
In the know … 

Here is an article about Ofsted’s 

approach to deep dives into “reading” in 

primary schools. It has implications for 

secondary schools where the 

development of reading across the 

curriculum will be key focus of inspectors. 

Ofsted and... the 'Deep Dive' into Reading 

The emphasis on reading 

 

Ofsted’s new education inspection framework (EIF) highlights a significant 

refocus on investigating the delivery and design of the school curriculum, 

ensuring that all pupils are taught a broad, rich curriculum that will prepare 

them for life. 

As part of this focus, the EIF places great emphasis on the development of 

early reading, and so Ofsted have implemented ‘deep dives’ – a series of 

inspection activities used to identify the strengths and weaknesses within 

specific areas of the curriculum. Inspectors will use these deep dives to build 

a wide range of evidence across selected subjects, which will later help them 

form judgements. 

In primary schools, inspectors will always conduct a deep dive into reading as 

part of their investigation into foundation curriculum subjects. 

 Conducting the deep dive 

 The development of reading is mentioned across many areas of the 

inspection handbook and contributes significantly to the school’s overall 

effectiveness judgement. Lead inspectors are extensively trained on 

conducting deep dives and looking at the impact of early reading 

development. 

The deep dive into reading involves a thorough investigation into how schools 

promote early reading and how well they are supporting pupils in becoming 

fluent, confident readers. Investigators will gather evidence for this via the 

following activities: 

 Discussions with the headteacher 

 Discussions with the head of literacy 

 Observations of how phonics is taught 

 Listening to weaker readers 

 Observing reading interventions 

 Discussions with pupils 

During all inspections of infant, junior, primary and lower middle schools, 

inspectors will pay close attention to pupils who are reading below age-
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related expectations (ARE) (the lowest 20%). Inspectors will listen to several 

low attaining pupils from Years 1 to 3 read from previously unseen reading 

books, appropriate to their stage of progress, to judge how effectively these 

pupils are being supported. 

  

How inspectors will gather evidence from the deep dive 
  

Meeting with the headteacher 

 

The meeting with the headteacher looks at how the school places a strong 

focus on reading, with particular scrutiny on how the headteacher assigns 

provisions to help disadvantaged pupils and pupils with SEND develop their 

reading skills. The meeting will also look at how the headteacher ensures 

there is a strong foundation for developing pupils’ reading and how this is 

built on as pupils progress through school. The headteacher will also be asked 

how they prioritise teaching phonics and how its effectiveness is monitored. 

 Observing how teachers encourage pupils to read 

 Throughout the deep dive into early reading, the inspector will gather 

evidence on how effectively teachers read to pupils and look to see if this is 

done with confidence and enthusiasm. They will also look at the way 

teachers encourage pupils to talk about what they have read. 

During the deep dive, inspectors will look at the appeal of designated 

reading areas within the school and the kinds of books pupils are taking 

home. Inspectors will also gather evidence on how teachers support and 

encourage parents’ involvement when their children are reading and 

learning phonics at home. 

 Observing how phonics is taught 

 Inspectors will focus on gathering evidence about how effectively phonics is 

taught across the school, drawing particular attention to how the school 

supports low attaining pupils, especially in Reception. They will also focus on 

the school’s expectations of all pupils in Reception and assess how many 

words and sounds children understand from term to term. 

Inspectors will also look at the sequence of reading material used and how 

this allows children to develop a cumulative knowledge of phonics that is 

closely matched to the school’s phonics programme. 

 Speaking with pupils about their reading material 

 Inspectors will look closely at how pupils develop their reading fluency, and 

whether the reading material they take home matches their skill level. 

Evidence for this will be obtained by speaking with pupils about their reading 

material and how well they understand the text. 

 Observing the support given to pupils who fall behind 



 During the deep dive, inspectors will look at the ongoing frequency of 

assessments and, in particular, how the school identifies pupils who are falling 

behind in their reading. Inspectors will observe the interventions provided to 

these pupils and focus on the quality and effectiveness of their delivery. 

 Observing staff knowledge of reading 

Inspectors will look at how school leaders have helped develop teachers’ 

expertise in reading and phonics, and how they ensure that teachers, 

especially NQTs, have access to high-quality training and support in this area. 

Preparing for the deep dive 

 To prepare for the deep dive into reading, leaders should look closely at the 

school’s provision for early reading and begin to gather evidence from the 

areas described in this article. Leaders should also make sure teachers have 

enough time to prepare for and understand the expectations of the deep 

dive before Ofsted’s next inspection. 

Subject leaders should have a thorough understanding of the strengths and 

weaknesses of reading and phonics within their school and in their approach 

to ensuring pupils’ skills are built upon. 

Schools should continue with their current practice and usual monitoring 

activities, ensuring they focus on the clarity and consistency of the message 

that will be delivered to inspectors. 

For even more guidance on how inspectors will form the quality of education 

judgement, our Ofsted and…the Inspection of the Curriculum from 

September 2019 article outlines the significant changes to Ofsted’s EIF, 

including deep dives. 

Our article, Everything schools need to know about Ofsted's deep dives, 

provides further information about how deep dives for other subjects are 

chosen and conducted. 
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