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The concept of quality in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is a multifaceted and often debated issue. Various definitions and interpretations of quality exist, shaped by different theoretical, cultural, and policy perspectives (Reed & Walker, 2015; Moss, 2014). Quality in early years education encompasses not only the standards of care, but also the educational, emotional, and social well-being of children, thus addressing their holistic development (Mathers et al., 2014; Care Inspectorate Wales, 2023). This complexity has led to ongoing discussions about what truly constitutes “quality,” and how it can be measured, maintained, and improved in early years settings.
One central aspect of quality is the environment that early years settings provide. This includes not only the physical surroundings but also the emotional and social climate in which children grow and develop (Estyn, 2020). High-quality settings aim to create safe, nurturing environments that foster children's emotional, social, intellectual, and physical growth. These environments are crucial for children's cognitive, emotional, and social development, laying the foundation for future academic and life success (Oxford, 2018; WG, 2023). Ensuring such environments is critical to the success of ECEC settings and requires a comprehensive understanding of what constitutes quality in early childhood education.
Defining quality is critical in guiding the development and improvement of early childhood settings, but it is not a straightforward task. The Oxford English Dictionary (2021) defines quality as the inherent traits that determine how well something performs. Quality in ECEC extends beyond mere performance to include the child’s overall well-being, engagement, and development within the context of their environment (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2007). Moss (2007) argues that quality should not only be measured by standards but should also consider the child's social and cultural context. Similarly, Penn (2011) emphasises that understandings of quality are deeply influenced by values, beliefs, and cultural norms. Therefore, defining quality in ECEC requires considering multiple layers—educational, emotional, physical, and social (OECD, 2012).
The importance of defining quality in early childhood education is widely recognised. According to Mathers et al. (2014), the key elements that contribute to quality include strong leadership, a positive ethos, effective staff support, and continuous professional development. These elements, however, are difficult to measure and regulate (Moss, 2010). Leadership is not simply about managing resources or meeting compliance standards; it involves creating a culture of learning, promoting the professional growth of staff, and fostering strong relationships with children, families, and the community (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Rodd, 2013). The challenge lies in translating these abstract qualities into tangible, measurable outcomes that can guide practice in early childhood settings (Urban, 2008). 
In Wales, numerous policies and frameworks help define and guide quality in early childhood education. The Welsh Government has set clear guidelines that ensure early years education is child-centred, inclusive, and aligned with children's rights and well-being (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2023). These frameworks, policies, and regulations ensure that children receive the care and education necessary for their development and future success.
The Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 guides providers in conducting quality reviews aimed at improving and attaining excellence in service delivery (CIW, 2016). This Act emphasises continuous improvement and is supported by various quality assurance processes that involve both self-assessment and external inspections. These processes ensure that settings meet high standards of care and education while promoting the ongoing development of staff and leadership within the sector.
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) and The Children and Families (Wales) Measure (2010) emphasise child-centred services that focus on improving outcomes for children. They highlight the need to integrate services that promote well-being and long-term development, aligning with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1943). By ensuring children's emotional, social, and educational needs are met, these policies support a holistic approach to quality in early years settings, which can have far-reaching effects on children's life chances (Welsh Government, 2015; Welsh Government, 2010).
Additionally, the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) stresses the importance of respecting children's rights in the provision of early childhood education (UNICEF, 1989). This framework serves as a cornerstone for quality assurance in early years settings, ensuring that children's voices are heard and respected within the educational environment. The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011) further emphasises the importance of allowing children to express their views, reinforcing the idea that quality education must respect and respond to the individual needs of each child (Welsh Government, 2011).
A highly skilled, qualified, and motivated workforce is essential for achieving the best outcomes for children. Research shows that the qualifications and professional development of educators are directly linked to the quality of early years settings (Elliott & Hayes, 2009; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Therefore, professional development plays a central role in the improvement of quality in Early Years settings.
