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Quality in early years provision refers to how effectively a setting supports children’s learning, development, and overall well-being. It is a multi-dimensional concept that includes the environment, staff interactions, leadership, and the experiences provided for children (Welsh Government , 2024). High-quality provision is not only about meeting basic care needs but about creating an environment where children can thrive emotionally, socially, and cognitively (Welsh Government, 2025). A high-quality early years setting is one that consistently follows policies and procedures, ensures safeguarding is used in practice, and promotes inclusive provision for all children, including those with additional learning needs (Welsh Government , 2024). It is identified by positive and meaningful interactions between staff and children, well-trained practitioners, and an environment that supports exploration and development. Ongoing staff training is also a key feature, ensuring that practitioners remain up to date with current legislation and best practice (Care Council for Wales, 2016). The importance of quality is strongly supported by research. Studies such as the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project demonstrate that children who attend high-quality settings achieve better outcomes in later life, including improved academic achievement and social skills (Sylva et al., 2004). This highlights that early childhood experiences have long-term impacts, making quality provision essential not optional.

In addition, children’s rights frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasise that every child has the right to the best possible start in life. This includes access to high-quality education and care that supports their development and well-being (United Nations, 1989). Poor-quality provision can have negative consequences, especially for vulnerable children, causing developmental gaps and limiting opportunities. Statutory requirements, set by organisations such as Welsh Government and inspected by Care Inspectorate Wales, provide a baseline to ensure that settings meet minimum standards of safety and care. However, these standards alone do not guarantee high-quality experiences. They outline what must be done, but not necessarily what should be done to achieve excellence (Welsh Government , 2023). Therefore, it is important for settings to go beyond these minimum requirements. These methods allow settings to critically evaluate their practice, identify areas for improvement, and implement changes that enhance children’s experiences. They also support reflective practice, which is essential for continuous improvement. High-quality provision is particularly important for supporting children’s well-being. Children who feel safe, valued, and engaged are more likely to develop positive relationships, confidence, and a love of learning. This links directly to inspection frameworks, which place a strong emphasis on children’s well-being, care and development, environment, and leadership (Welsh Government, 2025).

In order to achieve high-quality provision in early years settings, practitioners must move beyond only meeting statutory requirements and instead regularly reflect on and improve their practice. (Welsh Government, 2025). Two widely recognised and research-informed methods used to support this process are the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Leuven Scales of Well-being and Involvement. These tools offer different but complementary approaches to evaluating quality, focusing respectively on the environment and the child’s lived experience. 

The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a structured observational tool designed to assess the overall quality of early years provision, with a particular focus on the physical environment and organisational aspects of care. It evaluates areas such as space and furnishings, personal care routines, activities, interactions, and programme structure (Ainur Alpys and Hernández-Torrano, 2025). The aim of ECERS is to provide a measurable and standardised framework that allows practitioners to assess the quality of their setting and identify areas for improvement. In practice, ECERS involves observation and scoring against a set of criteria. This creates a clear measure of quality that can be used to compare settings and track progress over time. One key advantage of ECERS is that it gives a clear overall view of the setting. It enables practitioners to identify whether resources are adequate, accessible, and appropriate for the developmental needs of children (Gordon et al., 2013). For example, ECERS may reveal that while a setting has a variety of resources, they are not organised in a way that promotes independence, limiting children’s opportunities for self-directed learning.
This highlights one of the ways in which ECERS supports provision beyond statutory requirements. While statutory frameworks ensure that basic resources are available and that environments are safe, ECERS encourages practitioners to consider the quality and effectiveness of those resources. It moves the focus from meeting requirements to enhancing the learning environment in a meaningful way. This aligns with expectations from organisations such as Care Inspectorate Wales, which highlights improvement and reflective practice (Setodji, Schaack and Le, 2018).
However, despite these strengths, ECERS has limitations. One of the criticisms is that it focuses heavily on structural quality rather than how the learning happens. While it can assess the availability and organisation of resources, it does not fully capture the quality of interactions between staff and children or the depth of children’s engagement. A setting may achieve a high ECERS score due to its environment and resources, yet still fail to provide meaningful learning experiences if staff interactions are limited. This suggests that while ECERS is useful in identifying environmental strengths and weaknesses, it does not provide a complete picture of quality.

