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Within Wales, every registered early year childcare setting and provider must adhere to statutory frameworks, primarily National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare, guidance provided by the Welsh Government and allow inspections conducted by the Care Inspectorate Wales. Primarily, these requirements ensure the presence of high-quality childcare. The curriculum that each setting adheres to can also promote the high-quality childcare achieved within these settings, the Curriculum for Wales and Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales are the most often followed curriculum frameworks in early years settings. Although these statutory frameworks and requirements present clear and essential standards to adhere too, they cannot solely guarantee the presence of high-quality childcare. With a variety of opinions providing criticism about the inspection systems, labelling them as fixed and objective (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016, p.30). Clear criticism has been aimed towards the divide between care and education and policies and curriculum in place for children. Studies has shown there is a clear divide between the implementation of the policies and curriculum and the care and development of children within the early years aged 0-3 years (Macdonald, 2018).

Quality within the early years is defined as two core elements, process quality which is the relationships sustained through high quality provision and structural quality which is the systems and legality that is adhered to sustain a high-quality environment and practices (Birth to five matters, 2025). To ensure an adequate high-quality provision these two elements must be considered and reviewed, ultimately, quality is what the child is experiencing and that should be at the heart of every decision and discussion regarding quality (Birth to five matters, 2025).
Structural quality is created from three core components ‘governance, standards and funding’. These will be considered within all policies and frameworks within the setting that promotes the child’s development, learning and wellbeing within early years settings (Birth to five matters, 2025). Structural quality is based upon legality and compliance and is reflective upon statutory frameworks and the safety of the children within the early years setting. This form of quality will be seen through adequate staff to child ratios, high quality staff with relevant qualifications (Birth to five matters, 2025). Process quality is solely based upon child centred pedagogy which will be reflective through the chosen curriculum within the setting, the child centred environment and opportunities accessible for the children, reflective practice and the opportunities and support available to allow children to thrive and development within the setting (Birth to five matters, 2025). For many years, child centred development has been the core values of recent frameworks and theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and Montessori. The main conclusion that they have in common is the importance of creating an environment that allows the child to thrive and flourish within. In which leads back to the importance of high-quality childcare. 

Early years childcare providers must all adhere to statutory requirements, in Wales it is National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare. Statutory requirements are implemented to ensure that settings establish a consistent safe and secure and to achieve high quality care (Berg, 2026). These statutory requirements focus on legality and compliance. To ensure a high-quality provision is accessible for children within the early years, there should be a clear reflection upon child centred education, holistic learning and profound evidence supporting the promotion of children’s wellbeing and development. It is important for early years settings to go above and beyond statutory requirements to ensure they are providing the best high-quality provision for children within the setting (Welsh Government, 2019).  The curriculum that each setting adheres to is a crucial part of ensure the implementation of high-quality childcare. The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) focuses highly on child led learning and child centred opportunities and visibly promotes high quality through reflective practitioners (Welsh Government 2026). 

The Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) is a framework that is widely used within early years settings in Wales. The early years of a child’s life plays a significant role in shaping individuals futures, the Welsh Government have devised a framework which places the children’s well-being and development at the heart of the framework (Welsh Government, 2025). Wales is focused on a journey to provide high quality, rights-based approach to the early years setting for children, this is emphasised within the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (Welsh Government, 2024). In addition to the ECPLC, a quality framework has been written to ensure support for practitioners when implementing the framework into their setting at a high-quality standard. The Quality Framework uses national and international research and practice to ensure effective provision (Welsh Government, 2024). Adhering to the Quality Framework will ensure that practitioners and leaders are using well informed, evidence-based research and successful approaches into the early childhood play, learning and care (Welsh Government, 2024). This framework is actively reflecting on recent information and evidence to continuously improve practice. The ECPLC Quality Framework has a clear purpose when ensuring high quality childcare and experiences are offered to children. The Quality framework emphasises the importance of children’s rights within everyday practice and supporting the children’s holistic development as well as their overall development (Welsh Government, 2024). The quality framework also emphasises the importance of reflective practitioners, they promote the importance of reflective practice and the planning, implementation and reviewing the effectiveness of the provision (Welsh Government, 2024).
These clear purposes that the quality framework has outlined work collaboratively with the three key features of the framework, enabling adults, effective environments and engaging experiences (Welsh Government, 2024). Ultimately, these three key features have collaboratively the same aim which is to ensure the delivery of high-quality childcare within the settings. For settings to ensure a high-quality setting alongside an effective provision, the quality framework should be implemented in addition to the National Minimum Standards for regulated childcare in Wales. The quality framework also reflects principles of Flying Start, the four purposes of the curriculum for Wales and in particularly content from the curriculum for funded non- maintained nursery setting (Welsh Government, 2024).
A direct implication that may affect the high-quality service that childcare settings must provide is a consistent staff turnover leading to staff shortages. Retention is a major obstacle that remains in the expansion of childcare providers and provisions (Early Years Wales, 2020). High staff turnover in childcare provision in Wales has a significant effect on the quality within the childcare settings, resulting in weakened relationships between children and their families and the staff, it can negatively impact the children’s wellbeing due to lack of continuity and consistence (Owston, Jones and Stanley, 2024). Some issues within the workplace which may cause high staff turnover may be low pay and a higher competitive salary elsewhere, practitioners having incorrect or inadequate qualifications, limited opportunities to progress and poor leadership qualities (Owston, Jones and Stanley, 2024). Many of these issues are systematic challenges that many leaders have little or no control over. Although there are some issues that can be challenged and influenced for change. Furthermore, the early years sector is experiencing difficulties relating to staff development and training opportunities, which negatively impacts on the professional development opportunities which may be available for staff within the setting (EY Works, 2025). This can result in practitioners feeling unsatisfied within their role and can impact on the ability for staff within the setting to provide high quality care and education to the children which is up to date form research-based courses and training opportunities (EY Works, 2025).
Research based professional development tools are an important aspect to have within a setting to assure the presence of high-quality practice (Toole, 2023). Reflective practitioners are an important aspect when ensuring that quality is central within the settings. Quality improvement and reflective practice must always be an ongoing process within settings. The purpose of reflective practice is to ensure that consideration of alternative views and perspectives are recognised and the identification of positives and areas to learn from are recognised (Welsh Government, 2024). Reflective practice enables practitioners to develop an understanding of the practice there are implementing. The ability to reflect allows the development of essential skills and knowledge to achieve the best support for the children’s well-being and development (Birth to five matters, no date). Reflective practice plays such an important role in the improvement and consistency of quality care and learning within early years settings (Birth to five matters, no date).