According to the Qualification and Credit Framework (2010) ongoing professional development ensures that early years educators maintain the necessary skills and knowledge to support children's learning and development effectively (Ofqual, 2021). The National Academy for Educational Leadership (2023) also supports leadership development in early years settings, highlighting the importance of strong leadership in fostering a positive educational environment (NAEL, 2023). Leadership, particularly in early years settings, involves not only managing resources and staff but also nurturing the pedagogical practice of educators and ensuring that the setting meets the diverse needs of children (Barr & Lesson, 2012; Gunter et al., 2020).
Furthermore, effective leadership in early years settings is characterised by a commitment to professional development and support for staff, which in turn ensures a high-quality environment for children (Moss, 2007). The National Day Nurseries Association (2021) emphasises the importance of leadership and professional development in fostering a culture of continuous improvement, which is vital for achieving and maintaining high standards of care and education (NDNA, 2021).
In Wales, quality assurance tools and frameworks play a significant role in assessing and ensuring high-quality provision in early childhood education. Estyn (2020) and Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW, 2020) conduct regular inspections of early years settings to assess their compliance with regulations and to ensure that children’s needs are met. These inspections focus on several key areas, including safeguarding, care quality, leadership, and professional development, and they help settings identify areas for improvement (Estyn, 2020; CIW, 2020).
Self-assessment is a critical aspect of quality assurance. It allows early years settings to reflect on their practice, identify strengths, and pinpoint areas for growth (Cameron et al., 2018). Early Years Wales’ Quality Framework supports self-assessment and aligns with the Curriculum for Wales (Early Years Wales, 2023). This self-reflection process encourages settings to engage in continuous improvement and adapt their practices to better meet the needs of children and families (Gustafsson & Nyström, 2019).
Several assessment tools, including the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS 3) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) tool, are available to help settings assess and enhance the quality of care and education they offer (Harms & Clifford, 2013; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). These tools facilitate evidence-based approaches and offer structured frameworks for ongoing development and improvement (Kershaw et al., 2017). 
Parental and community involvement is also critical to ensuring quality in early childhood education. According to the Welsh Government’s Childcare and Play Strategy (2024), collaboration between settings, parents, and the community is essential for meeting the diverse needs of children. A child-centred approach requires settings to recognise and address the individual needs of children, ensuring that every child is given the best opportunity to thrive (Welsh Government, 2024; O’Donnell et al., 2021).
The involvement of parents and the wider community helps build trust and strengthens partnerships, which are essential for maintaining high standards of care and education. As the OECD (2020) highlights, effective quality assurance in early education can enhance public accountability, leading to improvements in service delivery and better outcomes for children (OECD, 2020; Brown & Green, 2019).
Effective pedagogy is at the heart of high-quality early childhood education. Pedagogy refers not only to the methods of teaching but also to the values and beliefs that underpin teaching practices. In early years settings, pedagogy must be responsive to children’s needs and encourage active participation in learning. Rousseau and Malaguzzi both emphasise the importance of nurturing the whole child and meeting each child’s individual needs, advocating for a child-centred approach to pedagogy (Rousseau, 1762; Malaguzzi, 1994).
Melhuish et al. (2008) and Siraj-Blatchford (2010) emphasise the role of responsive educators in fostering cognitive and social skills in children. Educators must be attuned to children's individual learning styles, providing the necessary support to help them develop across multiple domains: cognitive, emotional, and social (Berk, 2009). A balanced curriculum that integrates play-based learning, as promoted by the Curriculum for Wales (2022), aligns with Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction and the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978). This approach encourages educators to scaffold children’s learning, supporting them to complete tasks they cannot do independently (Wood, 2009; Moyles, 2010).
Despite the widespread recognition of the importance of quality in early childhood education, challenges remain in defining and achieving it. One major challenge is the variability in how quality is understood and implemented across different settings (Moss & Dahlberg, 2008). Factors such as staffing shortages, limited resources, and inconsistent professional development opportunities can hinder the ability of settings to meet high-quality standards (OECD, 2012; Urban et al., 2011; Mathers et al., 2014). These structural barriers often result in inequalities in provision and outcomes, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds (Taggart, 2011).
