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Executive Summary 
In the March 2023 budget, the Conservative government committed to expanding the 

funded early childhood education and care entitlement to 15 hours per week for 

working parents of two-year olds starting in April 2024 and for all children from nine 

months of age from September 2024. The full expansion will be completed by 

September 2025, when all children under the age of five with working parents meeting 

the established criteria will be eligible for 30 hours of funded provision. Importantly, for 

the first time, public funding is directed towards the provision for children under two. 

This provides an opportunity to address a complex and largely unexplored 

conversation in England about quality early childhood education and care in the baby 

room. 

In response to this context, our project kickstarts the conversation about how we 

define, measure and support high-quality provision in the baby rooms of English 

nurseries. In this report, we open up the debate about quality in the baby room by 

drawing together existing academic and grey literature discussing quality in relation to 

out-of-home provision for children under two around the world. Our review of the 

literature comprised analysis of 165 academic articles and 20 grey literature items, 

and focused on three key areas: 

• whether a definition or vision of quality is offered and, if so, in which terms,  

• how quality is assessed and measured, and 

• which suggestions are provided to support quality in the baby room. 

 

Key findings 

Our analysis shows that the vast majority of the literature on this topic comes from the 

USA and Australia, with England (and indeed, the whole UK) contributing relatively 

little literature on this topic. Looking at the age range of the babies focused on in the 

studies, there is a marginalisation of the youngest babies with few studies centred on 

the experiences of 0-1 year olds. Most research is quantitative in nature, with a 

tendency to focus on those elements of quality that are more easily regulated by the 

government, such as ratios, group size and workforce qualifications, rather than the 

quality of the relationships in the baby room, despite the latter having a more direct 

impact on children’s experiences and outcomes.  

 

Defining quality 

A deeper look at the literature reveals that articles often avoid offering an explicit 

definition of quality in the baby room and instead rely on implicit or circular definitions 

of quality that take tools for measuring quality as the basis for defining quality. Some 

articles present a clearer vision of quality but do this with a particular focus brought to 

the fore, such as attachment-based practice or outdoor provision. There is growing 
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recognition that how we think about quality in the baby room needs to come from the 

bottom up, through a more ambitious consultation with babies, families and educators 

in the baby room. However, this is difficult when there is confusion around the purpose 

of the baby room and competing agendas about what provision for 0-2 year olds is 

designed to do.  

 

Measuring quality 

There are validated tools available that can be used in the baby room to examine 

process quality. The most popular measures, both of which were developed in the 

USA, the ITERS-R and CLASS-Toddler, enable measurements of process quality 

within the baby room but do need to be adapted for cultural sensitivity. Interestingly, 

these measures have not been used in English baby rooms and this is a gap that 

needs to be addressed. Having said that, it is also fair to conclude that the global 

literature on measuring quality has not kept pace with shifts in thinking about how we 

understand quality. We have not, for example, developed measures that can be used 

with various stakeholders to explore quality in a more dynamically and in more depth. 

Part of developing a vision and framework for quality in the baby room is, therefore, 

about exploring alternative approaches to measuring quality. 

 

Supporting quality 

The conditions for achieving quality have been explored mostly in terms of structural 

levers, such as the qualifications held by baby room educators, group sizes and ratios. 

The academic literature on these topics demonstrates that there is enough evidence 

to conclude that educator qualifications matter for quality in the baby room and that 

baby-specific professional learning is of importance. The literature also shows a strong 

connection between lower group sizes and lower ratios when it comes to supporting 

high-quality practice in the baby room. While the statistical evidence is important, we 

also need to bear in mind that much of the literature points toward the need for a clear 

vision around the social purpose of the baby room (i.e. what the baby room provides, 

for whom, and for what reason it is provided) and what quality looks and feels like in 

relation to this purpose.  

 

Recommendations  

Recommendations for policy-makers  

• Defining and therefore regulating quality is dependent on a clear vision for what 

quality looks and feels like in the baby room. In turn, this relies on transparency 

around the purpose fulfilled by care and education in the baby room. How we 

define quality in the baby room depends on whether the emphasis is on babies’ 

learning and development, babies’ wellbeing, support for families or working 
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parents, or all of these potential outcomes. The government has a key role in 

providing a clearer steer in relation to this purpose and should learn from other 

countries about how to develop a collaborative sector-led vision of practice in 

the baby room, which in turn advances quality.  

• The government should support high-quality provision through a renewed focus 

on the workforce and more specific support for baby room educators. The 

government must ensure that there is professional learning specifically for baby 

room educators which is accredited and recognised. With public funding now 

entering the baby room, there is a great opportunity for government to plan and 

launch a qualification pathway that demonstrates the significance of what 

happens in the baby room. A qualification that meets these criteria would need 

to be free to practitioners and settings to support uptake.  

• In consultation with the sector, the government should introduce regulation of 

group size in the baby room and maintain current ratios (1:3). This is particularly 

relevant as many baby rooms rapidly expand their provision. Group size has 

been shown to be a structural indicator that significantly impacts on process 

quality, with smaller group sizes being more conducive to high-quality practice 

with babies. Similarly, smaller ratios have been shown to significantly impact 

on process quality. Consultation with the sector is needed to ensure that any 

new requirements (e.g. relating to group size) are aligned with what is viable 

and can be supported among providers.   

Recommendations for training and advocacy sector organizations 

• Training and advocacy organizations play an important role in supporting and 

coordinating the sector to develop a bottom-up, multi-perspectival vision of 

quality that can be translated into a framework for policy-makers.  

