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Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Human Development (1979) that a child’s development is shaped by multiple environmental layers. However it is the quality of these interactions and environments in early childhood settings that play a crucial role in children's overall development. 
According to the oxford dictionary quality is ‘the standard of something when it is compared to other things like it; how good or bad something is (Oxford Learners Dictionary, 2025).
90% of development happens between birth and five years of age therefore the quality of children’s experiences during this time has a fundamental impact on immediate and future learning development (Roundtree, 2023). Quality in early childhood education and care encompasses safe, stimulating, inclusive and nurturing environments that support children's holistic development (Welsh Government (A), 2024). High-quality settings provide well informed staff, current and compliant policies which meet legal standards and responsive, reflective practitioners (National Minimum Standards, 2023).  
A Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales (2023) emphasizes children who experience high-quality early education have better cognitive, language, and social-emotional outcomes, leading to smoother transitions to primary school and long-term academic success. Access to trained and motivated staff who receive ongoing professional development and support enhances the effectiveness of quality care in settings (Welsh Government, 2017). Furthermore, strong parental involvement and communication ensures that families feel engaged and valued in their child's educational journey (Welsh Government (B), 2024).
Tayler (2015) emphasizes the importance of quality assurance tools in ensuring that early experiences, relationships, and learning environments maintain a high standard. Tayler argues that cognitive, social, and emotional growth is directly influenced by the quality of caregivers' support and interactions with the children. However, acknowledges that many settings in disadvantaged areas often miss out on high-quality programs due to barriers such as limited access, affordability, and awareness. Similarly, research by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) on effective pedagogy aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory, highlighting that children’s cognitive development is fostered within a social context through the expertise and quality of their guidance. For example, sustained shared thinking (SSTEW- Hoare,2005) involving open-ended questions and advanced language, challenges children's understanding and learning. In contrast with Piaget’s theory, which suggests development occurs in fixed stages, Vygotsky argues that children can achieve learning at any age, provided they receive scaffolded support through high-quality adult interactions (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). 
Moss (2016) argues that a key issue with assessing ‘quality’ is its subjectivity as perceptions of quality vary across cultures, societies, and historical contexts. Different stakeholders interpret quality in different ways. Moss suggests the term ‘quality’ itself is restrictive, as it links to rigid, standardized and measurable outcomes that limit flexibility. Proposing, early education should be evaluated through stakeholders understanding, reflection, experimentation and potentiality. This emphasizes the importance of open discussions and feedback from all stakeholders on what constitutes as ‘good’ education and care rather than relying only on externally imposed standards. For example, a setting may meet the National Minimum Standards by providing a well-equipped physical space and correct adult-child ratios. However, Moss argues that quality lies in how the space is used and the nature of interactions within it, rather than simply meeting requirements. This perspective aligns with the need for quality enhancements that go beyond compliance. 
Similarly the scoping review by Eadie et al. (2024) found there is no universal measure of quality but identifies three key areas of quality in early childhood education and care: structural quality such as, staff ratios, qualifications and safe physical environments. Process quality such as, daily interactions and relationships between practitioners and children, teaching strategies, and learning experiences. And system quality such as, policies, funding and overall management. While statutory requirements provide a baseline for the structural area of quality, they do not always assess the process and system areas. Therefore, they meet statutory requirements but lack continuous improvement strategies for emotional and cognitive development (Tayler, 2015). Eadie et al. (2024) found that children’s experiences in these areas were infrequent and of low quality, highlighting that minimum standards are just that, minimum requirements needed, and further enhancements are essential. 
While statutory requirements such as the CIW Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS), the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 and the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 set out minimum standards, additional quality enhancement methods such as The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) and The Environment Rating Scales play a vital role in reflection, evaluation and improving the quality of care and education beyond compliance.
The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme.
