[bookmark: _Int_YI2V8hJQ][bookmark: _Int_tHdusoZt][bookmark: _Int_ruztT1oM][bookmark: _Int_qzn81qxI][bookmark: _Int_6nMRg4yT][bookmark: _Int_P3z9wa6M][bookmark: _Int_1niVdnod][bookmark: _Int_Cf7i7weu]Quality in early years provision is often shaped by statutory frameworks that set out minimum standards for safeguarding, learning, and care. In Wales, frameworks such as the Care Inspectorate Wales inspection framework and the Curriculum for Wales provide a clear structure to ensure accountability and consistency across settings (Welsh Government, 2022; CIW, 2021). These are essential in making sure children are safe and that provision meets agreed expectations (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). However, simply meeting these requirements does not automatically mean that a setting is high quality. Increasingly, quality in early childhood education is seen as more complex, shaped by values, context, and individual experiences, rather than something that can be fully measured or defined through regulation alone (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss, 2016). Because of this, additional approaches such as accreditation schemes, Environment Rating Scales and research-based professional development programmes are used to support improvement beyond the minimum standards (Sylva et al., 2004; Pascal and Bertram, 2012). While these approaches can help to improve practice, they also raise key issues around power, performativity and whether quality can really be captured through measurable criteria (Ball, 2003; Foucault, 1991; Biesta, 2010).
[bookmark: _Int_bq0N3gHj]A clear example of quality assurance beyond statutory requirements is the Early Years Wales Quality for All Mark, which encourages settings to engage in structured self-evaluation alongside external validation (Early Years Wales, 2022). This approach links closely to Schön’s (1983) idea of the reflective practitioner, where reflection is seen as a key part of improving professional practice. Within the context of the Curriculum for Wales, which places a strong focus on holistic, child-centred learning and practitioner agency, this kind of reflective process is especially important (Welsh Government, 2022). It allows practitioners to adapt their provision to meet children’s individual needs and to engage more meaningfully with the four purposes of the curriculum, rather than simply following it at a surface level.
[bookmark: _Int_Y022fsK3][bookmark: _Int_rr7SevoX][bookmark: _Int_sUzs0YNh]However, although this approach is intended to support development, it can also be viewed more critically. Foucault’s (1991) idea of governmentality suggests that frameworks like this can act as subtle forms of control, shaping how practitioners think and behave through internalised expectations. In practice, this can mean that practitioners begin to regulate themselves in line with externally set standards, adapting their practice to fit what is seen as acceptable. Ball (2003) builds on this through the concept of performativity, where there is increasing pressure on educators to prove their effectiveness through measurable outcomes and documentation. In this sense, the Quality for All Mark risks becoming more about producing evidence to meet criteria, rather than focusing on genuine, meaningful interactions with children (Early Years Wales, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_5grSZYup][bookmark: _Int_cxUgGcZf][bookmark: _Int_HB6RLYu5][bookmark: _Int_t9upXqTo][bookmark: _Int_RmGifiAa]Dahlberg et al. (2007) also challenge the idea that quality can be seen as objective, arguing that it is rooted in a modernist way of thinking that assumes it can be universal and neutral. Instead, they suggest that early childhood education should be understood as a space where meaning is created through different perspectives and experiences. From this point of view, standardised rating scales can be problematic, as they may impose a single version of what quality looks like, which does not always reflect the diverse realities of children and families (Dahlberg et al., 2007; Moss, 2016). At the same time, it is important to recognise that without some shared criteria, it becomes difficult to identify or challenge poor-quality provision (Sylva et al., 2004). This illustrates a fundamental tension between the demand for accountability and the need to recognise the contextual, diverse, and relational nature of early years practice.
[bookmark: _Int_Sjc4k0Rk]The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale takes a more relational approach by focusing on the quality of interactions between adults and children, rather than just the environment (Siraj et al., 2015). The approach is influenced by Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory, particularly the idea that learning happens through dialogue, shared thinking, and social interaction. This links well with the Curriculum for Wales, which places strong emphasis on holistic development and the importance of meaningful relationships in supporting learning (Welsh Government, 2022).
However, while SSTEW moves away from purely environmental measures, it still raises some prominent issues. Judging the quality of interactions is naturally subjective, and the need for trained observers can make it less accessible and harder to apply consistently (Siraj et al., 2015). In addition, even though SSTEW focuses more on the process of learning rather than outcomes, it still works within a framework that tries to define what ‘good’ interactions look like. As Biesta (2010) argues, education should not just focus on what is effective, but also on its wider purpose, which raises questions about whether tools like SSTEW fully capture aims such as democratic participation and ethical development
[bookmark: _Int_EfEPVUN8][bookmark: _Int_qrmiefK2][bookmark: _Int_eY3BNu8B][bookmark: _Int_KZFW3FHo]Environment Rating Scales, such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), are widely used as tools to assess the quality of early years provision. These scales focus on different aspects of the environment, including resources, routines, and interactions, and aim to provide a structured and measurable way of evaluating practice (Harms et al., 2015). One of the main strengths of Environment Rating Scales is that they offer clear criteria, which can help practitioners identify strengths and areas for development (Harms et al., 2015). They are also supported by research, such as the EPPE and EPPSE projects, which found links between higher-quality environments and improved outcomes for children (Sylva et al., 2004; Taggart et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_A1NfwQ0H][bookmark: _Int_ONfTR1Qb][bookmark: _Int_QUsKzIwB]However, despite these strengths, Environment Rating Scales have been widely criticised. One key issue is that they reduce complex aspects of early years practice to numerical scores, which can oversimplify children’s experiences (Dahlberg et al., 2007). As Dahlberg et al. (2007) argue, quality cannot be understood as a fixed or objective measure, but is shaped by context, values, and perspectives. From this perspective, rating scales may promote a narrow and standardised view of quality that does not fully reflect the diverse needs of children and families (Moss, 2016). There is also a risk that practitioners focus on achieving higher scores rather than prioritising meaningful experiences, which links to Ball’s (2003) concept of performativity. At the same time, it is important to recognise that some form of measurement is necessary to ensure accountability and identify poor-quality provision (Sylva et al., 2004). This creates an ongoing tension between the need for measurable standards and the understanding that quality in early years settings is complex, relational, and not easily reduced to numbers.
