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Reflective Paper 
When assessing the quality of early years provision, researchers consider both ‘process quality,’ the day-to-day experiences children have in the setting, and ‘structural quality,’ which includes factors such as staffing ratios and practitioner qualifications. These two dimensions are closely connected; for instance, higher staff qualifications are often associated with improved outcomes for children (Ofsted raising standards improving lives, 2024). Quality improvement focuses on ensuring that every setting and every professional continually reflects on how to create, sustain and enhance provision, so that all children and their families experience the highest‑quality learning and developmental opportunities. When children access high‑quality provision, they are better positioned to achieve stronger outcomes in school and to develop the social, emotional, and cognitive skills that support lifelong learning (Foundation Years, n.d.). 
Quality control refers to the process of examining finished products to ensure they meet the organisation’s required standards before they reach customers. This typically involves trained inspectors who check items at specific points, often at the beginning and the end of the production line, to confirm that each product is fit for purpose. Their role is to identify any defects that have occurred during manufacturing so that faulty items can be removed or corrected before distribution. In contrast, quality assurance focuses on preventing problems from occurring in the first place by embedding quality into every stage of the production process. Instead of relying solely on inspectors at the end, quality assurance requires all employees to take responsibility for monitoring the quality of their work as products move through each step. Staff continuously check materials, components, and processes, allowing faults to be detected early and reducing the likelihood of major issues later on. This proactive approach helps maintain consistent standards throughout production.
Early Years Wales (n.d.a) emphasises that consistently meeting regulatory requirements to the highest possible standard, combined with ongoing reflection and evaluation of practice, forms the foundation of delivering truly high‑quality childcare. This commitment to both compliance and continuous improvement ensures that children and families experience provision that is not only safe and well‑managed but also responsive, thoughtful, and developmentally appropriate. When practitioners regularly review their approaches, identify areas for growth, and adapt their methods, they create settings that evolve in line with children’s needs and current best practice. High‑quality early years, childcare, and play work provision extends far beyond simply fulfilling minimum statutory expectations. Instead, it involves cultivating warm, nurturing, and engaging environments where babies and young children feel emotionally secure, valued as individuals, and supported to explore and flourish. Such environments are characterised by strong, trusting relationships, rich learning opportunities, and practitioners who are attuned to children’s cues, interests, and developmental stages.
Wales is moving towards a high‑quality, integrated, and rights‑based approach to Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC), a term that has evolved from the earlier concept of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC). This shift reflects a broader understanding that early childhood provision encompasses not only education and care, but also play, wellbeing, and holistic development. The early years are widely recognised as a critical period in a child’s life, shaping long‑term health, learning, and social outcomes. In response, the Welsh Government has prioritised children’s wellbeing and development as the central focus of early childhood play, learning, and care for all children aged 0–5. This ensures that every child in Wales is given the strongest possible start, regardless of background or circumstance.
The Quality Framework underpinning this approach has been co‑constructed with practitioners and written from their perspective, drawing on the collective expertise of professionals across the 0–5 sector (Welsh Government, 2023). This collaborative development process ensures that the framework is grounded in real‑world practice, reflects the complexities of working with young children, and supports settings in delivering provision that is both high‑quality and rights‑respecting.
Since April 2019, all full inspection reports for childcare and play services in Wales include a rating for each of the four inspection themes. Published reports now provide a clear judgement—Excellent, Good, Adequate, or Poor—across the areas of Wellbeing, Care and Development, Environment, and Leadership and Management (Care Inspectorate Wales, n.d.a). These ratings offer transparency for families and support settings in identifying strengths and areas for improvement.
However, the Quality for All (QfA) framework goes beyond inspection outcomes. It supports settings in demonstrating that achieving, sustaining, and continually enhancing quality is an ongoing priority embedded in everyday practice. QfA aligns closely with the regulatory expectations of Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW), as well as requirements set by other regulators and local authorities. By providing a structured yet flexible approach to quality improvement, it helps settings reflect on their practice, celebrate effective approaches, and identify meaningful next steps. Additionally, QfA streamlines the process of completing the annual Self‑Assessment of Service by reducing duplication of work and bringing together evidence of quality in a coherent, accessible way (Early Years Wales, 2019). Through these combined efforts, Wales continues to strengthen its commitment to delivering early childhood provision that is high‑quality, child‑centred, and grounded in children’s rights.
Early Years Wales’ (n.d.b) Quality for All (QfA) framework is designed to help childcare settings deliver exceptional services. It supports providers in achieving and sustaining high standards, while also recognising the commitment and contribution of staff. The QfA approach is built around a continuous cycle of reflection, assessment, and accreditation. Some drawbacks of quality assurance include the need for significant upfront investment in training and resources, as well as the process being time‑consuming and complex. It can also introduce unnecessary bureaucracy or rigidity, and its overall effectiveness can be difficult to measure. Quality assurance may not suit every industry or project, and in some cases, it can create a false sense of confidence or complacency (Hulatt and Freitas, 2023). 