Benefits 
The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme (Bertram & Pascal, 2006; Crosse, 2022) is a quality improvement strategy designed for early childhood education and care settings. It uses self-evaluation and a systematic approach to enhance quality, emphasizing reflective practice and fostering sustained, long-term development to improve quality beyond National Minimum Standards (2023). 
The aim is to develop competent and professional practitioners who are well trained, engaged and committed to continuous improvement. Aligning with Schon’s Theory of reflective practice (Farrell, 2012), practitioners receive specialised training and support, empowering them to take an active role in observing, evaluating and reflecting on their actions. Through regular analysis of effective practice and identifying areas for improvement, practitioners can use evidence-based strategies to implement enhancements to ensure quality remains an ongoing process (Reed and Cannon, 2012). 
BEEL emphasizes collaboration by involving families and children in the evaluation process, encouraging reflection on real, day to day experiences tailored to each setting. This approach differs from the CIW review which ensures settings meet and maintain minimum standards through inspections conducted once every two years. In contrast BEEL fosters a deeper level of reflection promoting researched-based improvements as an ongoing practice rather than a periodic requirement. This method aligns with Bowlby’s Attachment Theory which emphasizes secure attachments and places strong focus on nurturing, responsive interactions between caregivers and children (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). By valuing parental input and fostering strong communication (Welsh Government, 2023), BEEL ensures that settings are responsive to the needs and expectations of families, creating an inclusive, high-quality environment. This approach aligns with Ferdman’s (2020) framework on catalytic leadership by emphasizes empowerment, collaboration, and systemic change.  
Another strength of BEEL is the ‘cycle of improvement’ approach. Once a setting evaluates own practice, an action plan is implemented, with continuous monitoring and review through reflection and further evaluation. This process ensures that quality enhancement is not a one-time exercise but an ongoing cycle of development, evolving over time based on feedback and critical reflection (Bertram & Pascal, 2006). For Instance, practitioners can apply the cycle of improvement to enhance children’s language skills. Initially, staff will observe children’s engagement and gathering feedback from parents and colleagues (Birth to 5 Matters, Nd). If observations and feedback indicate that a child’s speech, language, and communication development is falling behind expected milestones, an action plan is created. This may include strategies such as interactive storytelling or vocabulary-building activities. Parents are encouraged to reinforce these strategies at home. After a set period, practitioners review progress, assess vocabulary growth, make necessary adjustments, and restart the cycle. 
Limitations 
While self-evaluation is a strength, it also presents limitations. The effectiveness of BEEL depends on staff’s ability to critically assess their own practice. Some may struggle with critical reflection, leading to inconsistencies in evaluation outcomes. Additionally, without external moderation there is a risk of self-serving bias where practitioners may overestimation their effectiveness and attribute challenges to external factors (Psychgrid, 2024). Unlike CIW inspection which provide standardized criteria and independent validation, BEEL’s internal assessment and action plans may lead to variations in how quality improvements are implemented, making it difficult to measure progress consistently across different settings. 
The BEEL program also requires a considerable investment of time, effort, and commitment from staff to participate in training, evaluations, gathering evidence and actively engaging with the plan. Settings may face difficulties in allocating sufficient time to release staff for these activities. While external inspections follow a scheduled process, BEEL requires ongoing engagement, which may not be practical or sustainable for settings with heavy workloads (Solvason, 2025). 
Environment Rating Scales
Benefits 
The Infant and Toddler Environment Rating Scales (ITERS) (NH Connections, 2025) is a structured assessment tool presented as a scoring sheet, making it a quick and straightforward method for evaluating early childhood settings. It includes various subscales each assessing different aspects of the setting, rated on a scale from 1 to 7. These subscales cover areas such as, space and furnishings, personal care routines, language interactions, activities, and program structure. For example, under the ‘Furnishing and Space’ subscale the National Minimum Standards (2023) require that highchairs and cots meet safety regulations, are clean and maintained and that space is well ventilated and free from hazards. However ITERS goes beyond compliance by assessing how well the physical space supports exploration, movement, and engagement. It evaluates whether furniture is arranged to promote independence and social engagement and whether the space offers soft, comfortable areas for bonding and relaxation (Roundtree, 2023). 