• There is currently a lack of baby-specific knowledge and expertise being shared 

across the sector. Therefore, there is a need to work closely with government 

to develop qualification pathways and professional learning that specifically 

relates to the baby room and to working with babies.  

Recommendations for nurseries 

• Nurseries should develop a clear plan for supporting the workforce in the baby 

room, recognising the particular demands and requirements of working with 

under twos. Such a plan needs to include a baby-room-specific approach to 

recruitment, retention, working conditions, and career progression. Nurseries 

must support baby room educators to access high-quality professional learning 

that is specific to the needs of children under two. 

• Group size is a structural indicator that has been shown to significantly impact 

quality, with smaller group sizes in the baby room being more conducive to 

high-quality practice with babies. Nurseries can act immediately to improve 

quality in the baby room by opening multiple baby rooms with small group sizes 
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or, when not possible, at the very least by clustering babies and educators in 

smaller groups within the existing baby room. This is particularly relevant as 

baby room provision rapidly expands due to new government funding for 

eligible parents of babies as young as nine months. 

• Nurseries need to work with baby room educators to identify specific challenges 

and co-create practical solutions that can support educators. For example, the 

settling in of babies into group provision can be a source of stress for babies, 

families and educators. Nurseries should develop practical approaches to 

support the transition, such as limiting the number of babies that can settle in 

at any one time. 

Recommendations for the research community  

• There is an urgent need for more research situated in an English context that 

opens up and facilitates discussions of what quality in the baby room looks and 

feels like according to different stakeholders. This needs to include a focus on 

the experience and perspectives of baby room educators, families and babies 

themselves, as well as on how these perspectives are not fixed in time. The 

scope of such research needs to extend to include babies and families who are 

accessing provision via a childminder.  

• As researchers, we need to grow our confidence in using currently available 

measures of process quality in English baby rooms and seeing what results are 

yielded. This should open up new possibilities regarding ways to measure 

process quality that are dynamic, multi-perspectival and multi-faceted. That is, 

we need to be innovative when it comes to measuring quality in the baby room 

but this innovation can flow from an experimentation with measures that are 

currently available.   

The findings presented here are the first output from our project on achieving high-

quality provision in the baby room of English nurseries, and the recommendations we 

make feed into the subsequent parts of our research. Our next step is to engage 

directly with 300+ baby room educators and nursery managers across England to 

probe their experiences of working in and managing the baby room and their 

perspectives on quality in the baby room. The project will culminate in a series of 

workshops designed to generate a sector-led vision of what quality looks and feels like 

in the baby room and a framework for achieving this vision.  
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Introduction 
As we write, the English government is undertaking a significant expansion of 

subsidised early childhood education and care (ECEC), with provision extending to 

children as young as nine months of age for the first time. This opens the door to a 

complex and largely unexplored conversation in England about what high-quality care 

and education in the baby room looks and feels like, and how this compares with 

current realities. In response to this context, this project aims to kickstart the 

conversation about how we define, measure and support high-quality provision in the 

baby rooms of English nurseries. It focuses particularly on the experiences, 

qualifications and skills of the workforce serving 0-2-year-olds, and aims to develop a 

cohesive and collaborative vision for the future of this workforce. We are focused on 

group-based provision of all kinds (including state-maintained nurseries, private 

nurseries and social enterprise or charitable settings). Childminders though, who 

provide care in domestic or non-domestic premises, are outside the scope of this 

study. 

The project is divided into three parts. First, we open up the debate about quality in 

the baby room by drawing together existing academic and grey literature discussing 

quality in relation to provision for children under two around the world. Second, 

recognising that a qualified and skilled workforce are a key element of high-quality 

provision at any stage of the education system, we will explore status, sense of 

professionalism and professional learning among educators working in the baby room 

of English nurseries. This will help us to assess the strengths, weaknesses, and gaps 

in the current preparation of and support for baby room educators. Finally, we will bring 

sector leaders together in workshops designed to develop an exciting and realistic 

vision of the future of developing quality in the baby room. From these three strands 

of work, a clear vision will be translated into concrete recommendations for 

government bodies and training providers regarding how to support ECEC providers 

to work towards high-quality provision in the baby room.  

This report shares findings from the first strand of research, which comprised a 

desktop review of both the academic and grey literature focused on ECEC provision 

for 0-2-year-olds around the world.  
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Research Design 

Approaching the Desktop Review 

The first part of the work brings together academic and grey literature from around the 

world focused specifically on group-based ECEC provision for children aged 0-2 years 

old. This enables us to provide a snapshot of the broad issues related to the definition 

and operationalization of quality in provision for infants and toddlers, as well as 

examining the professionalism, status and professional learning of baby room 

educators in different parts of the world.  

A note on Language 

We recognise that terminology in this field is complex and context-specific. We use 

the term ‘babies’ to refer to 0-2 year olds and the phrase ‘the baby room’ to refer to 

the nursery provision dedicated to this age group. In other parts of the world, the 

language around this provision is different. For example, in the USA the terms ‘infants’ 

(0-1 year olds) and ‘toddlers’ (1-3 year olds) are used, and this is echoed in many 

other parts of the world. Our focus on 0-2 year olds is unusual in the global context, 

with the exception of Australian and New Zealand systems, which appear to operate 

with similar age categories to the English system. We use ‘babies’ and ‘the baby room’ 

because these are familiar terms to the English sector and our work is co-produced 

with this sector.  

