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In this assignment, quality in the early years will be critically analysed looking at what it is, and why it is important. Furthermore, the methods of promoting quality in the early years will be critically evaluated bringing into consideration two methods of quality assurance that can be used to benefit the early years and later, to identify whether there are any issues involved in providing quality services for young children and what strategies are in place to make a difference.

Quality is the defiance of good practice, that of which exceeds the expectations of those on the receiving end, (Crosby, 2020). Bonetti (2018) would agree and suggests quality in the early years can be presented in many forms within education to create an affective learning environment for children and qualitative working space for practitioners. Additionally, Merga (2017) would agree with Bonetti (2018) and suggests this is important as there is evidence to show that quality early years provision can improve several positive outcomes for children such as good social, emotional, cognitive, and physical developments which adds to setting children up for the future where they will have the ability to succeed within higher education and beyond. 

Moreover, Margaret (2015) believes the inclusivity of the provision is an important aspect to driving quality and early years practitioners should be able to reduce exclusion from activities by ensuring children receive a qualitative education through being part of daily activities within their setting regardless of whether there may be limitations. Slattery (2015) would agree and suggests as practitioners, it is important to ensure early years activities can be delivered to children of all abilities. For example, Butler and Hardy (2016) suggests one barrier presented with inclusion would be children who have additional learning needs. 

Moreover, Pembrokeshire County Council (2023) states children with additional learning needs are those who require added support during their learning due to a possible disability which may affect the way a child learns such as Autism or ADHD. Randi et al (2010) would agree and suggests 70% of children with autism attend mainstream education therefore training for practitioners is essential as children with autism learn at a different pace to other children, some faster and others much slower.  

On the other hand, Hughes (2019) brings into consideration that over 60% of practitioners do not believe they have had enough training to deliver curriculum to children with additional learning needs. Additionally, Jung and Sainato (2012) states this outlines the value in an early years setting and states a poor environment can have a detrimental effect on children which notably, will limit their engagement with important strategies such as play which in later life will continue to affect them and their ability to engage. 

To produce qualitative work within the setting, Slattery (2015) states practitioners should have adequate training to provide additional support for children who may need it. In agreement, Pascal and Bertram (2013) agrees and states to achieve this, early years settings should ensure practitioners have the opportunity to attended continuing professional development programmes which can provide additional skills for practitioners to ensure all children within the setting are included. Moreover, Pascal and Bertram, (2013) states this is the definition of a qualitative educational environment. 

As well as CPD, practitioners can ensure a qualitative education for children through assurance methods. Early Years Wales (2020) has brought into play the Quality for all scheme that will be available to all childcare settings in Wales and includes a written self-evaluation of the services available and assessment of practice within settings. Baker (2023) states the previous scheme was called the Wales Pre-school providers association and it focusses on working with children who have additional learning needs with particular focus on the benefits of stimulating play in a safe environment. 

Slattery (2015) supports the quality for all scheme because similarly to the point previously raised, the Wales Pre-school Provided association offers specific training opportunities for practitioners to introduce qualitative practice to children in their care. Baker (2023) states this outlines the importance of the commitment practitioners have to provide equal opportunities for all children and allows children's individuality to be recognised. 

Moreover, the Welsh Government (2014b) states that the future plans for the quality for all scheme includes planning for additional services for children with learning disabilities and there are methods in place for practitioners to promote the importance of play in children's development.  Van der Aalsvoort (2015) would agree and states through working with parents, childcare settings, and agencies the quality for all scheme encourages the benefits of play for children with the aim of introducing physical, social, innovative and creative play with the aim of a positive wellbeing for all.  On the contrary, there are barriers presented with implementing quality practice in line with the quality for all scheme and generally for early years practitioners. Forman and Hoagwood (2010) reverts back to the point raised by Pascal and Bertram (2013) where the lack of practitioner training is one of the leading barriers to quality assurance within early years.

Recently in Wales, there has been an introduction of a new curriculum where teachers and practitioners are being required to alternate the way they teach, (Welsh Government 2023).  Wightwick (2019) states there have been some negativity towards the new curriculum and practitioners have stated across Wales that they do not feel the curriculum has been set out clearly and the guidance provided by the Welsh Government is somewhat vague. Additionally, Wightwick (2019) states a meeting caried out by the Assembly’s Children, Young People and Education Committee has shown that senior people within education in Wales have concerns about the proposals being developed.

Hughes (2016) would agree and states particularly the elder generation of practitioners are reluctant to deliver the new curriculum. Moreover, Hughes (2016) would also agree with the points raised by Pascal and Bertram (2013) and believes this is also due to the lack of practitioner training as well as some practitioners being ‘stuck in their ways’ of teaching children the way the always have. Therefore, it has been concluded that additional training is required in order to deliver the new curriculum which follows the Donaldson agenda - ‘one that gives teachers themselves the skills, knowledge and dispositions to lead the changes that are needed’ is required. (Hughes 2016, p. 2). 