Reflective practice is important to use within the research based professional development tools to ensure high quality service provided. However, there are barriers that can impact the quality delivered within settings. Within early years settings, it may be difficult for individuals to prioritise the importance of reflection amid the busy work environment and the important obligation of supporting the children (Grady, 2024). Personal constraints can have a negative impact on reflective practise. This can be caused by low self-esteem, inadequate knowledge on how to reflect upon practice and the potential lack of understanding upon the importance of reflective practice to support children to flourish and thrive within the settings (Jones, 2017). Ethical barriers can also impose a risk and negative outlook upon reflective practice. Ethical issues have been questioned with regards to practitioners havent been inadequately prepared and trained upon reflective practice. Reflective practice can lead to practitioners feeling that their own beliefs and values do not conform to those around them which leads to fear of disclosing, due to the lack of training and knowledge (Gilheaney and Quigley, 2021). 

A quality framework and research based professional developmental tools both play a significant role in the promotion of high-quality provision within the early years. There is a variety of quality assurance schemes, environmental rating scales and less informative methods which allows setting to measure and ensure the presence and commitment to high quality childcare. The National Day Nursery Association (NDNA) have created a quality improvement scheme, ‘Quality Counts’. This framework solely bases upon the improvement of quality within setting and the assurance of continuous reflection and evaluation within settings to ensure the high-quality standards are sustained within these settings (Quality Counts, no date). Quality counts has been devised through taking in consideration and elements from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and uses academic research from best practise to supply settings with the best knowledge and information to ensure quality practice is in place (Quality Counts, no date). For a setting to sustain recognition that they are adhering to Quality Counts, there are four areas within the setting that need to be reflected upon, reviews and improved if necessary. The four key areas are ‘play and leaning, health, safety and wellbeing, workforce and leadership and management’ (Quality Counts, no date). These four key areas are also reflected within inspection framework and guidance. Ultimately the main objective of Quality Counts is the emphasis upon encouraging all practitioners within settings to work together towards the same goal of providing quality childcare and high-quality opportunities for children within the setting (Quality Counts, no date).  An environments rating scale which is used broadly within early years settings is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing scale (SSTEW). This assessment tool measures the high-quality interaction between practitioners and the promotion of the children’s emotional wellbeing in which both are recognised as essential to the children’s learning and development (Featherbe, 2020). The SSTEW scale is assessed via five arears of practice which is linked to areas of development of the children – ‘building trust, confidence and independence, social and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking and assessing learning and language’ (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015, pp.8). SSTEW scales clearly emphasise the importance of child focused sustained quality within the early years, this is cleat through their 5 arears of assessing.

To conclude, additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements is crucial within the early years. Research has proven that promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements offers a great positive benefit on early years settings. This has clearly been shown the clear aims and objective of the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) framework which emphasise upon the importance of child centred approaches and the positive benefits they have upon children’s development and emotional wellbeing. The ability to be a reflective practitioner plays an important role in ensuring quality is always at a high standard. To be reflective allows practitioner to evaluate and celebrate achievements and ways in which to improve the setting and ensuring that quality is always a strong component within the settings. However, it is always important to recognise limitations and barriers that may impose a risk on the sustainably of high-quality childcare. Ultimately, quality childcare goes beyond just statutory requirements. The importance of ensuring quality goes beyond statutory requirements is at the heart of each individual early years setting. 
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