Search 1: Academic Literature   

The searches for academic literature on high-quality provision for 0-2 year olds were 

conducted via the database Education Research Complete. We searched for 

permutations of the following terms:  

• Babies OR Toddlers OR Infants AND  

• Early Childhood Education and Care  

We did not use the search term ‘quality’ because we found that by doing this, we were 

excluding many articles we knew to be relevant. For example, various articles 

discussed how to support high-quality provision in the baby room without using the 

language of ‘quality’; instead, they talked about ‘best practice’ or ‘principled practice’ 

or more specific terms, such as ‘meaningful interactions’. By keeping the search broad, 

we could be sure that we were not leaving out important literature that would inform 

our findings.  

The results were filtered to include only peer-reviewed journal articles published in 

English in 2010 or later. The search produced 982 results. After sifting by title, 241 

articles were identified as potentially relevant. Following a further process of sifting by 
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abstract and excluding articles to which we did not have full access, we were left with 

a total of 137 relevant articles.  

When sifting, our inclusion criteria were that the article focused on what happens in 

group-based ECEC rather than home-based provision or the home-learning 

environment for babies. The article needed to have relevance for children aged 0-2 

years, but we recognised that sometimes the age group of focus would straddle this 

category (e.g. with a focus on 1-3 year olds, or 0-5 year olds). Finally, the article 

needed to have an implication for our discussions of quality, such as: sharing 

perceptions of quality among various stakeholders; offering a definition or a vision of 

quality for this age group; exploring the conditions for quality; assessing quality in a 

particular context; or evaluating a programme designed to improve quality. The most 

common reasons we had for excluding articles were that they did not focus on the right 

age group, that they were focused on babies’ development but not on ECEC provision, 

or that the focus did not have a clear implication for quality. For example, where the 

article was an open-ended exploration of babies’ or educators’ experiences in the baby 

room without an implication for our discussions of quality, it was excluded.  

To make it feasible to approach the 137 articles identified as relevant, we separated 

this list into two rounds of reading: List A and List B. List A comprised those articles 

that, based on the title and abstract, would help us to understand the field more 

broadly. They were more directly relevant to our questions about high-quality 

provision. Additionally, where an author had produced many papers on a similar topic, 

List A limited our selection of their outputs to just 1-2 key articles that would help us to 

understand their overall perspective and contribution to the field. Articles that focused 

on a more specific aspect of quality (such as mathematical learning, or outdoor play) 

were left for consideration in the second round of reading.  

List A included 56 articles, which were read and analysed first. For each article, we 

made notes on the ways in which quality was defined and conceptualised, whether 

quality was measured (and if so, how) and any implications for our understanding of 

how high-quality provision can be supported. Through this in-depth analysis, we 

developed a categorisation system to help us understand how the literature in the field 

is organised. Our categories distinguished between articles that were presenting a 

particular vision of high-quality provision, versus those that were interested in 

measurements of process quality, or those which looked for relationships between 

structural variables and performance on process quality measures. List B, which 

included 81 articles, was then categorised in the same way, which enabled us to 

identify any items on List B that appeared to do something novel and needed to be 

read in more depth.  

Search 2: Grey Literature 

To search the grey literature, we used a generic Google search, filtering items 

published in English since 2010. The search terms used were similar to the ones used 

for the academic literature. The first search used the following terms:  
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• Infants OR Babies OR Toddlers AND  

• Early Childhood Education 

We reviewed the first 10 pages of results, excluding duplicate and irrelevant results. 

We tested a slightly expanded search by adding the words ‘and care’ to Early 

Childhood Education, in line with the search terms of the academic literature. This 

addition produced similar results, just listed in a slightly different order. The only 

change of note was that it produced more ‘generic’ results, for example leading to the 

main page or the ECEC section of an organization’s website. It also led to a few 

government documents from Wales and Scotland focused on children aged birth to 

five, which we retained for context.  

In the case of the grey literature, we decided to run a second search including the 

word ‘quality’. The second search, therefore, used the terms: 

• Infants OR babies OR toddlers AND 

• Quality 

Interestingly, adding ‘quality’ to the search terms produced few new results.  

In total the Google search results for these iterations produced 300 results. After sifting 

the list to exclude results that belonged to the peer-reviewed literature or with links 

that were not working, 206 items were identified as potentially relevant. 

As with the academic literature, we reviewed these results applying the following 

inclusion criteria: the item had to focus on children aged 0-2 years in group provision 

(not home-based provision, or in the home learning environment), with some flexibility 

on the age range, and it needed to be about quality or have an implication for our 

discussions of quality. Applying these criteria, we retained and downloaded 41 items 

and proceeded with a more in-depth review. A further 21 items were then excluded. 

The key reasons for exclusion were that despite the mention of ‘quality’ in the title or 

the intention, the focus of the item was strictly health-related or generic on early 

childhood development; focused on activities, play ideas or milestones, usually as a 

simple list with a brief explanation. Some items were excluded because they were 

short blogs, opinion pieces or lacking in-depth discussion or the source was a 

government or large-scale training provider. In the latter case, we agreed to return to 

these items in the second phase of this project.  

We were left with a final count of 20 items of grey literature to review. Each item was 

read and analysed following a template with key areas of interest to note such as: 

whether quality was defined and/or conceptualised (and, if so, how); whether quality 

was measured (and if so, how) and whether any implications for how quality can be 

supported were provided. 

