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Introduction
Quality in early years and educational settings is a central concept within policy, inspection frameworks, and professional discourse in Wales. However, both theoretical perspectives and practical experience suggest that quality is not a fixed or universally agreed concept. Rather, it is socially constructed, shaped by context, values, and competing perspectives (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013; Penn, 2011). As such, quality cannot be reduced to a single definition or set of measurable indicators. Instead, it emerges from a complex interaction between legislation, research evidence, professional values, and the socio-cultural context in which practice takes place.
From a professional standpoint, this raises important questions about how quality is understood, measured, and achieved. While statutory frameworks provide a necessary baseline, they do not fully capture the relational, ethical, and experiential dimensions of practice. This creates a tension between accountability and authenticity, where practitioners must balance regulatory expectations with meaningful engagement with children. Reflecting on this, it becomes clear that achieving quality requires moving beyond compliance towards deeper processes of critical reflection, professional dialogue, and continuous improvement (Schön, 1983; Deming, 1986).
This paper explores what is meant by quality in early years provision, why it is important, and how it is known that children benefit from access to high-quality settings. It then critically examines the role of methods and tools in enhancing quality, with particular focus on external quality assurance frameworks and the Quality Improvement Programme (QIP) developed by Early Years Wales. Throughout, the discussion draws on theory, research, and Welsh policy, while reflecting on the types of information required to meaningfully improve provision. In doing so, it argues that quality is best understood as a dynamic and reflective process rather than a static outcome.
Quality in Early Years Provision
Quality in early childhood education is widely recognised as a multi-dimensional construct, encompassing structural, process, and outcome elements (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Structural quality includes measurable aspects such as staff qualifications, adult-child ratios, and physical resources. These elements are often prioritised within regulatory frameworks because they are visible, standardised, and relatively easy to quantify. However, while structural conditions create the foundation for provision, research consistently demonstrates that they do not, in isolation, guarantee high-quality experiences for children.
Process quality, particularly the nature of interactions between practitioners and children, is increasingly recognised as more influential. This aligns with Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social constructivism, which emphasises that learning is mediated through social interaction and guided support. High-quality interactions characterised by responsiveness, sensitivity, and effective scaffolding support children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development. These interactions enable practitioners to extend children’s thinking, respond to their interests, and create meaningful learning experiences.
Reflecting on practice, it is evident that environments with strong relational approaches often produce more engaged and confident learners, even when structural conditions are similar. This reinforces findings from the EPPE study (Sylva et al., 2004), which identified process quality as a key determinant of positive outcomes. It suggests that quality is less about what settings have, and more about what practitioners do and how they interact with children. This distinction is critical, as it shifts the focus from compliance with standards to the quality of lived experiences within settings.
In Wales, quality is framed through the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022), which emphasises holistic development across the four purposes. This represents a significant shift away from narrow academic measures towards a broader understanding of well-being, creativity, identity, and lifelong learning. While this vision aligns with contemporary research and progressive pedagogy, translating these principles into consistent practice presents challenges. Practitioners must navigate tensions between child-centred approaches and accountability requirements, often within constrained resources and time pressures.
Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) argue that quality should not be understood as a fixed standard, but as a value-based and context-dependent concept. This perspective is particularly relevant in Wales, where bilingualism, cultural identity, and community context play a significant role in shaping provision. However, this also creates a dilemma. If quality is entirely subjective, it becomes difficult to ensure consistency, equity, and accountability across settings. This highlights the need for a balanced approach that recognises contextual diversity while maintaining shared principles and expectations.
Why Quality Matters
The importance of high-quality early years provision is strongly supported by a substantial body of research. Longitudinal studies, such as the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project (Sylva et al., 2004) and the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) study (NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005), demonstrate that children who attend high-quality settings experience improved cognitive, social, and educational outcomes. Importantly, these benefits are not short-term; they have lasting effects on children’s academic achievement, behaviour, and life opportunities (Sylva et al., 2004; NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005; Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). The significance of process quality is particularly evident in relation to adult-child interactions. Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the Zone of Proximal Development highlights the role of skilled practitioners in extending children’s learning through appropriate support and challenge. Reflecting on practice, it is clear that sensitive and responsive interactions can transform children’s engagement, confidence, and independence. This reinforces the idea that quality is embedded in everyday interactions rather than solely in planned activities or resources. (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Sylva et al., 2004; Lev Vygotsky, 1978).
Neuroscientific research further strengthens this argument, demonstrating that early experiences play a crucial role in shaping brain development (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). Positive relationships, rich language environments, and stimulating experiences contribute to neural development, while poor-quality environments can have long term negative effects. This highlights the ethical responsibility of practitioners to provide high-quality experiences that support children’s development during these critical early years. (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000; Sylva et al., 2004; Lev Vygotsky, 1978).
