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A critical reflection on the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above the statutory requirements.

Quality is a difficult and complicated term to define (Reed and Walker, 2015). However, Birth to five matters (2025) suggests that quality is not a fixed endpoint but an ongoing journey. Instead of merely aiming to 'raise quality' or 'improve standards' to advance social justice and enhance children's outcomes, policymakers, practitioners, parents, and communities must collaborate to ensure meaningful and enriching educational experiences for children. Alternatively, Shepherd (2024) states that a high-quality early years setting rely on seamless learning transitions, meaningful adult-child interactions, and a clear understanding of the purpose behind educational practices. A strong curriculum and ethos guide children's development, while staff wellbeing, effective leadership, and ongoing training ensure a supportive and knowledgeable team. In high quality settings safeguarding remains a high priority, with all staff equipped to keep children safe (Welsh Safeguarding Procedures, 2025).
Furthermore, In March 2023, the Welsh Government published ‘Our National Mission: High Standards and Aspirations for All,’ outlining an overarching vision for education in Wales. The government recognised that high-quality and accessible childcare was transformative for children, providing essential developmental opportunities while also supporting parents(Welsh Government, 2023). 
The importance of High Quality in the early years
Quality in an early years setting is essential as it significantly influences a child's cognitive, emotional, and social development, laying the foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (Ofsted, 2023). High-quality early years education fosters language acquisition, problem-solving skills, and emotional resilience while promoting positive social interactions and secure attachments (Palaiologou, 2023).
Additionally, high quality plays a crucial role in closing the attainment gap, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds by providing equal opportunities for early learning and development (Early Years Careers,2018). Furthermore, Birth to 5 matters (2025) states that quality early years provision supports parents by enabling them to work or pursue education while also offering guidance on child development. 
High-quality early education also contributes to broader societal benefits, including improved educational outcomes, a stronger workforce, and reduced social inequalities (Robb, 2025). By prioritising high standards in early childhood education, societies can ensure better long-term outcomes for individuals and communities, reinforcing the importance of investing in early years provision (Pulakos and Battista, 2020).
Access to high-quality early childhood settings is crucial for children's development, as extensive research highlights its significant benefits (Schoch et al., 2023). During the early years of a child’s life, rapid brain development occurs, making a stimulating and supportive environment essential for cognitive and emotional growth (Harvard Institution, 2007). High-quality settings foster the development of social and emotional skills, such as communication, cooperation, and self-regulation, which are critical for transition periods and future success (National Children's Bureau, 2025).
Studies by Education Policy Institute (EPI) and the Early Intervention Foundation (EIF) (2018) have consistently shown that children who attend high-quality early education programs achieve better academic outcomes, including stronger literacy and numeracy skills, and are more likely to graduate from higher education institutions. Long-term research, such as the Perry Preschool Project (High scope, 2024) and the Abecedarian Project (UNC, 2016), demonstrate the importance of children accessing high quality early years settings. As a result leading to higher earnings, improved health, and reduced criminal involvement in adulthood. Furthermore, Shaqwana et al., (2023) and Early Years Careers (2018) suggest that equal access to high-quality early education helps bridge achievement gaps among children from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, ensuring all children receive a strong foundation for future success.
What is Quality Assurance?
Quality assurance in early years settings ensures that children receive high-quality care and education through continuous monitoring, evaluation, and improvement (Welsh Government, 2022). In Wales, the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) Quality Framework sets the standards for early years provision, focusing on four key themes: well-being (ensuring children feel safe and valued) care and development (promoting learning and emotional well-being), environment (maintaining a safe and stimulating setting). and leadership and management (ensuring strong leadership and regulatory compliance). Through inspections and continuous improvement, the framework upholds high standards, supporting positive outcomes for children and families (CIW, 2022).
Quality assurance methods
The Quality for All (QfA) Mark
The Quality for All (QfA) Mark, developed by Early Years Wales (formerly the Wales Pre-school Providers Association), is a childcare quality assurance scheme designed to support early years settings in achieving and maintaining high standards (Early Years Wales, 2020a). The accreditation process involves a structured evaluation, beginning with a self-assessment known as the Reflection of Service Form, followed by a professional discussion with an assessor, an on-site observation of practice, and an annual reaccreditation to ensure continuous improvement (Early Years Wales, 2020b).The assessment framework focuses on three key areas: staff management, children's health and well-being and a holistic approach to children's play, learning, and development (Early Years Wales, 2020a).
The scheme encourages self-reflection among early years practioners and aids in preparing for regulatory inspections by organizations such as Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) and offers formal recognition of excellence in childcare provision (Early Years Wales, 2020c). By engaging in this process, early years settings can enhance the quality of their services, ultimately benefiting children's overall development and well-being (Birth to five matters, no date). The Quality for All (QfA) Mark drives quality in early years settings by establishing a structured framework for continuous improvement and accountability (Early Years Wales, 2020a).
Through its multi-stage accreditation process the scheme encourages childcare providers to critically reflect on their best practices, identify areas for enhancement, and implement evidence-based improvements (Early Years Wales, 2017). The focus on staff management ensures that professionals working in early years settings receive appropriate training and support, fostering a highly skilled workforce in accordance with Safeguarding Wales, Estyn, Flying Start, and CIW guidance. Additionally, the emphasis on children's health, well-being, and holistic development ensures that the environment prioritize emotional, physical, and cognitive growth (Early Years Wales, 2020a). 
By aligning with regulatory standards, such as those set by CIW it helps to create a culture of sustained high-quality practice. Furthermore, the scheme’s recognition of excellence incentivizes providers to maintain high standards, benefiting both children and families (Early Years Wales, no date). Through this, the QfA Mark fosters a cycle of self-evaluation, external validation, and continuous professional development, ultimately driving higher standards across the sector (Early Years Wales, 2017). 