The grey literature search comprised two additional steps. First, we carried out a 

targeted search and analysis of websites that either emerged from the Google search 

or the team had identified to be of key organizations working in the pedagogical, 
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research and policy space on quality provision for babies. This led us to analyse the 

websites of the following organizations:  

• Zero to Three https://www.zerotothree.org/  

• The Education Hub https://theeducationhub.org.nz/ 

• National Association for the Education of Young Children 

https://www.naeyc.org/ 

• European Education Area - quality education and training for all 

https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/early-childhood-education-

and-care 

• Early Head Start https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov  

• CLASP https://www.clasp.org  

Second, we reviewed regulatory and guidance documents produced by English 

government bodies relating to ECEC provision with the goal of using them as an 

important framework to contextualize the work we will carry out in phase two and three 

of the project. Key documents reviewed were: 

• The early years foundation stage (EYFS) statutory framework 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-

framework--2 [both the EYFS statutory framework for group and school-

based providers valid until Nov. 1 2024 and the one in use from Nov. 1 2024] 

• Development matters 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--

2/development-matters 

• Birth to 5 matters https://birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2021/03/Birthto5Matters-download.pdf  

• Ofsted Best Start in Life series 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-

review-for-early-years 

While Birth to 5 matters is not a government document, and therefore not official 

guidance, we wanted to acknowledge it as a key document when it comes to 

supporting practice in England.  

Recommendations and Final Searches 

We presented our preliminary findings to the project advisory group and asked them 

to recommend their top readings in this field, whether academic literature or grey 

literature. We also spoke with six local authorities about relevant literature that needed 

to be included. This led us to identify a further two items that were integrated into the 

academic literature analysis.  

https://www.zerotothree.org/why-0-3/
https://theeducationhub.org.nz/
https://www.naeyc.org/
https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/early-childhood-education-and-care
https://education.ec.europa.eu/education-levels/early-childhood-education-and-care
https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/
https://www.clasp.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-framework--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-years-foundation-stage-framework--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--2/development-matters
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/development-matters--2/development-matters
https://birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Birthto5Matters-download.pdf
https://birthto5matters.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Birthto5Matters-download.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-review-for-early-years
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/best-start-in-life-a-research-review-for-early-years
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Discussions with the advisory group and six local authorities made us acutely aware 

of the presence of a previous English project that specifically focused on practice in 

the baby room, led by Sacha Powell and Kathy Goouch. Research for this project took 

place more than 10 years ago but it is fascinating to see the resonances between that 

and this project and to see our own findings in light of what Powell and Goouch 

produced. We will continue to reflect on the similarities between these projects and 

understand what has changed in the time between the two projects.  

The advisory group also suggested we re-run the searches outlined above using the 

term ‘childcare’ rather than ‘early childhood education and care’ as they suspected 

that this change in language would produce additional results. We took their advice 

and found that using the term ‘childcare’ led us to identify 26 additional items that were 

integrated into the academic literature analysis, while no additional items were 

integrated into the grey literature analysis. Interestingly, applying the term ‘childcare’ 

in the grey literature search produced many more results that were targeting parents 

and carers, particularly around the discussion of whether childcare is an appropriate 

choice in the case of babies. We did not include these items as they do not match our 

criteria, but it is potentially a helpful observation for understanding the wider context 

of this research. This made for a total of 165 academic articles and 20 grey literature 

items. 

Analysis  

In the first round of analysis, we developed conclusions that were specific to each type 

of literature, distinguishing between conclusions we could draw from the academic 

literature and conclusions we could draw from the grey literature. However, as 

expected, there was a lot of overlap between the academic and grey literature and we 

present our findings below without making this distinction. Conclusions emerged 

through a series of presentations and dialogues occurring among the team and with 

the advisory group. To elucidate our findings, we home in particular examples of 

literature below that either help to illustrate a particular point we wish to make or for 

pieces of literature that stand out as particularly insightful in understanding the field 

and the topic.  
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Findings 

Types of Research, Geographical Context and Age Range  

Before delving into the key findings relating to the conceptualisation, measurement 

and conditions of quality, we present a brief overview of the key features of the 

literature we analysed. This includes the type of research, its geographical context and 

the age bracket of children included in the literature.  

The majority of the grey literature originated from the USA (nine), with a smaller 

number from New Zealand and England (five) and only one in Australia. 

 

Figure 1. Number of items across the grey literature, by country of origin  

The age range discussed in the grey literature reflects the way the country of origin 

classifies different age groups. In many cases, the age was not even specified beyond 

the general reference to ‘infants and toddlers’, which in the USA-based literature refers 

to children ages zero to three, or ‘babies’, which in the other three countries refers to 

children ages zero to two. None of the items in the grey literature focused on any 

specific subgroup of these children (zero to one, one to two etc.) and one of the items 

from England related to the Early Years Foundation Stage, therefore to children ages 

zero to four.   

In the academic literature, the majority of the research conducted was quantitative (76 

articles), followed by qualitative (49 articles).  

9

5

5

1

USA

New Zealand

England

Australia
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Figure 2. Number of items across the academic literature, by type of research 

 

The majority of academic articles (43) were based on research conducted in the USA, 

followed by Australia (35). The UK contributed 7 articles to this list. This geographical 

distribution in the data flags the need to think deeply about how national context 

influences the conceptualisations, measures, and supports for quality across the 

world. As a result of this geographical bias, how quality is understood in the USA and 

Australia becomes the basis for how it is conceptualised and researched in other parts 

of the world. Moreover, this data shows that the UK has a large opportunity to 

contribute in a more robust way to the literature around quality for children under two 

years old. We acknowledge that due to us including only articles that have been 

published in English, this has skewed the numbers towards English-speaking 

countries. 