In Wales, staffing remains a major challenge in achieving quality in early childhood education. The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA, 2020) reports that Welsh nurseries struggle to recruit and retain Level 3 qualified staff, resulting in high turnover rates. This issue is exacerbated by factors such as low wages and the attractiveness of alternative jobs that offer comparable pay with less pressure (Poulter, 2019). To address these challenges, it is essential to improve recruitment strategies, secure better funding for early years settings, and provide continuous professional development opportunities (Welsh Government, 2021).
The Quality for All Mark (Early Years Wales) and Quality First (NDNA) are frameworks to help early years settings maintain high standards of care and education. While both focus on continuous improvement, self-reflection, and evidence-based practices, they differ in approach and focus (Early Years Wales, 2020). Quality for All Mark (Early Years Wales) ensures high-quality, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate care in Wales, supporting settings to improve and create a child-centred, holistic environment (Early Years Wales, 2020). It emphasises a holistic approach, covering educational outcomes, emotional well-being, health, safety, and inclusion, aligning with national policies such as the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). Quality First (NDNA) is tailored for UK nurseries and supports achieving high standards through self-assessment and professional development (NDNA, 2021). It focuses on leadership, management, teaching, safety, and staff development, with a structured approach to balancing statutory compliance and quality improvement (NDNA, 2021).
While Quality for All Mark is flexible and focuses on long-term improvement, Quality First is more structured, focusing on operational standards and internal practices like staff qualifications and safeguarding (Moss, 2007). Both frameworks emphasise self-assessment but with different levels of guidance and implementation strategies (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007). Quality for All Mark (Early Years Wales) focuses on professional development to keep staff updated on policies, with a strong emphasis on inclusive training to support children with additional learning needs (Early Years Wales, 2020). It encourages strong partnerships with parents and the community, reflecting their needs and aligning with national priorities in social equality (Moss, 2010). Its broad, flexible approach may lead to varying interpretations of quality, and aligning with national policies can be challenging due to resource constraints and policy changes (Poulter, 2019). Quality First (NDNA) emphasises operational skills, such as leadership and safeguarding, tailored to the daily management of nurseries (NDNA, 2021). It focuses on positive communication and feedback about children’s progress, ensuring parents are satisfied with services (NDNA, 2021). The structured assessment process may be time-consuming for smaller settings, and it focuses more on regulatory compliance than holistic child development (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007).
Quality for All Mark takes a more holistic approach, integrating national policies and focusing on inclusion, community, and child-centred development, while Quality First is more operational, focusing on staff development, compliance, and efficiency in nurseries. Both frameworks aim to enhance early years provision, but their focus and implementation differ, with Quality for All Mark emphasising broader, community-based development and Quality First prioritising operational effectiveness (NDNA, 2021). Quality assurance represents a targeted aspect of quality improvement, offering formal recognition when a setting achieves progress against established and accredited standards (Goffin & Washington, 2007). It is essential that the chosen quality assurance tool is both sensitive and appropriate to the diverse range of childcare providers (Berk, 2009). This process involves an independent evaluation of the setting's quality conducted by a trained professional, with mechanisms in place to ensure consistency, fairness, and objectivity (Berk, 2009).
Top of Form
The concept of quality in Early Childhood Education and Care is complex, multifaceted, and essential for ensuring positive outcomes for children (Mathers et al., 2014; Moss, 2007). Quality encompasses various factors, including the environment, pedagogy, leadership, professional development, and engagement with families and communities (OECD, 2020; Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Policies, frameworks, and regulations, particularly in Wales, provide valuable guidance for achieving quality in early years settings (Welsh Government, 2024; Estyn, 2020). However, challenges remain, particularly in addressing staffing shortages and ensuring that quality standards are consistently met across diverse settings (NDNA, 2021; CIW, 2020).
To ensure high-quality care and education, it is crucial that early years educators engage in continuous reflection, self-assessment, and professional development (Cameron et al., 2018; Harms & Clifford, 2013). By implementing evidence-based quality assurance systems and engaging in collaborative partnerships, settings can maintain high standards to support the best possible outcomes for children (OECD, 2020; Brown & Green, 2019).
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