The concept of quality in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is intricate and subject to debate Reed & Walker, (2015), Moss, (2014).  Similarly, Mathers et al (2014) recognise that quality in early childhood education is a debated topic, however, highlight that certain aspects of quality are widely accepted by stakeholders across different contexts. In early years settings, quality refers to the overall standard of care, education, and environment provided to children, ensuring their well-being, development, and learning, Care Inspectorate Wales (2023). Promoting and ensuring high-quality in early years settings are those that create a safe, nurturing, and stimulating environment where children can thrive emotionally, socially, intellectually, and physically, Estyn (2020). Understanding what constitutes quality is crucial because it lays the foundation for a child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development, Oxford (2018). As such, defining and implementing quality care and education in early years settings is fundamental to ensuring that children receive the best start in life, preparing them for future academic and life successes, Welsh Government (2023). The benefits of promoting high quality in early years settings is foundational for promoting children’s developmental outcomes, well-being, and learning. According to Mathers et al. (2014), essential contributors to high quality, include strong leadership, a positive ethos, a dedicated team, effective staff support, and professional development, however, are challenging both to quantify and regulate. The Oxford Dictionary (2021) defines quality as the inherent characteristics that determine how well something performs or compares to similar things, often with a focus on excellence. The Welsh Government establishes clear guidelines for early years education and care through various frameworks, policies, and regulations that early years settings must follow. The quality of early years provision is shaped by numerous legislative frameworks and policies that prioritise child’s rights, well-being, and educational standards. These frameworks form the basis for quality assurance in Wales. Legislation, such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and The Children and Families (Wales) Measure (2010) are seen as pivotal in strengthening the provision of child-centred services, focusing on improving children’s outcomes and addressing the need for integrated services. This aligns with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs which stresses the importance of meeting the well-being needs of children to support long-term development. Furthermore, the international framework UNCRC state that a significant part of ensuring quality in early years settings is respecting and upholding children's rights. The rights-based approach in Wales' legislation ensures that children’s rights to participation and protection are embedded in every aspect of early years practice. Moss (2007) argues that quality should go beyond standardised measurements and include an understanding of the social and cultural contexts of the child’s life. Furthermore, Moss (2007) states that early years education should be focused on the child’s rights, participation, and the broader societal responsibility of creating inclusive and equitable educational environments. This further reinforces the notion that quality in early years settings is not just about educational excellence but also about ensuring children's well-being, participation rights, and protection from harm. The focus on rights, as emphasised in the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, underscores that high-quality settings must allow children to express their views and actively engage in their learning process, ensuring they are respected as active participants. The Childcare (Wales) Act 2003 sets out the regulatory framework for child care services in Wales and mandates that services meet high-quality standards. The Act ensures that early years settings must meet specific criteria to guarantee safety and developmental support for children, which aligns with the broader child rights agenda to ensure quality standards are upheld in all settings.  The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 provides a framework for ensuring that children with additional learning needs receive appropriate educational provision. Early years settings are encouraged to implement inclusive practices and use individualised developmental plans (IDPs) to provide targeted support for children with ALN. EPI (2019) states that the broader political and policy context also plays a significant role in defining and shaping quality in early years education. Barr and Lesson (2012) state that policies that emphasise equity and quality in early years education lead to better long-term outcomes for children, especially for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, however, National policies and societal attitudes toward early childhood education have a significant influence on the quality of provision. Governmental decisions regarding funding, regulations, and access to early years education can either enhance or limit the potential for quality outcomes, including the allocation of resources that either support or hinder the provision of high-quality early education. Central to this framework in Wales, Estyn (2020) and CIW (2020) are the governing bodies that regularly inspects childcare settings. These inspections assess critical factors such as the quality of care, safeguarding measures, and adherence to statutory requirements. By adhering to these quality assurance processes, early years settings can create nurturing environments where children are supported to reach their full potential. The regulations impose rigorous standards on childcare providers, encompassing staff qualifications, child-to-staff ratios, health and safety protocols, and the inclusion of age-appropriate learning and play opportunities.