49
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Research Type
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Figure 3. Number of items across the grey literature, by country of origin  

 

Of the academic articles in this desktop review, 58 were squarely within our desired 

age range (0-1 years old, 0-2 years old, 1 year old, 1-2 years old). As noted in the 

section titled A note on language, this is due partially to the context-specific 

understandings of how old a ‘baby’, ‘infant’, and ‘toddler’ are. Two thirds of the 

literature in this review attend to slightly older children in addition to children under the 

age of 2, showing how the youngest children are most likely to be marginalised. 
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0-4 years old 5 

0-5 years old 4 

0-6 years old 1 

0-8 years old 1 

1 year old 2 

1-2 years old 4 

1-3 years old 24 

1-5 years old 2 

2 years old 3 

2-3 years old 5 

Age not specified 2 

Table 1. Chart displaying the age range of children across the academic articles 

Defining Quality in the Baby Room  

Across the grey and academic literature, many of the items discussed quality without 

offering a clear, stand-alone definition of what quality meant.  

Implicit definitions of quality  

Quality was often defined implicitly through authors’ broader discussions and how they 

referenced particular elements of practice. In the following articles, for example, quality 

is linked implicitly with these aspects of practice:  

• Shin and Partyka (2017:127) linked quality with the importance of planning 

infant-specific curricula that draw on the power of play. They state that ‘many 

theorists believe that a play-based curriculum is the most powerful means to 

support young children’s language, social-emotional, representational-

symbolic, and cognitive development as well as self-regulation (Casby 2003; 

Chowdhury and Rivalland 2012; Copple and Bredekamp 2009; Fromberg 2002; 

Piaget [1951] 1977).’ By drawing links between play and supporting child 

development, Shin and Partyka (2017) position play as an integral aspect of 

quality provision for babies.  

• Degotardi (2017:42) makes a similar case for joint attention. She states that 

‘joint attention episodes potentially motivate and support learning in the present 

while simultaneously providing infants with opportunities to develop a language 

capacity that will enable them to engage in collaborative-learning interactions 

in the future.’ By linking joint-attention episodes to child development in her 

research, she makes a case for the role of joint attention in quality provision. 
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• Cheeseman (2017:58) links interacting with infants in ways that 

acknowledge and respond to their agency to quality, challenging the readers 

to move beyond ‘care-as-curriculum’ models of pedagogy: ‘Close attention to 

infants’ expressions of interest and intent enables the infant educator not only 

to be responsible for the care, safety and welfare of the infant, but also to be 

‘response-able’.’ Their research, therefore, positions quality provision as 

involving ‘response-able’ interactions. 

• White et al. (2020:372) explores the expectations and emotions around infants’ 

transition into nursery: ‘These results underscore the importance of teacher-

parent–child visits and dialogues prior to the infant starting ECEC, as these 

enable all parties to build rapport. Similarly, the earliest days call for a more 

intense and intimate relationship-building process – a need that often goes 

unrecognised in curriculum, pedagogy or policy.’ From their perspective, quality 

provision begins with how parents and educators work together to settle babies 

into care. 

Elements of quality provision  

On the other hand, in several items of the grey literature, the authors do not attempt 

to define quality or to provide a framework for how to reach a consensus around 

definitions, but instead lay out a series of key elements of quality provision. 

Implicitly, these elements become the definition of quality (Pepper Pot Baby Unit, 

2023; Child Development Council, n.d.; The Florida State University, n.d.; Hargraves, 

2018b) or a guidance for leaders and managers on how to improve quality in their 

setting (Guard, 2024b).  

While reminding us that defining quality is not straightforward, Dalli’s (2014) work 

provides a useful timeline of the evolution of ECEC research on the topic, which the 

author organizes in three waves. The first wave, dating back to the 1960s and 1970s 

was focused on understanding whether out-of-home care was bad for children, 

particularly for those under the age of one. It is this strand of work, which concluded 

that what mattered was not where care happened (in the home or outside the home) 

but the quality of provision, that led the second wave to focus on identifying the key 

elements that make for high-quality ECEC provision. The second wave of research 

identified the three components of the ‘iron triangle’, or what is commonly known as 

‘structural quality’: group size, adult:child ratios, and workforce qualifications. From the 

late 1980s, the third wave of research started to focus on the connections between 

structural and process quality, the latter being about the relationships a child engages 

in and affecting their developmental outcomes. Process quality was referred to 

frequently in the academic literature as a way to conceptualise quality. It is in what 

Dalli identifies as the ‘second wave’ of research that many of the articles we reviewed 

are situated: that is, they identify structural elements of quality that have the potential 

to act as policy levers and can be shown to enable improvements in overall levels of 

(process) quality in settings.  
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In an English project carried out by Kathy Goouch and Sacha Powell on the baby room 

conducted more than ten years ago, a ‘baby room charter’ was developed in 

collaboration with baby room educators to draw attention to facets of quality in the 

baby room, such as continuity of care, knowledgeable teams, and a buddy system 

(Goouch & Powell, 2013). This charter breaks the mould of most of the literature we 

reviewed in that the list of quality indicators is not circular and dependent on 

measurement tools, but rather comes about through collaborative reflection with those 

in practice.  

