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Quality assurance is described by Williams (2016) as the achievement, maintenance and enhancement of quality through policies and procedures. However, Ishimine et al. (2015) refer directly to quality within early years and state that this relates to teaching, care and environmental standards provided to children. According to research by Ishimine et al. (2015), quality education for children in early years leads to the development of a range of skills that form the foundation to learning and wellbeing, working towards meeting the principles of the Children’s Act 2004 and Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015. Earlier theorists, such as Smith et al. (2000) support this view, stating that quality within early years settings promote the wellbeing and development of children and support effective family functioning, benefitting society. 
Nevertheless, quality is a subjective concept and continues to be the centre of debate between practitioners and policymakers (Wysłowska and Slot, 2020). However, there is a consensus that quality promotes cognitive and language development, and executive functions (Eadie et al., 2022). Therefore, the Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (Government, 2024b) has been implemented to support practitioners in providing comparable care to ensure settings meet the required standards as set out by the Care Inspectorate Wales (no date). 
Early childhood experiences, particularly those that involve stimulation, interaction, and play, positively impact a child’s psychology (Tierney and Nelson, 2009). Therefore, the quality of these experiences can either enhance or hinder developmental processes (Tierney and Nelson, 2009). Furthermore, high-quality settings help children develop social and emotional skills, such as empathy, self-regulation, and the ability to form positive relationships, all of which are crucial for future success (Denham et al., 2012). Early years programs that provide a supportive, nurturing environment help children manage emotions, resolve conflicts, and build self-esteem (Denham et al., 2012), allowing children to work up Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs. 
Additionally, quality early years education is important for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Ofsted, 2024). Research by Magnuson and Duncan (2016) suggests that high-quality education helps reduce inequalities and the achievement gap. Settings that are able to provide high-quality education better equip disadvantaged children to fulfil life chances (Magnuson and Duncan, 2016). This leads to higher educational attainment, better job prospects, and improved health outcomes (Zajacova and Lawrence, 2018). These children are less likely to engage in criminal behaviour or experience long-term unemployment, positively impacting society (Zajacova and Lawrence, 2018). 
Quality education also emphasises the importance of family involvement (Department for Education, 2024). When parents and practitioners work together, the impact on a child’s development is amplified (Department for Education, 2024). Family engagement ensures that the child’s learning and well-being are supported both at school and at home (Department for Education, 2024). Ultimately, quality is fundamental to the holistic development of children, supporting their cognitive, emotional, and social growth (Queen Margaret University, 2023). It enhances lives and promotes social equity and economic prosperity (Queen Margaret University, 2023). 
However, some critics state that different cultures hold different views on what constitutes quality.  Quality may be less focused on formalised education in some contexts and more focused on creating nurturing environments that align with cultural values (National Assembly for Wales, 2019). There are also criticisms relating to the accessibility and affordability of high-quality early education (Lally, 2014). Some argue that the focus should be on making education universally available, rather than focusing on quality, as children still benefit from attending any form of education (Lally, 2014). Nevertheless, whilst these perspectives critique aspects of early years education, they do not claim that quality is unimportant. Instead, they focus on defining quality differently or improving access to education.
The REPEY study provides evidence that high-quality care and education is crucial for improving development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2022). Teachers who engage in meaningful conversations with children, provide opportunities for sustained shared thinking and problem-solving, have a knowledge of child development, can adapt their teaching based on the needs of individual children, foster both learning and wellbeing, and have an ability to reflect on and adapt their practice, can provide high quality care and education which is essential in improving outcomes (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2022). The REPEY findings have therefore influenced key frameworks such as the EYFS and continue to shape early years policy and practice (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2022). 

Quality assurance in early years relies on reflective practices using Welsh Government’s (2023) Reflective Practice Toolkit, and regulatory practices such as Ofsted or Estyn, to deliver high-quality care and education that promotes development and well-being (Bland, no date). These set clear expectations within settings and help build an environment of continuous improvement, which is essential for meeting the evolving needs of children (Bland, no date).