The Quality for All (QfA) Mark developed by Early Years Wales offers several benefits, including a structured self-evaluation framework that promotes continuous improvement, professional recognition for high standards, alignment with regulatory requirements, and encouragement for staff professional development (Early Years Wales, 2020a and Early Years Wales, no date). However, there are also disadvantages, such as the resource-intensive nature of the process, the requirement for active membership with Early Years Wales, potential administrative burdens from participating in multiple quality assurance schemes, and the possibility that the standardized framework may not suit all types of early childhood settings according to Early Years Wales (2020b).
The Quality Framework for Early Years and Childcare (QFA) and the Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme are both quality assurance initiatives designed to enhance early childhood education through structured evaluation and continuous improvement (Nursery World, 2012). While the QFA provides a broad, standardized framework for assessing and improving early years settings, BEEL offers a more specific, reflective approach tailored to infants and toddlers (CIW, 2022).
Both programmes emphasize self-evaluation, professional development, and the importance of high-quality interactions between practitioners and children (Infohub, 2019).The QFA ensures consistency in regulatory compliance and best practices across early years settings, while BEEL focuses on fostering a culture of reflective practice and responsive caregiving (Nursery World, 2012).
By integrating elements of both frameworks, early years providers can create a comprehensive quality assurance strategy that balances structured assessment with individualized, child-centred improvements, ultimately enhancing learning outcomes and well-being for young children (Welsh Government, 2023). When integrated, BEEL and QfA can complement each other, blending child-centred approaches with structured standards to create an environment where early childhood education is not only effective but also consistently evolving. Together, these quality assurance measures help ensure that early years settings can meet the diverse needs of children, fostering a safe, nurturing, and developmentally rich environment that contributes to lifelong learning and success (Welsh Government, 2015).
Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme
The BEEL Programme is an approach designed to improve and drive the quality of early childhood education and care for children from birth to three years old (Issuu, 2011a). This program focuses on enhancing the developmental outcomes for infants and toddlers by supporting caregivers and early years practioners in delivering high-quality learning experiences. The BEEL programme emphasizes the importance of creating nurturing and stimulating environments that foster both cognitive and emotional development during the critical early years of a child’s life (Issuu, 2011b).
The program aims to improve the quality of interactions between caregivers and children, recognizing that these early interactions have a profound impact on a child’s social, emotional, and intellectual growth (Astec Solutions,2015). By offering practical tools and strategies for engaging with young children, the BEEL programme equips early years educators with the skills and knowledge to provide developmentally appropriate learning experiences (CREC, 2025).
Overall, the BEEL programme seeks to ensure that children in their earliest years receive high-quality care and education, which are foundational to their later success in life. BEEL also involves training and support for those working with infants and toddlers, with the goal of promoting high standards across early childhood settings (CREC, 2025).The programme ultimately strives to create a strong start for every child, ensuring they have the best possible foundation for future learning and development.
The BEEL Programme offers several benefits for early childhood education, particularly in enhancing the quality of care for infants and toddlers (Issuu, 2011b). While specific analysis of BEEL's benefits and disadvantages are limited, insights can be drawn from broader research on early childhood education (ECE) programs. One of its primary advantages can be the focus on reflective practice, allowing practitioners to critically assess and improve their approaches to teaching and caregiving (Mader, 2023). 
By emphasizing self-evaluation, Welsh Government (2024) states that BEEL fosters a culture of continuous professional development, ensuring that educators remain responsive to the evolving needs of young children. Additionally, the programme aligns with existing quality assurance frameworks, making it a valuable tool for settings seeking accreditation or regulatory compliance (CIW, 2022).
However, BEEL also has potential disadvantages. Its reliance on self-evaluation may lead to inconsistencies in implementation, as the effectiveness of the programme depends on practitioners' commitment to reflective practice (Hobbs and Mutebi, 2021).Furthermore, some educators worldwide may find the process time-consuming or challenging, particularly in settings with limited resources or staffing constraints according to the International School Ho Chi Minh City (2024).
Despite these challenges, BEEL remains a beneficial initiative for improving early childhood education, provided that practitioners engage with it fully and receive adequate support.
In conclusion, access to high-quality early years settings is essential for fostering a holistic approach to children's development, well-being, and long-term success. These settings provide critical opportunities for cognitive, social, and emotional growth, laying a strong foundation for future learning and achievement. The implementation of rigorous quality assurance measures is vital in maintaining and enhancing these standards. Through systematic monitoring and continuous improvement, quality assurance ensures that early years provision remains safe, nurturing, and strives for positive outcomes.
Both the Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme and the Quality for All (QfA) Mark contribute significantly to the assurance of high-quality early years provision. BEEL, with its focus on reflective practice and self-evaluation, offers a flexible, child-centred approach that ensures caregivers remain responsive to the developmental needs of young children. This model fosters an individualized environment where each child’s learning journey is carefully nurtured, allowing for continuous growth and adaptation. In this sense, BEEL provides a robust framework for early years providers to engage in a process of continuous improvement, enhancing both teaching practices and developmental outcomes for infants and toddlers.
Similarly, the QfA Mark provides a structured, standardized approach to quality assurance. By aligning with regulatory standards of CIW and encouraging professional recognition, it ensures that early years settings are not only compliant but also striving for excellence in care and education. The QfA’s systematic self-evaluation process creates a culture of reflection and development, much like BEEL, but on a broader scale, applicable to a wide range of early years settings. Both frameworks drive high quality by promoting ongoing assessment, professional development, and a commitment to continuous improvement.
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