For many of the articles, quality was defined through the scales and items presented 

as part of a process quality measure. That is, defining and measuring quality became 

a circular process. This is noted as a phenomenon in Fenech’s (2011) literature review 

of quality in early childhood education and care for 0-5 year olds. For example, the 

scales and items that comprise a popular measure of quality among 0-3 year olds, 

such as the Infant/Toddler Environmental Rating Scale (ITERS-R) or the Classroom 

Assessment Scoring System (CLASS-Toddler), are often taken up as a defining list of 

what comprises quality. That is, if the measurement tool offers a score for warm 

interactions, hygienic and safe sleeping arrangements and resource-intensive 

learning, these simultaneously became how quality was defined and conceptualised. 

The issue with this circular approach is that it becomes impossible to critique the 

measurement tools or the conceptualisations of quality underpinning these measures. 

Defining quality in relation to purpose  

A few articles discussed the difficulty of defining quality when there is a lack of national 

or international vision for 0-2 year olds’ provision. Without a stronger sense of purpose 

driving practice in the baby room, it becomes impossible to define what high-quality 

provision is. We see this echoed in the work of McDowall Clark and Bayliss (2012) 

where they speak with early years professionals. They highlight that care for our 

youngest children is ensnared in a context of competing agendas about the purpose 

of the baby room, making it impossible to move in one direction as a sector. We see 

this echoed in the work of Elfer and Page (2015) where their study highlights nursery 

managers who presented conflicting views on what quality means for babies. Without 

a clear vision, the managers faced competing discourses that vied for attention in 

practice such as social anxieties around babies being in non-parental care, competing 

agendas of the baby as agentic or fragile, and a vast array of policy objectives. Both 

of these articles make a clear point: defining quality depends on a shared sense of 

purpose in baby room provision.  

One way of thinking about the purpose of the baby room is to focus wholly on child 

development. That is, that the purpose of the baby room is to support, ensure and 

possibly even accelerate a baby’s development. Of the academic articles reviewed, 

76 made the connection between quality and child development. As Fenech (2011) 

points out, development in these articles tends to be seen in a narrow way with a focus 

on behavioural outcomes (i.e. the appearance or not of ‘problem behaviours’ among 

toddlers and older children) and cognitive outcomes, measured through traditional and 
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problematic non-verbal reasoning assessments. There was little to no focus on a more 

holistic understanding of development, which could take into account other facets of 

learning such as emotional regulation, a wider gamut of social skills, physical 

development and markers of mental and physical wellbeing. While narrow visions and 

measures of child developmental outcomes may be a way of thinking about purpose 

in the baby room and quality provision, it is our contention that this view fails to place 

value on babies’ experiences as they unfold in the here and now and make sense of 

the baby as purely a ‘becoming-child’, who in turn is a ‘becoming-adult’.  

In our analysis of the grey literature, New Zealand stood out as a system that had 

developed a clear vision of high-quality provision for babies based on a fundamental 

respect for babies and their families as they exist in the here and now. The 2017 Early 

Childhood Curriculum sets itself apart from other national curricula we analysed 

through the language used and the goals set in the document. The key principles set 

in the curriculum are empowerment, holistic development, family and community, and 

relationships. The strands, goals and learning outcomes rather than being set in terms 

of commonly used children’s outcomes of physical, socio-emotional and cognitive 

development, revolve around the five areas of wellbeing, belonging, contribution, 

communication and exploration. Relationships are central to the curriculum, to 

pedagogy and to the vision of children as valued from birth. This is reflected in the 

grey literature we found originating from New Zealand, which regards the document 

as “a curriculum with relational connections at its centre.” (Hargraves, 2018b). The 

relationships | ngā hononga principle plays a big part even in the process of assessing 

children’s outcomes whereby “the assessment process will recognise the people, 

places and things that support a child’s learning. Assessment is more likely to be valid 

when the child is assessed by someone who knows them well and is able to recognise 

significant learning over time. All those involved in the education and care of a child 

will be involved in assessment.” (Ministry of Education, 2017: 64). 

Theory-driven definitions of quality  

Some articles defined quality in relation to a particular theoretical lens or focus. In 

these examples, quality was not defined through a measure and was explicitly brought 

to the fore. However, the definition of quality given was driven by a particular view of 

babies and the baby room. For example, six of the articles in the academic literature 

focused on attachment-based practice whereby quality was defined through the lens 

of attachment theory. Dolby et al. (2023) looked at a quality intervention that rested on 

attachment theory, asserting that having an adult as a secure base who can contain a 

child’s difficult emotions can be effective in promoting quality in daily transitions. White 

and Redder (2015) also operationalised attachment theory to explore how educator 

proximity is key in pedagogy with babies, specifically if the educator proximity occurs 

between a child and adult with a deep attachment relationship. In these cases, the 

conceptualisations of quality were driven by the focus of the article, i.e., attachment, 

as opposed to a broader understanding of what quality means for babies. 
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Other ways in which quality was seen through a particular theoretical lens or focus in 

the academic literature are included below.  

• 19 articles focused on quality through the lens of training for educators and 

professional learning. Part of this body of work, as evidenced through Rockel 

(2014) and Gilken, Longley, and Crosby (2023) note that qualification programs 

should have elements that specifically focus on the infants and toddlers, giving 

baby room educators space to develop the specific knowledge and skills they 

need to provide high quality provision to babies. This is discussed further in the 

‘supports for quality section’. 