The National Minimum Standards (2023) require settings to provide a rich, stimulating, safe and supportive learning environment. These standards are observed through, interactions, ratios, staff training and professionalism. While ITERS extends beyond these standards by assessing the quality, consistency and developmental impact of the transactions. This aligns with the Welsh Government's curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings (2024) which emphasizes that the emotional climate of the environment is just as important as the physical space to ensure that children feel safe, secure, and valued. Additionally, the environment should be continually monitored and adapted to ensure it provides children with opportunities for self-expression, creativity, and safe exploration.
Similarly to BEEL, ITERS follows a continuous improvement model integrating assessment, action planning, and ongoing evaluation to enhance quality. The scoring system is used to identify strengths and areas for development. This data can be used to compare quality levels across different settings, offering an effective benchmark and ensuring accountability to policy makers and researchers (ERS, ND).  Additionally, the ITERS clear and concise scoring criteria allows practitioners to implement targeted action plans ensuring that quality improvements are structured and goal orientated.  For instance, under the ‘Personal Care Routines’ subscale, an ITERS assessment may reveal that nappy-changing routines are rushed, prioritizing efficiency over comfort and responsive care. A low score in this area would signal the need for improvement. In response, practitioners could implement changes to promote a more nurturing experience, such as reinforcing self-care habits, encouraging independent handwashing, and using nappy-changing time for meaningful interactions and bonding (Pikler, 2010). 
Limitations 
A limitation of ITERS is that it lacks cultural and contextual flexibility. Developed based on western early childhood, it may overlook key aspects of quality valued in different cultural context (Cader,1995). Settings in different countries may have different approaches to play, learning, and child interaction, which may not be captured by the scoring systems. For example, in Western cultures mealtime quality is often assessed by sitting on individual chairs and using cutlery, whereas in some Easten cultures quality may be sitting on the floor sharing food with hands (Jurka, et al, 2022). Cader’s (1995) study suggests ITERS lacks theoretical reasoning behind the checklist criteria, arguing that to implement improvements, assessments should clearly state the values and educational theories behind the changes. Additionally, ITERS primarily evaluates quality through children’s experiences, placing less emphasis on the perspectives of educators, parents, and the wider community.
The Reggio Emilia approach (2022) views the environment as a ‘third teacher’ and prioritizes child-lead exploration, collaboration and curiosity-driven learning. In the same way CIW quality of care review (2016), tracks quality through documentations of continuous observations and reflection involving feedback from educators, parents, children and the community ensuring that the environment supports individual interests, needs, learning and development. A key criticism of ITERS is that it prioritizes structural quality and physical environmental factors over the quality of teaching strategies and individual child outcomes. The fixed scoring criteria may overlook the quality of interactions, self-expression, creativity and emergent learning experiences.
Flying Start (2023) also adopts a multi-agency collaborative approach, placing emphasis on observations that track children's holistic development to ensure individualized and child-centred assessments. Quality enhancement is underscored by the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care in Wales (2023) which focuses on Enabling Adults, Engaging Experiences and Effective Environments.
Similar to BEEL, ITERS’s evaluations requires significant time, training, and resources including the financial cost of staff training and physical adaptations to the environment. These demands can be challenging for small, underfunded settings (Walker, 2021). Moreover as the assessment process is time consuming, it may divert attention away from direct engagement with children. Settings with limited staff or underfunded programs may struggle to allocate time for formal assessments. (Solvason, 2025).
Quality in early childhood education is a multifaceted concept influenced by environmental conditions, practitioner expertise, and meaningful interactions. While statutory requirements such as CIW inspections ensure baseline compliance, additional quality enhancement frameworks such as BEEL and ITERS provide structured approaches to continuous improvement. Although each method differs, both approaches highlight the importance of going beyond compliance to ensure high-quality. 
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