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Reflective paper:
Reflecting on what quality means in early years education, and from my own understanding is that quality refers to how well an early years setting is run, the support services available to help children’s development and the overall wellbeing of the young children from birth to five years. However, it is more than just the standards and following the curriculum guidelines, such as those outlined in the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Quality is about creating a nurturing environment where young children feel safe, valued and encouraged to learn. 
As an early years practitioner, my understanding of true quality in education is deeply reflected in everyday interactions with the children, the relationships built with the children and their families, and the professional choices  made as an early year educator. Through this reflective paper, the aim is to examine how high quality practices can support children’s holistic development and to explore the role of the practitioner in providing enriching learning experiences for young children. Furthermore, this paper will discuss the Practitioner’s contribution to create a meaningful, inclusive and stimulating environment that nurtures each child’s individual growth and potential. Lastly this paper will reflect on and compare two methods of enhancing quality in early year settings.
What is quality in early years education and care.
Settings that provide early childhood education and care offer valuable opportunities to support and encourage children's learning and development, whilst fostering strong bonds and relationships between the educators, children and their families. Early experiences in education are key to providing children with the encouragement they need to grow and develop which sets up the foundation for lifelong learning (Phillips & Shonkoff 2000). These early experiences are influenced by where the children live, what environments surround them and the interactions they experience with parents and educators has a significant impact on the children (Asbury & Plomin 2013). 
A setting with a high quality practice offers strong, nurturing relationships between children and the educators, warm, responsive and consistent interactions  is considered important for helping children to feel safe and confident, practitioners who show care, listen attentively and know how to respond to children’s needs are considered key to the success and quality of the setting.  Educators who are emotionally engaged and interested in the development of the children in their care provide the foundation for meaningful learning and holistic development (Thomas 2021).
In high quality settings, children should be treated with respect and listened to with genuine interest. Such environments promote confidence, autonomy, and emotional well-being. When children feel safe and supported, they are more likely to have the confidence to explore, engage and build positive relationships with others. The quality of daily interactions is considered key to the overall experiences for a child in early years education (UNICEF 2022).
 A skilled, reflective practitioner plays a critical role in ensuring quality within the early years setting. A practitioners knowledge of child development, their ability to make observations, interpret behaviour and be responsive to the needs of the children  makes an effective teaching and caring environment (Early education 2021). In order to support young children's knowledge and development in the primary areas of learning, communication and language, physical development, and personal, social, and emotional development it is considered that frequent interaction between children and adults is essential (Ofsted 2023).
 According to Ofsted (2023), although high quality interactions are crucial for the children’s development and knowledge, by themselves cannot ensure that all children will learn at the same pace. Practitioners should therefore ensure that  all children receive an early education that prepares them for the future by prioritising the key topics in the curriculum (Gibb 2021). A quality setting offers a safe and stimulating environment with resources that encourage exploration, creativity, and problem solving. There should be a balance of structured and free play opportunities (Ricchiardi, P.  2014).
The practitioners qualifications, training and ongoing professional development are considered crucial indicators of quality in a setting (Early childhood education and care 2012).  A  high quality curriculum should be exclusive to the children, inclusive and designed to encourage cognitive, social, emotional and physical development. It should also be flexible in order to meet the diverse needs of all children. According to UNICEF(2022), education should be empowering and focused on the children. This applies to the curriculum, pedagogical approaches and the setting.  An inclusive setting with strong leadership ensures high expectations and continuous improvement.  Staff who are reflective and feel valued are pivotal in creating a positive, nurturing environment where children can thrive and reach their full potential (Ofsted, GOV.UK, 2024).
According to Sylva et al. (2004), particularly in the EPPE (Effective Provision of Pre-school Education) study, high-quality early childhood education is crucial because it lays the foundation for a child's social skills, emotional well-being, cognitive development, and readiness for school.  Also Importantly, children from disadvantaged backgrounds benefit the most, as early interventions can help narrow developmental gaps and set them up for better long-term outcomes in education and beyond. This is further supported by Heckman (2011), who wrote that the significant long term benefits of early education, particularly for disadvantaged children can lead to improved life outcomes and greater societal benefits. Therefore, it is important that all early year practitioners receive the training available to help them support all children. 
Whilst providing high quality early years education and care is considered critical for children’s development it could come with some significant challenges. For example, there could be challenges with recruiting and retaining high quality and fully trained professionals, this can be due to the ongoing struggle of low wages, high workloads and a limited career progression (Manning et al 2019).  Despite being the foundation of lifelong learning, early childhood education can sometimes lack the professional recognition, which can lead to a high staff turnover. Also, it can be difficult for practitioners to access regular, high quality training due to limited funding and time constraints. Allocating funds and resources is another significant obstacle. A substantial investment in educational resources, secure and engaging surroundings, and suitable staff-to-child ratios are all necessary for high-quality early childhood facilities (Welsh Gov, 2023). However, a lot of services are under financial strain, which results in a lack of resources that can have an immediate effect on children's experiences (OECD, 2017).  Reflecting on these difficulties brings to light how difficult and demanding it is to provide high quality early childhood education and care. High quality training for all early years staff remains essential but training alone is not enough. Financial and structural support are equally important for providing and maintaining excellent quality education and care. The most committed educators will find it difficult to meet every child’s developmental needs without enough funding and support. Recent policy developments have highlighted the need to address these ongoing challenges. In March 2023, it was announced that all children aged between nine months and five years with working parents would be eligible for 30 hours of free childcare (Department for Education, 2023). While this policy aims to help working families and make childcare more accessible, it also places additional pressure on an already stretched sector. Without an increase in funding, staffing and resources, there is a risk of compromising the quality of early years education and care (GOV.UK, Nd).