• Eight articles looked at quality through the lens of workforce conditions. For 

example, Henry, Hatfield, and Chandler (2023) and Kwon et al. (2020) posit 

that workforce wellbeing needs to be seen as a fundamental component of 

quality in early childhood education, including in the baby room. A workforce in 

distress is a classroom in distress, creating low quality environments for 

children as well as educators. Therefore, quality provision involves reducing 

work-based stress and fostering supportive factors for educators. In the grey 

literature, Chaudry and Sandstrom (2020) offer a similar perspective. 

Discussing the US context, Jessen-Howard, Malik, and Falgout (2020:10) posit 

that low pay, a key feature of the ECEC workforce, not only harms the quality 

of care but also contributes to racial inequity within the ECEC workforce in the 

USA, where most baby room educators are women of colour.  

• In addition to being important for the wellbeing of the workforce, good 

workforce conditions were remarked as being crucial to retain the workforce 

and, therefore, to ensure child care stability and the continuity of child-

caregiver relationships, a crucial element of process quality (Chaudry and 

Sandstrom, 2020; Zero to Three, 2021) 

• Five articles focused on quality through the lens of transitions (both into group 

provision for the first time and daily transitions). For example, Macagno and 

Molina (2020) and Tebet et al. (2020) take a particular interest in the settling in 

process, called inserimento in Italian. They take a particular interest in the 

relationships that develop during the settling in process, the role of attachment 

during this time, and the vast array of factors that can shape the settling in 

period. White et al. (2020) also reveals a complicated web of emotions and 

expectations that families and educators navigate as a baby enters group 

provision. Their work implies that quality involves intentionally and thoughtfully 

navigating transitions and building strong, reciprocal relationships between 

families, educators, and babies.  

• Quality was considered twice through the lens of outdoor provision. 

Josephidou, Kemp, and Durrant (2021) and Kemp and Josephidou (2023) 

describe how outdoor provision is highly regarded in research for children over 

the age of two, but that the research for under twos is lacking. They describe 
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and add to ‘a small but growing body of research starting to explore how ‘quality’ 

can be understood in relation to very young children and how their 

developmental needs of moving, sensing and sleeping can be met in the 

outdoor environment.’ (Josephidou, Kemp, and Durrant, 2021:927). 

• The importance of relationships and relational pedagogy features in several 

items of the literature (Zero to Three, 2021), but it is the literature originating in 

New Zealand that brings them centre stage (Hargraves, 2018b; Higgins, 2010). 

Hargraves (2018a) discussed at length how strong, attuned relationships 

support children’s resilience and security, and refer not only to relationships 

with other people, but also with places and things.  

While it is important to recognise how these articles might feed into a broader 

understanding of quality, they may also narrow in on a specific aspect of practice in 

the baby room and explore what quality looks and feels like in this particular domain – 

but they do not offer an overarching vision of quality in the baby room.  

Visions of quality according to other stakeholders  

By and large, conceptualisations of quality presented in the articles and reports were 

top-down in that they came from researchers or policy-makers. There were some 

exceptions to this, which highlight the need to develop a vision of quality that emanates 

from various stakeholders in the sector including babies, families and educators. We 

have included a few examples of this below: 

• Cheeseman (2017), Fukkink (2022), and Seland, Sandseter, and Bratterud 

(2015) consider how quality is constructed from the perspective of babies. We 

see a view of quality where educators view and respond to children as active 

and capable agents in their learning. This involves paying attention to their 

wellbeing in the present, not just what their learning and development means 

for their future, when thinking about quality. Their work comes together to say 

that children’s voices should be listened to when measuring quality in ECEC 

settings as they are the receivers of the quality we are measuring. 

• Similarly, Guard (2024a) examines the ways babies communicate their needs 

and experiences in nursery environments and how educators respond to these 

interactions. The author emphasizes that babies are active, communicative 

beings whose voices can significantly shape their environments when 

appropriately supported. Babies use distinct, strategic patterns of 

communication—such as gestures, vocalizations, teasing, and humour—to 

engage adults and foster a sense of belonging. These actions are intentional 

and draw upon their relational histories. The quality of interactions depends 

heavily on educators’ emotional availability and responsiveness. However, the 

study also highlights tensions between educators' aspirations for meaningful 

interactions and the demands of institutional practices and policies, which often 

prioritize efficiency over relational caregiving. 
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• Scopelliti & Musatti (2013:1037) specifically researched the elements that 

parents value when thinking about quality. Parents valued their children’s 

educational experiences, being connected to other parents, and having 

opportunities to chat with educators. In this way, the families presented 

nuanced, holistic considerations of quality that went beyond traditional 

measures. Furthermore, to quote the authors, ‘Parents emerge as competent 

evaluators of child care quality, as they express differentiated judgments about 

the various dimensions of the service.’ 

• Alvestad et al. (2014) in particular considered educator reflections on quality 

for children aged 1-3 years old. Pulling on the experiences of the educators, the 

authors make a strong case for placing more focus on younger children and 

their needs, and to achieve this through a revised curriculum and through in-

service courses and initial training. Educators are on the ground everyday with 

children, and they are well versed in the needs of their classrooms and what 

they need to achieve and maintain high quality provision. Listening to their 

expert voices, alongside babies and families, is necessary in conversations 

around high-quality provision. 

