complicated
· The setting makes strong use of the EY SEND offer
· All staff receive training linked to the specific needs of the children they work with
This is about being proactive, not reactive, and ensuring families are part of the journey from the very beginning.

Supporting Disadvantaged Children Thoughtfully
The toolkit strengthens expectations around disadvantaged children, including those eligible for EYPP.
 Settings should be able to show:
· A clear definition of who their disadvantaged children are
· An understanding of what their individual needs might be
· Evidence‑informed strategies that are monitored for impact
· How EYPP has been spent—and why
· Staff training that empowers practitioners to make a measurable difference
It’s not about spending money—it’s about spending it wisely and being able to articulate the impact.

Supporting Children with SEND
Inspectors will look for high‑quality SEND practice throughout the setting. This includes:
· Rapid, accurate identification of needs
· Strong use of a consistent graduated approach
· Adapted environments, routines, and curriculum
· Staff training linked directly to children’s needs
· Active partnership with families
· Use of research and current guidance to inform practice
Above all, settings should be able to talk confidently about how they meet individual needs—not a “one‑size‑fits‑all” approach.

Supporting Children Known to Social Care
The toolkit places renewed focus on children supported by social care. Key expectations include:
· Admissions forms that ask clearly whether a child has social care involvement
· Recording and using the name of the child’s social worker
· Asking families (where relevant) for a link to local systems such as Sutton’s Red Book
· Engagement with the Virtual School where appropriate
· Strong safeguarding and pastoral awareness across the team
This reinforces the need for whole‑setting vigilance, sensitivity, and communication.
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What Does ‘Expected Standard’ Look Like?
To meet expected standards in inclusion, settings must demonstrate:
· Early and effective identification
· A shared understanding among all practitioners of who disadvantaged children are
· The ability to explain the barriers children face—and how support has made a difference
· A SENCO who has the right skills, time, and leadership influence
· Strong collaboration with families on aspirations and target setting
When these elements come together, inclusive practice becomes part of everyday life—not a standalone requirement.

Final Thoughts
The updated Ofsted Inclusion expectations aren’t about creating more paperwork—they’re about strengthening what early years settings already do so well: knowing children deeply, valuing their individuality, and providing the support they need to thrive.
By embedding a culture of curiosity, reflection, and continuous growth, settings can not only meet the requirements of the new toolkit but create environments where every child feels seen, supported, and celebrated.

The following link will take you to the full Ofsted Inspection Toolkit:
Early years inspection toolkit
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