In Wales, initiatives such as Flying Start aim to improve outcomes for children in disadvantaged areas by providing access to high-quality early years provision (Welsh Government, 2016). Evaluations indicate positive impacts, particularly in relation to language development and school readiness (Welsh Government, 2016). However, it is important to critically consider how these outcomes are measured. Standardised assessments may not fully capture the complexity of children’s experiences, particularly in relation to well-being, identity, and belonging (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013; Ferre Laevers, 2005; Moss, 2016). Dahlberg et al., (2013) caution against an over-reliance on measurable outcomes, arguing that such approaches risk reducing quality to what can be easily quantified. This may overlook important relational and ethical dimensions of practice. For example, a child’s sense of belonging, emotional security, or cultural identity are central to their experience but are difficult to measure (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013; Ferre Laevers, 2005). This raises important questions about whose perspectives are valued in defining quality and how children’s voices are represented (Moss, 2016; United Nations, 1989). Furthermore, Penn (2011) highlights the significant influence of socio-economic factors on children’s outcomes, suggesting that quality within settings cannot be considered in isolation. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory reinforces this, emphasising the interconnected influence of family, community, and wider societal structures. This suggests that while high-quality provision is essential, it cannot fully compensate for wider inequalities. Quality must therefore be understood as part of a broader system, influenced by policy, social context, and access to resources.
Frameworks and Improvement
Statutory frameworks and inspection systems play a central role in defining and monitoring quality. In Wales, organisations such as Estyn and Care Inspectorate Wales provide external evaluation, ensuring accountability, consistency, and public confidence in early years provision. These frameworks establish clear benchmarks and expectations, which can support settings in identifying areas for development.
However, despite their value, such systems are not without limitations. Ball (2003) argues that accountability systems can lead to performativity, where practitioners focus on meeting external criteria rather than engaging in meaningful practice. Perryman (2006) further suggests that inspection regimes can create a culture of surveillance, where practitioners feel monitored and judged. Reflecting on this, there is a risk that documentation, evidence gathering, and preparation for inspection become prioritised over authentic interactions with children. In contrast, the Quality Improvement Programme (QIP) developed by Early Years Wales offers a more developmental and practitioner-led approach. It encourages engagement in cycles of self-evaluation, action planning, and review (Early Years Wales, 2019). This aligns closely with Schön’s (1983) concept of the reflective practitioner, which emphasises the importance of reflection in professional learning and improvement. The QIP promotes practitioner ownership, supporting settings to identify their own priorities for improvement based on their unique context. It also encourages a holistic understanding of quality, considering children’s experiences, well-being, and engagement. However, this approach is not without challenges. Its reliance on self-assessment can introduce subjectivity, and its effectiveness depends on practitioners’ ability to engage critically with their practice.
Comparing these approaches, it is clear that each has distinct strengths and limitations. External frameworks provide accountability, consistency, and public assurance, while QIP supports flexibility, professional agency, and continuous improvement. Rather than viewing these approaches as competing, they should be seen as complementary. Integrating both approaches enables a more balanced system, combining external accountability with internally driven reflection (Berwick, 2003; Welsh Government, 2015). This integrated approach is more likely to support sustainable and meaningful improvements in quality.
Information to Improve Quality
Improving provision requires access to a wide range of information, including both qualitative and quantitative data. Observational data on children’s interactions and engagement is particularly important for understanding process quality (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Such data provides insight into how children experience provision and how practitioners support their learning.
Qualitative insights are often more meaningful than numerical data, as they capture the complexity and richness of children’s experiences (Sylva et al., 2004). For example, observing a child’s engagement, curiosity, or emotional responses provides valuable information that cannot be fully represented through standardised measures. Feedback from parents, staff, and children is also essential. Incorporating children’s voices aligns with rights-based approaches, as outlined by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). Approaches such as the Mosaic approach (Clark and Moss, 2011) demonstrate how children can actively contribute to evaluations of provision.
However, collecting and interpreting such information requires skill, sensitivity, and critical awareness. There is a risk that feedback becomes tokenistic if not genuinely embedded within practice. Similarly, assessment data, while useful, must be used critically. Biesta (2010) warns against an over-reliance on measurable outcomes, arguing that this can narrow educational aims and undermine holistic development. Contextual information, including community needs, cultural factors, and socio-economic conditions, is also vital for understanding quality (Penn, 2011). Without this, evaluations of quality may lack depth and fail to account for the realities of different settings.
A key challenge lies not only in collecting information but in using it effectively. Data must inform reflection, decision-making, and action. Without this, it risks becoming a performative exercise driven by accountability rather than genuine improvement (Ball, 2003; Perryman, 2006). Effective use of information requires a reflective culture, where practitioners critically engage with data and use it to enhance practice.
Conclusion
Quality in early years provision is a complex, dynamic, and contested concept that cannot be reduced to a single definition or framework. While statutory systems in Wales provide an essential foundation, they are insufficient on their own to ensure high-quality practice. Research highlights the importance of process quality, particularly interactions, as well as the broader contextual factors that influence children’s experiences.
External frameworks and tools such as QIP offer valuable but partial approaches to quality improvement. External systems provide accountability and consistency, while developmental approaches support reflective practice and professional learning. A balanced integration of both is essential to achieve sustainable and meaningful improvement.
Ultimately, improving quality requires more than compliance with standards. It demands reflective practitioners who are informed by research, guided by professional judgement, and responsive to the needs of children and their communities. By embracing the complexity of quality and engaging in ongoing reflection, early years provision in Wales can move beyond minimum standards towards genuinely high-quality, inclusive, and meaningful experiences for all children.
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