Methods of enhancing quality.
For this part of the reflective paper the two methods chosen to relate to are Early years Wales (EYW) and the Baby effective early learning programme (BEEL). As an early years practitioner, it is important for me to continually seek different ways to enhance the quality of care and education my setting provides by meeting the statutory requirements and following all policies and procedures as well as the curriculum. Through research of the Early years framework and the baby effective learning programme these are two initiatives that show how this can be achieved. 
Early years Wales offers support to settings throughout Wales, emphasising professional development and the promotion of best practices. The baby effective learning programme, on the other hand, uses the most recent findings on a children’s development to promote purposeful interactions in order to enhance a baby’s learning and development. Both of these programmes raise the standard for early childhood education by going above and beyond the legally required minimum.
Early years Wales plays a vital role in promoting high quality standards of education and care for young children across Wales (GOV.WALES, 2024). As an organisation that is dedicated to supporting early years provisions, developing partnerships, supporting families and working closely with early years providers, Early years Wales aims to give every preschool child in Wales the best possible start in life. Early years Wales believe that by providing high quality services to children and families, it can promote child development, strengthen family support, and contribute to building a strong foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (Early Years Wales 2020c).
As a nationwide organisation that supports early childhood educators, Early Years Wales ensures that quality is viewed as a continuous process of growth rather than  a fixed target. It promotes the idea that quality in education and care is an ongoing journey of development and reflection. Early years Wales helps settings to go above and beyond the statutory requirements of the law by providing children with a more meaningful early years’ experience. This is achieved through a combination of professional development, quality assurance, family engagement and a commitment to following and influencing policy and procedures (“Quality for all,” Early years Wales 2020) Early Years Wales work alongside practitioners to support the development of the curriculum for Wales (2022). They do this by responding to requests from settings and collaborating with practitioners to design and deliver high quality curriculum and appropriate workshops create opportunities and resources for learning (Early Years Wales 2020).
In conclusion, Early years Wales plays a vital role in maintaining and promoting high quality care and education within the early years sector. The organisation assists practitioners in delivering experiences that go above and beyond the statutory expectations by fostering a culture of reflective practice and continuous improvement. Through its emphasis on professional development, quality assurance, family partnerships, and policy engagement, Early Years Wales demonstrates that quality is a continuous commitment to best practice. Reflecting on their approach highlights the importance of the practitioner's role as a lifelong learner, dedicated to improving outcomes for young children (Tickell, 2011).
The baby effective learning programme (BEEL) was designed to support high quality care and education for babies by focusing on learning and development from the earliest stages from birth. The baby effective learning programme recognised that early experiences have a significant impact on the future outcomes of the child and the framework for lifetime learning is established during infancy (Nutbrown, 2012). The aims and structure of the baby effective learning programme highlights how it supports practitioners in going beyond the statutory requirements. Beel, encourages practitioners to provide care that is responsive, sensitive, and promotes both emotional and cognitive growth rather than just focusing on the health and safety. Effective planning, reflective practise and organised observations help practitioners to meet the unique needs of each baby. As Bruce (2015) suggests, high quality early years practitioners understand that each child’s individual needs and interests and BEEL provides a practical framework to help this to take place in daily practice.
Furthermore, BEEL encourages the professional development of practitioner by supporting them to critically reflect on their own interactions with children and how they deliver education and care. BEEL also promotes the creation of emotionally secure environments through consistent and sensitive care, which supports the principles of Bowlby’s (1988) attachment theory, which underpins the contemporary early years practice. Ongoing reflection is considered essential for improving practice according to Shon (1992). 
In accordance with Froebelian concepts, BELP places a strong emphasis on the environment, acknowledging that it serves as the "third teacher" and is essential to supporting babies learning and exploration (Tovey, 2016). Carefully planned and designed spaces which are rich in sensory experiences and opportunities for movement and exploration, are essential to the programme’s approach to fostering effective early learning.
In conclusion, The baby effective learning programme provides an inclusive approach to enhancing quality withing settings in the early years. By promoting reflective practice, professional development, emotional and a secure environment with rich learning opportunities, BEEl supports practitioners and encourages them to deliver care and education that goes beyond statutory requirements. Reflecting on BEEL and the principles and practice it highlights the importance of viewing babies as competent learners from birth and strengthens the role of the practitioner in nurturing their earliest experiences of learning.
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