Toole (2023) defines reflective practice as evaluation of individual practices to identify strengths and weaknesses, to improve current practice and make informed decisions. Welsh Government (2023) argue that reflection improves pedagogical practices and ensures child-centred environments. Estyn (no date) in contrast, plays a significant role as an official quality assurance mark as inspections evaluate the quality of service in early years settings, ensuring national standards are met. 
Reflection encourages practitioners to evaluate practices and identify areas for improvement, which develops ongoing professional growth (Machost and Stains, 2023). This allows practitioners to adapt teaching techniques based on experience, research, and best practices (Machost and Stains, 2023). This is supported by earlier research undertaken by Loughran (2006) who emphasises the importance of reflection in evolving teaching practices that enhance the quality of care provided to children. Furthermore, Whitebread and Coltman (2015) state that reflection allows practitioners to better understand the individual needs of each child, to provide an education that is appropriate to each child’s development stage, interests, and learning styles, leading to improved education outcomes for children. 
Similarly, Estyn focuses on outcomes for children, particularly their development and learning (Aubrey, 2015). This approach ensures that settings maintain safe environments focused on improving educational outcomes and implementing child-centred approaches which help identify best practices that can be shared across different settings (Aubrey, 2015). Inspections also ensure that settings adhere to safeguarding guidelines which are essential to maintaining high standards and that children are protected whilst in the setting (Ofsted, 2015a). These practices also hold practitioners accountable for maintaining high standards and to demonstrate continuous improvement, ultimately rising standards (Sylva et al., 2004). Similarly, critical evaluation of practitioners’ own actions fosters a culture of accountability, where they improve their standards, thus ensuring high-quality service provision for children (Schön, 1992).
Reflection has been criticised by Machost and Stains (2023) who argue that it requires significant time and effort, which can be challenging in early years settings where staff may be overwhelmed with daily tasks. Machost and Stains (2023) claim that practitioners struggle to find time for reflective practice, especially when they have high workloads, limited planning time, or when there is pressure to meet demand. Furthermore, Moon (2013) argues that reflection relies on the practitioner’s ability to think critically. If practitioners lack the skills to engage in thorough analytical thinking, reflection may not be effective. Poor reflection can therefore limit improvements and the of quality of service (Moon, 2013).
In contrast, inspections offer external validation, offering an outside opinion regarding  the quality of the setting’s care and education (Ofsted, 2015b). Dobbelaer et al. (2013) state that inspections highlight areas for improvement, which can lead to targeted professional development for practitioners. Feedback from inspectors often identifies specific areas of training needed to enhance teaching practices, improving overall quality (Dobbelaer et al., 2013). 
Nevertheless, Cambridge University Press (no date) argue that reflective practice helps practitioners monitor and assess the effectiveness of teaching methods. This is supported by Liu et al. (2023) who state that reflection involves collaboration between practitioners to share experiences and collective learning. This approach helps improve the overall quality of the educational setting by integrating multiple perspectives and expertise into decision-making processes (Liu et al., 2023). Similarly, inspections provide reassurance to parents and the public that early years settings are meeting regulatory and safety standards (Bokhove et al., 2023).
FSF (2024) state that when reflection is an individual activity, it is ineffective in fostering wider organisational change or improving practices across the team. When reflection is not shared, there can be missed opportunities for collective learning and improvement (FSF, 2024). FSF (2024) emphasise the importance of collective reflection within a team to drive meaningful change in early years settings. This allows practitioners to make evidence-based decisions, from children’s progress, observations, and interactions that is on based on relevant data, leading to more effective strategies and improvements (EEF, 2025). This also ensures that early years settings do not meet strive for excellence, benefiting both children and staff (Government, 2016). However, Schön (1992) argues that reflection is subjective, and practitioners may be biased when assessing their own practices. This can lead to false reflections, where strengths are overemphasised or areas for improvement are underplayed, potentially undermining the goal of quality assurance (Schön, 1992).