[bookmark: _Int_9W4ZDnWU]It is also important to consider the influence of wider policy and socio-economic factors on how quality is defined and implemented. Early years settings do not work in isolation, but within systems shaped by funding, regulation, and political priorities. As Penn (2011) argues, economic pressures and policy agendas can shape what is prioritised within provision, often placing emphasis on measurable outcomes and school readiness. This can lead to a narrowing of practice, where broader aspects of development, such as creativity and emotional wellbeing, receive less attention. Therefore, definitions of quality are not neutral, but influenced by wider structural factors that shape both practice and expectations within early years settings.
[bookmark: _Int_oIvxYUMZ][bookmark: _Int_8YrODSUa][bookmark: _Int_W8vT9t5p][bookmark: _Int_Qy1juYgM]Another way to understand quality beyond statutory requirements is by looking at the role of practitioner judgement and agency. While many quality assurance tools try to standardise practice, practitioners themselves play a key role in how quality is interpreted and applied in different settings. The Curriculum for Wales places a strong emphasis on practitioner autonomy and enquiry, suggesting that quality is not just something that is measured, but something that is shaped through reflective and responsive practice (Welsh Government, 2022). This links to Urban et al. (2011), who argue that professional competence should be seen as relational and context-based, rather than a fixed set of measurable skills.
[bookmark: _Int_DtDuLv8T]From this perspective, quality assurance tools can be both helpful and limiting. On one hand, they provide structure and guidance, which can support practitioners in improving practice. On the other hand, they can restrict flexibility, making it harder for practitioners to respond to the individual needs of children and families. Biesta (2010) highlights this tension by arguing that education should not only focus on what is effective, but also on what is educationally meaningful. In early years settings, this is particularly important, as learning is often play-based and shaped by spontaneous interactions that cannot always be planned or measured.
[bookmark: _Int_rwg0RRzT][bookmark: _Int_joDt2lPk][bookmark: _Int_QKmnyn9C]There is also a risk that increasing accountability can shift the focus of practice. Practitioners may feel pressure to produce evidence and meet external expectations, rather than prioritising meaningful engagement with children. This reflects Ball’s (2003) concept of performativity, where practice becomes focused on demonstrating effectiveness rather than supporting genuine learning experiences. However, relying entirely on professional judgement also has its limitations. Without some form of shared standards, it can be difficult to ensure consistency or challenge poor-quality provision (Sylva et al., 2004). This suggests that quality in early years provision is best understood as a balance between structure and flexibility, where frameworks support practice but do not replace professional judgement, and where children’s experiences remain central.
[bookmark: _Int_C8gADdyJ]Another important consideration when evaluating quality beyond statutory requirements is the role of the child’s voice. Increasingly, early years policy emphasises the importance of recognising children as active participants in their own learning, rather than passive recipients of provision. Within the Curriculum for Wales, there is a clear focus on listening to children’s perspectives and supporting their agency in shaping their experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). However, many quality assurance tools focus more on adult-led assessments of environments and interactions, rather than capturing children’s lived experiences directly. This raises questions about whether current approaches fully reflect what quality looks like from the child’s perspective. As a result, incorporating children’s voices into evaluations of quality may provide a more holistic and meaningful understanding of early years provision.
[bookmark: _Int_FOP5phAW]In conclusion, additional methods of quality assurance play a significant role in supporting improvement beyond statutory requirements, but they also expose key tensions within early childhood education. While approaches such as quality marks, Environment Rating Scales and SSTEW can encourage reflection and support development, they can also reinforce performative practices and narrow understandings of what quality looks like. Critical perspectives from theorists such as Foucault, Dahlberg and Biesta highlight that quality is not neutral or objective, but shaped by power, values, and wider policy agendas. This suggests that quality is not simply a pedagogical issue, but a political and ethical one.
[bookmark: _Int_lpKg8UhY][bookmark: _Int_rTB0A33V][bookmark: _Int_SNMUPb4D][bookmark: _Int_CF346UpX][bookmark: _Int_UAUejZ1o]Rather than viewing quality as something that can be fully measured or achieved through frameworks alone, it is more accurately understood as a complex and evolving process. Early years practice involves relational, ethical, and contextual dimensions that cannot always be captured through standardised tools or external evaluation. At the same time, the need for accountability and consistency cannot be ignored, particularly in ensuring children’s safety and equitable experiences.
[bookmark: _Int_PKxmRSEB][bookmark: _Int_WKiL05d9]Therefore, high-quality early years provision depends on finding a balance between these competing demands. Quality assurance frameworks should support, rather than control, professional practice, allowing space for practitioner judgement, creativity, and responsiveness. Quality is not a fixed outcome, but something that is continually negotiated in practice, shaped by relationships, context, and values. It is within these everyday interactions that meaningful and effective early years experiences are created.
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