This limitation is addressed by the Leuven Scales of Well-being and Involvement, which take a different approach by focusing on the child’s perspective. The Leuven Scales assess two key indicators of quality, emotional well-being and involvement. Well-being refers to how safe, secure, and confident a child feels within the setting, while involvement refers to the level of engagement and concentration a child demonstrates during activities (Moorhouse, 2024). The aim of the Leuven Scales is to evaluate the effectiveness of provision based on children’s experiences rather than structural factors. Practitioners observe children and rate their well-being and involvement on a scale, providing an awareness of how the environment and interactions are impacting them. One of the key strengths of the Leuven Scales is that they place the child at the centre of quality assessment (Moorhouse, 2024). This aligns closely with child-centred approaches and policy frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which emphasises the importance of children’s voices and experiences. By focusing on how children feel and engage, Leuven provides valuable insight into whether the setting is meeting their emotional and developmental needs (UNICEF, 2016). The Leuven Scales also support inclusive practice. For example, if a child consistently demonstrates low levels of involvement, this may specify that activities are not meeting their needs or that they require additional support. This is particularly important for children with additional learning needs, who may require tailored approaches to ensure they are fully included in the setting. In this way, Leuven can act as an early identification tool, enabling practitioners to respond proactively to children’s needs (MacRae and Jones, 2020).

Furthermore, Leuven goes beyond statutory requirements by addressing aspects of quality that are not explicitly measured within minimum standards. While statutory frameworks ensure that children are safe and cared for, Leuven ensures that they are also emotionally secure and actively engaged. This distinction is important, as emotional well-being and engagement are key predictors of positive outcomes in early childhood (Aadland et al., 2025). However, the Leuven Scales do have limitations. One significant issue is their reliance on practitioner judgement, which introduces bias. Different practitioners may interpret children’s behaviour differently, leading to inconsistencies in scoring. This can impact the reliability of the data and may require training and moderation to ensure consistency (MacRae and Jones, 2020). Additionally, while Leuven provides valuable insight into children’s experiences, it does not offer detailed information about the environment or structural aspects of provision. For example, it may indicate that a child is disengaged, but it does not specify whether this is due to a lack of resources, poor organisation, or ineffective interactions. This highlights the importance of using Leuven alongside other tools, such as ECERS, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of quality (Williford et al., 2013).

When comparing ECERS and Leuven, it is clear that they provide different but complementary types of information. ECERS focuses on what the setting provides, while Leuven focuses on how children experience that provision. This distinction is crucial when considering what information is needed to improve quality.
To effectively improve provision, practitioners require both types of information. They need to understand whether the environment is well-resourced and organised, as well as whether children are engaged and emotionally secure. Neither ECERS nor Leuven alone can provide a complete picture. However, when used together, they offer a more holistic approach to quality assurance (Ainur Alpys and Hernández-Torrano, 2025). For example, ECERS may identify that a role-play area lacks sufficient resources, while Leuven may reveal that children are not engaging with that area. Together, this information provides a clear indication of what needs to be improved and how it is impacting children. This enables practitioners to make informed decisions, such as introducing new resources and adapting interactions to encourage engagement.

Despite their strengths, it is important to recognise that both methods have limitations in terms of the information they provide. Neither ECERS nor Leuven fully addresses aspects such as staff training, safeguarding practices, or leadership and management. These are critical factors of quality and must be evaluated through additional methods, such as staff supervision, policy reviews, and professional development records (OECD , 2006). This highlights the importance of leadership in driving quality improvement. Leaders must ensure that data from ECERS and Leuven is not only collected but also analysed and used effectively. This involves reflecting on findings, identifying priorities, and implementing changes that enhance provision. Without this process, the use of quality assurance tools may have limited impact (Ballaschk, Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz and Pashiardis, 2024). In terms of driving quality beyond statutory requirements, both ECERS and Leuven play a significant role. Statutory requirements provide a baseline for practice, ensuring that settings meet minimum standards of safety and care. However, they do not address the deeper aspects of quality that influence children’s experiences and outcomes (Welsh Government, 2023).

ECERS drives quality by encouraging practitioners to critically evaluate their environment and make improvements that enhance learning opportunities. It promotes a more thoughtful and intentional approach to the organisation of space and resources. Leuven, on the other hand, drives quality by focusing on children’s well-being and engagement, ensuring that provision is responsive to their needs. Together, these methods support a culture of reflective practice and continuous improvement. They encourage practitioners to move beyond complying and consider how their practice impacts children. This aligns with inspection expectations and demonstrates a commitment to providing high-quality provision (Brief and Gardiner, 2017).

In conclusion, the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale and the Leuven Scales of Well-being and Involvement are valuable tools for promoting and ensuring quality in early years settings. While ECERS provides a structured assessment of the environment, Leuven offers insight into children’s experiences. Both methods have strengths and limitations, but when used together, they provide a more comprehensive understanding of quality. Importantly, these methods enable settings to go beyond statutory requirements by focusing on continuous improvement, reflective practice, and the needs of the child. By using the information gathered to inform decision-making and practice, settings can create environments that not only meet basic standards but actively support children’s development, well-being, and long-term outcomes.
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