However, unlike the method of reflection, Estyn inspections provide an independent evaluation of early years settings (Ofsted, 2023). Inspections are carried out by trained inspectors who assess whether settings meet established standards for safety, care, and education (Ofsted, 2023). This helps ensure that judgments are unbiased and based on clear criteria (Ofsted, 2023). According to their framework, independent inspections allow for impartial assessments, ensuring transparency and accountability (Ofsted, 2023). Furthermore, such methods provide clear, measurable standards for early years settings (Ofsted, 2024). Through their inspection processes, they evaluate settings against a set of well-defined criteria, such as children’s safety, the quality of education, leadership, and staff qualifications (Ofsted, 2024). This provides early years providers with a clear framework for improving their practices (Ofsted, 2024). For example, Ofsted’s (2024) Early Years Inspection Handbook lays out a comprehensive set of standards for early childhood education providers to meet, which helps ensure that quality is consistently maintained across the country. However, although inspections aim to provide an objective assessment, there can be variability in the quality of inspections (Nursery Management Show, 2024). Differences in the experience, judgment, and approach of inspectors can lead to inconsistencies in how settings are evaluated, making it difficult for providers to understand how to improve (Nursery Management Show, 2024).
Reflection has also been criticised for not always resulting in immediate changes (University of Cambridge, no date). Practitioners might engage in reflection but fail to translate those insights into concrete actions or improvements in teaching, reducing its effectiveness in improving the quality of early years education (University of Cambridge, no date).
Fitzsimons and Smith (2025) however, also criticise inspections stating that they cause significant stress for staff and children within early years settings, leading to anxiety and fearing the reputation of the setting. Pressure to meet criteria may result in short-term improvements, undermining the quality of care (Fitzsimons and Smith, 2025). This is supported by NEU (no date) who state that as inspections are carried out at specific intervals, they do not accurately capture the long-term development of a setting or its staff. Pressures during an inspection lead to temporary improvements that are unsustainable, hindering ongoing development (NEU, no date). Similarly, NAHT (2024) argue that inspections are often focused on specific criteria and may not capture the broader context of an early years setting. This can result in an overemphasis on easily measurable aspects of quality, overlooking more complex factors such as staff well-being (NAHT, 2024). 
Nevertheless, reflection and inspections contribute to providing settings with the necessary information to ensure quality care through continuous improvement, creating a culture of openness, and identifying areas of strength and weakness. Government (2024b) argue that feedback from parents is vital to provide quality education that aligns with the rights of children. However, whilst reflection and inspection somewhat involve parental feedback, they are not directly linked with families and often overlook their insights (Hattie, 2009). According to (Hattie, 2009), both inspection and reflection require family involvement to ensure a high standard of care and education. Arulsamy et al. (2025) also state that staff training and developmental needs require evaluation at regular intervals to improve service provision. This includes regular assessment of staff skills, training and professional development to ensure that appropriate training is provided in child pedagogy and safeguarding, leading to a high-quality education (Arulsamy et al., 2025). Furthermore, Ofsted (2023) also argue that current knowledge of regulations, policy and procedure is essential in improving the quality of care provided in settings. Whilst reflection might not be as effective, inspections identify and assess these aspects of quality assurance. Ofsted’s (2023) framework highlights the importance of staying up to date about changes to policy. It encourages settings to integrate policy updates into their practice to continuously improve the quality of their services (Ofsted, 2023).
In conclusion, reflection and inspections are both vital methods of quality assurance in early years education as it promotes professional growth, improves child-centred practices, improve public confidence and enhances the overall quality of service. However, they do present several challenges, such as being time-consuming, subjective, and emotionally taxing, focus on short term, and neglect staff wellbeing. By using the information provided through reflection and inspections, in decision-making processes, early years settings can make evidence-based improvements, creating more effective, inclusive, and supportive environments for children required to maintain high standards. 
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