Parker (2013) states this links back to why it is important to ensure adequate staff training and staff ratios in order to provide qualitive practice for children in the early years. Furthermore, The Welsh Government (2022) implements policies within education that settings must follow to improve the curriculum they deliver and prevent these barriers from occurring.  The Welsh Government (2022) states in line with Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 under section 145, all school leaders, governing bodies and early years settings must meet the multiple requirements set out in order to protect children and their education under the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child act (1989). 

An example of policy in which early years settings must follow would be the capability of staff policy, that refers to a practitioner’s level of ability to perform and deliver to the educational standards required, such as the new curriculum. (Welsh Government 2013). Parker (2013) would agree and suggests through ensuring settings follow this policy, they will have credibly trained staff to ensure quality practice is delivered which relates to the Quality for all scheme being implemented by Wales because the goals set out by the scheme includes ensuring policy's for practice are followed  as well as ensuring all children's education is prioritised and they can do this through following policy's and employing appropriate staff with the adequate capabilities and qualifications. 

Siraj (2022) would argue that some practitioners are right in not wanting to implementing change. Siraj (2022) states there is a current staffing crisis within Wales therefore there are not enough practitioners to successfully implement the new curriculum which clouds the idea that the quality for all scheme brings into consideration. Furthermore, Siraj (2022) states are not enough fully qualified practitioners for the implementation of the new curriculum to be that of quality. 

Lawler (2022) would agree and states in the latest Ofsted annual reports, there are arguments supporting staffing shortages being one of the leading reasons for a delay in children's development, with particular reference to the recent Covid-19 pandemic being a leading cause. Lawler (2022) states although the pandemic has a detrimental effect on children's education, it only enhanced the decline in the number of early years practitioners leaving due to pressures added because of low staff as well as low pay not meeting the responsibilities early years practitioners take on. 

Davies and Hamilton (2018) would agree and suggests the method of quality assurance being staff ratios relates to implementing the quality for all scheme as if practitioners feel there is enough of them to provide a qualitive education for all children, they may then not feel so reluctant to implement change such as the new curriculum in Wales. Furthermore, Davies and Hamilton (2018) states children-staff ratios are a vital quality indicator in early childhood education and care (ECEC) curriculums, and improved ratios are thought to enhance children learning outcomes and increase opportunities for children as they grow up. 

Ensuring appropriate staff ratios is important within an early year’s setting as it allows practitioners not to be overwhelmed by the number of children in the care at any particular time. (Speight et al, 2020). Moreover, according to the NSPCC (2019), the current adult to child ratios in the early years are for children aged zero to two years old, there should be at least one adult to three children. Additionally, for children aged two to three years old, there should be one adult to four children, (NSPCC 2019). 

However, Perlman et al, (2017) states these requirements are currently not mandatory and are only advisory therefore, due to the points raised by Lawler (2022) it is often difficult for an early year’s setting to have the staff and government funding for employment to meet the needs of these staff ratios.  Fenech (2006) would agree and states this barrier is one of the reasons practitioners are overwhelmed by the responsibilities within childcare. In agreement with this, Press et al, (2015) states more up to date research shows case study's where there have been seven or eight children in the care of one practitioner which can cause a build-up of pressure and responsibility which is not beneficial for the child or practitioner, and as Davies and Hamilton (2018) stated previously, practitioners feel forced into leaving their role due to added pressures built up from factors such as under staffed ratios. 

Ofsted (2015) states one main strategy in resolving this issue would be for governments to introduce mandatory regulations for staff ratios as well as additional funding to employ additional early years practitioners and finally, moving back to the point raised by Pascal and Bertram (2013), more CPD training for staff to ensure they fully understand how to educate children within their care. Pascal and Bertram (2013) brings into consideration the point raised by Randi et al (2010) where some of the children within these ratios may have ALN therefore will need additional support from practitioners which then takes their attention away from the other children within their group. Ofsted (2015) would agree and suggests this presents a strategy for implementing qualitative work within the early years.

To conclude, both the quality for all scheme, and staff ratios are key factors with similarities and differences that will help to demonstrate good practice within the early years through ensuring the work provided by educators is that of quality. The information provided shows there are barriers within the early years that can limit practitioners from educating children to the best of their ability however, as stated by Davies and Hamilton (2018) these tools can help settings to improve the quality in their settings, and identifying the issues is the main source of finding a resolution to benefit the children's development as well as the practitioner’s well-being in their working environment.  It is also clear that both staff ratios and the quality for all scheme provide the information needed in early years settings to drive quality assurance and through qualitive work, comes the best learning outcomes for children's development.
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