Practitioners consistently reflect on their practice and the provision they offer. They closely observe each child’s individual play, adapting activity planning and the learning environment to suit children’s interests and needs. All staff follow a shared approach to this process. Regular team meetings and clear communication help maintain consistency. Practitioners also review ongoing improvements within the setting, considering the impact of any training undertaken and how effectively it has been put into practice (Estyn, 2024). In Wales, as in many other countries, early childhood education and care (ECEC) services are divided into two categories: early education and childcare, reflecting distinct traditions of ‘care’ and ‘education.’ Childcare originated in the 19th century as a form of welfare support, mainly for working-class families who required care to enable them to work. Although some early education provision existed during this period, it was not until the 1960s that the preschool playgroup movement expanded, driven largely by middle-class parents seeking to better prepare their children for formal schooling. As a result, early years ‘care’ has remained closely linked to supporting working parents, while early years ‘education’ has been given greater priority and, in many countries, is now considered a universal entitlement (Dallimore, 2019). 
The Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) monitors social care services to ensure they consistently deliver high‑quality support. Inspections for services such as care homes and domiciliary care usually take place at least once every 18 months, though this time frame can shorten if issues are identified or a follow‑up visit is required. During each inspection, CIW evaluates the standard of care, checks compliance with regulatory requirements, and considers the experiences of people using the service, all in line with its rigorous Code of Practice (Living at Home, 2025). A privacy notice explains the types of personal information the Care Inspectorate Wales may need to collect, how the CIW use it, who it might be shared with, how long it is retained, and the rights that the school have over their data. The CIW keeps everything confidential and in correspondence with the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) and UK data protection legislation (Care Inspectorate Wales, n.d.B). All settings have a legal responsibility to operate in ways that safeguard children and promote their well-being. During an inspection, any member of the inspection team may identify concerns about a child’s safety or welfare. When this happens, the lead inspector will inform the setting where appropriate. The CIW inspector will then follow the procedures outlined in CIW’s published policy, while Estyn’s inspector will also report the concern to Estyn’s safeguarding officer in line with Estyn’s safeguarding policy (CIW, 2019). 
As responsive, enabling adults, we should draw on both our close observations of babies’ and young children’s interests and our understanding of child development when planning. These observations should shape the experiences and opportunities we provide indoors and outdoors, ensuring children are engaged in play and learning that genuinely supports their development (Welsh Government, 2023). 
This quality statement underpins all National Day Nursery Association (NDNA) services and activities, guiding our support for members and the wider early years sector to prioritise delivering the highest‑quality provision for children while maintaining sustainable business practice. What ‘quality’ looks like in early years varies depending on perspective, children, parents, practitioners, regulators, communities, and both local and national governments may all define it differently. Quality can also be understood at multiple levels, including structural and system levels, as well as process or programme levels. In shaping our understanding of quality in early years provision, we draw on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, current research on effective practice, and the collective expertise of our early years’ community (NDNA, n.d.). 
PACEY works with local authorities to help develop flexible, high‑quality childcare and early education by supporting new childminders. The well-established Quality Start scheme now incorporates PACEY’s enhanced Practitioner membership, offering expert, up-to-date guidance to strengthen practice. This support helps new childminders build their knowledge of the curriculum and understand the regulatory requirements they must meet (PACEY, n.d.). 
Conclusion 
In summary, the quality of early years provision is shaped by a dynamic relationship between structural elements, such as staffing, qualifications, and regulatory expectations, and the everyday experiences children encounter within their setting. High‑quality provision is not achieved through isolated actions but through a sustained culture of reflection, professional responsibility, and child‑centred practice. When practitioners observe children closely, adapt provision responsively, and work within robust quality frameworks, they create environments that genuinely support children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development.

National and sector‑led approaches in Wales, including the ECPLC framework, CIW inspection processes, Quality for All (QfA), and the work of organisations such as NDNA and PACEY, collectively reinforce the expectation that quality must be continuously developed and embedded. These systems ensure accountability, promote consistency, and support practitioners to meet and exceed regulatory requirements. While quality assurance processes can be demanding and resource‑intensive, they help settings maintain high standards and ensure that children and families receive the best possible experiences.

Ultimately, high‑quality early years provision extends far beyond compliance. It is rooted in a rights‑based, child‑centred ethos that values each child’s individuality, interests, and voice. By combining strong structural foundations with reflective, responsive practice, the early years sector in Wales is well positioned to offer rich, nurturing, and developmentally meaningful experiences that give every child the strongest possible start in life.
