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[bookmark: _Int_OoQxPtT3][bookmark: _Int_l3aC5Xpy]Quality in early childhood education and care (ECEC) is widely recognised as a complex and multi-dimensional concept that cannot be reduced to a single definition. The OECD (2021) conceptualises quality through structural and process dimensions, where structural quality includes measurable features such as staff qualifications and ratios, while process quality relates to interactions, relationships, and children lived experiences. While both dimensions are important, research consistently finds process quality as the most significant factor influencing children’s developmental outcomes. For example, Melhuish et al. (2015) prove that high-quality interactions directly support children’s language development and social competence. This suggests that quality is not simply about meeting minimum standards but about the depth and effectiveness of everyday practice.
[bookmark: _Int_8To6pF8w]The importance of high-quality early years provision is strongly showed in longitudinal research. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study, led by Sylva et al. (2004), found that children who attended high-quality settings showed significantly better cognitive and social outcomes compared to those in lower-quality provision. These findings have been reinforced by later research, with the Department for Education (2021) highlighting that high-quality early education plays a critical role in reducing attainment gaps. Furthermore, the Education Endowment Foundation (2025) emphasises that sustained shared thinking and high-quality adult–child interactions are key drivers of learning, particularly in early language development. Collectively, this evidence shows that access to high-quality early education is essential for children’s long-term development and life chances.
[bookmark: _Int_nmmUYKQr][bookmark: _Int_ZdaYwGJs]Despite this, statutory frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) primarily focus on ensuring minimum standards rather than promoting excellence. As the Department for Education (2021) outlines, the EYFS provides a baseline for safeguarding and learning but does not prescribe how high-quality practice should be achieved. This can lead to a compliance-driven approach, where settings focus on meeting requirements rather than engaging in meaningful reflection. Dahlberg et al. (2013) critique this approach, arguing that defining quality through fixed standards risks oversimplifying practice and ignoring the complexity of children’s experiences. This highlights the need for additional methods of quality assurance that support continuous improvement and critical reflection.
One significant method of quality assurance is the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-3), which provides a structured framework for evaluating early years environments. The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales (ECERS) are standardised assessment tools used to evaluate the quality of early years provision, particularly for children aged 3–5. Developed by Harms et al. (2015), ECERS measures both structural and process aspects of quality, including the learning environment, resources, routines, and adult–child interactions. This reflects the broader understanding of quality as encompassing both measurable conditions and lived experiences within early years settings (OECD, 2021). The scale provides a systematic framework that enables practitioners to assess and improve practice through observable criteria, supporting evidence-informed quality improvement within early childhood settings.
A key advantage of ECERS lies in its research-informed design. Wengman (2026) explains that the scale is grounded in developmental theory, ensuring alignment with evidence-based practice. This allows practitioners to generate objective data about their provision and identify specific areas for improvement. For example, ECERS can highlight limitations in language-rich environments or the quality of adult–child interactions, both of which are strongly associated with improved developmental outcomes (Melhuish et al., 2015). Furthermore, the structured nature of ECERS supports benchmarking across settings, enabling leaders to monitor progress and implement targeted strategies for improvement (Harms et al., 2015).
However, ECERS is not without limitations. One key criticism is that it can be reductionist, as it attempts to quantify complex pedagogical practices through numerical scores. Wood (2014) argues that quality cannot be fully captured through standardised measures, as children’s experiences are shaped by context, relationships, and individual needs. This suggests that ECERS may overlook important aspects of quality, such as emotional wellbeing and cultural relevance.
Furthermore, ECERS can be time-consuming and resource-intensive to implement effectively. Practitioners may require training to use the scale accurately, which can present practical challenges in busy settings. Bradbury and Roberts-Holmes (2017) highlight that performative approaches to assessment can lead to superficial compliance, where practitioners focus on achieving high scores rather than engaging in genuine reflective practice. This raises concerns about the potential for ECERS to become a ‘tick-box’ exercise if not used critically.
In contrast to structured tools such as ECERS, stakeholder feedback methods, particularly parental questionnaires, offer a more qualitative approach to quality assurance. These methods involve gathering the views of parents and carers regarding their experiences of the setting. A key strength of this approach is that it provides insight into lived experiences, capturing aspects of quality that may not be visible through formal assessments. Demissie (2024) emphasises that parental engagement plays a crucial role in shaping quality, particularly in fostering trust and collaboration between families and practitioners.
Parental feedback also supports the principle of partnership working, which is central to early years practice. As the Department for Education (2021) states, effective partnerships with parents are essential for supporting children’s learning and development. Siraj and Asani (2015) further argue that strong home–setting relationships are associated with improved outcomes for children, particularly in terms of emotional wellbeing and engagement in learning. This suggests that parental feedback can provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of practice.
However, parental questionnaires also have limitations. One significant issue is subjectivity, as responses may be influenced by individual perceptions and experiences. Campbell-Barr (2019) argues that parental perspectives, while valuable, may not fully reflect the pedagogical complexity of early years provision. This raises questions about the reliability of such data as an indicator of quality.
Additionally, parental feedback may lack specificity, making it difficult to identify precise areas for improvement. Unlike ECERS, which provides detailed criteria, questionnaires may produce broad or ambiguous responses. This suggests that while stakeholder feedback is valuable, it should be used alongside more structured methods to provide a comprehensive understanding of quality.
When comparing ECERS and parental feedback, it is evident that they offer complementary perspectives. ECERS provides structured, objective data that can be used to identify specific areas for improvement, while parental feedback offers insight into experiences and relationships. Pascal and Bertram (2021) argue that effective quality assurance requires a balance between measurable indicators and contextual understanding. This highlights the importance of using multiple methods to capture the complexity of quality.
In order to improve provision effectively, settings require both quantitative and qualitative data. ECERS provides detailed information about what is happening within the setting, while parental feedback helps to explain how this is experienced by families. For example, ECERS may identify limitations in language-rich environments, while parents may report concerns about communication. Together, these insights enable settings to develop targeted, evidence-informed strategies for improvement.
However, it is important to recognise that neither method provides a complete picture of quality. ECERS does not capture parent perspectives or emotional nuances, while parental feedback does not provide objective measures of practice. Dahlberg et al. (2013) argue that quality should be understood as a socially constructed concept, shaped by multiple perspectives. This reinforces the need for a holistic approach to quality assurance.
The effectiveness of quality assurance methods ultimately depends on how the information is used. Data must be analysed critically and used to inform reflective practice. The Education Endowment Foundation (2025) highlights that evidence-informed approaches to professional development can significantly improve the quality of interactions and outcomes for children. This suggests that quality assurance should be embedded within a culture of continuous improvement rather than viewed as a one-off process.
Critically, there is a risk that quality assurance methods become performative if they are used solely for accountability purposes. Urban et al. (2012) argue that quality improvement requires a systemic approach, including leadership, professional development, and reflective practice. Without these elements, even robust tools such as ECERS may have limited impact.
In conclusion, quality in early years provision is essential for supporting children’s development and long-term outcomes. While statutory frameworks provide a necessary foundation, they do not ensure excellence. Additional methods of quality assurance, such as ECERS and parental feedback, offer valuable insights into practice. Each method has strengths and limitations, but when used together, they provide a more comprehensive understanding of quality. Ultimately, the key to improving provision lies not in the tools themselves but in how they are used. By engaging in critical reflection, valuing multiple perspectives, and using evidence to inform practice, early years settings can move beyond compliance and strive for high-quality provision that truly benefits children.
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