Summary  

To summarise, our review shows that the literature often avoids offering an explicit 

definition of quality in the baby room, and instead relies on implicit and circular 

definitions of quality that over-rely on tools for measuring quality. Some articles 

present a clear vision of quality but do this with a particular focus brought to the fore, 

such as attachment-based practice or outdoor provision. There is a growing 

recognition that how we think about quality in the baby room needs to come from the 

bottom-up, through a deeper consultation with babies, families and educators in the 

baby room. However, this is difficult when there is confusion around the purpose of 

the baby room and competing agendas about what provision for 0-2 year olds is 

designed to do.  

Measuring Quality in the Baby Room  

Most of the grey literature does not offer a critical discussion of how to measure quality 

in the baby room beyond a simple reference to commonly used measurement tools. 

In a few readings, particularly those originating in the USA, the focus is mostly on 

structural quality, which can easily be measured through licensing and monitoring. 

Process quality can be measured through tools, such as ITERS and the CLASS-

Toddler instruments, which we will explore below, but because collecting reliable data 

through these tools is expensive, structural quality indicators are often used as proxy 

measures for quality (Chaudry and Sandstrom, 2020). In some cases, early childhood 

programme accreditations can end up serving as a proxy measure for high-quality 

ECEC (Harris, Pines, and Diamond, 2023; Workman and Jessen-Howard, 2018; 

NAEYC, n.d.).  
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The evidence is clear though, that while structural quality is a key enabler for process 

quality, in itself it is not enough to guarantee high-quality ECEC provision, whereby 

process quality has the most proximal impact. The most common measures of process 

quality in the academic literature were:  

• The infant, toddler, and where needed, preschool version of the Environment 

Rating Scale (ITERS or the ECERS) was used in 31 articles.  

• The infant, toddler, and where needed, preschool version of the CLASS was 

used in 20 articles.  

• The Caregiver Interaction Profile/Scale (CIP/CIS) was used in 10 articles. 

The most popular measures, ITERS-R and CLASS-Toddlers, are both US-based tools 

developed to support continuous quality improvement initiatives. The ITERS-R looks 

at the following domains: space and furnishing, personal care routines, listening and 

talking, activities, interactions, programme structure, and parents and staff. 

(Environmental Rating Scale, n.d.). The CLASS-Toddler looks at two domains: 

emotional and behavioural support and engaged support for leaning (Castle et al., 

2016). There is a wealth of evidence demonstrating their reliability and validity as 

measures of process quality. Having said this, both measures have been criticised for 

the way in which particular items are weighted in the tool.  

For example, some researchers argue that there may not be enough of an emphasis 

on warm and loving interactions in these measures of process quality (Bjornestad et 

al., 2020; Eliassen et al. 2018; Eckhardt and Egert, 2020). Alternative tools address 

this concern to some extent. For example, the Caregiver Interaction Profile (CIP) was 

developed by Arnett in 1986 (Colwell et al., 2014). This tool focuses on how particular 

individuals interact with the babies in their care by looking at the following domains: 

sensitive responsiveness, respect for children´s autonomy, structuring and limit 

setting, verbal communication, developmental stimulation, and fostering positive peer 

interactions (Helmerhorst, 2015; Reijman et al., 2024). In contrast to the ITERS-R and 

the CLASS-Toddler, the CIP focuses exclusively on the nature of educator-child 

interactions. 

Furthermore, when the ITERS-R and CLASS-Toddler measures are used in other 

parts of the world, particular items and scales can be problematic. For example:  

• Biersteker et al. (2016) describes how these tools needed to be adapted to the 

South African context, with some elements of the measures still falling short. 

Many elements of the scale were inappropriate for the realities of ECEC in 

South Africa. For example, the ITERS and ECERS place an emphasis on free 

play in a resource rich environment, and there was uncertainty about the extent 

to which this translates to localized understandings of quality. Moreover, these 

measures did not address important components of South African ECEC, such 

as multilingualism and linking centre provision to health and social services. 
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• Bjornestad and Os (2018:117) offer a clear description of how they adapted the 

ITERS-R to the Norwegian context: ‘Given the cultural bias in the ITERS-R 

scale, it has been adapted for use in a Norwegian context. Some of the 

adjustments take the form of clarifications concerning how indicators express 

themselves in Norwegian ECEC. Other minor adjustments have to do with 

Norwegian cultural beliefs concerning childhood (e.g. an emphasis on outdoor 

play and sleeping outside regardless of weather conditions, along with the 

expectation that every Norwegian child should appreciate nature from a very 

young age (Kaarby and Tandberg in progress).’ After the tool was adjusted and 

used for evaluations, it revealed that Norwegian toddler care in this study had 

low quality scores; the authors wondered if part of these low scores may be 

attributed to cultural bias in the ITERS-R. Both examples in the Norwegian and 

South African context lead to questions about how the cultural specificity of 

quality measures weigh heavily on the outcomes of quality evaluations. 

Another criticism of the most common tools was that they depended on intensive 

observation of practice and a trained observer, leading to lengthy and expensive 

investments to use the tools. Some of the articles we reviewed offered less time-

intensive measures:  

• Linberg et al. (2019) compared staff questionnaires (specifically the second 

and third wave of the National Education Panel Study Starting Cohort 1) with 

the German version of the ITERS-R. They found that staff-reported quality is, 

to a certain extent, a reliable quality indicator, particularly for assessing 

structural quality and offering snapshots of overall quality. This is useful as the 

staff questionnaires are more cost and time efficient than observational 

methods which tend to dominate measures of quality.  

• Perlman et al. (2017) explored how the AQI (a classroom measure for structural 

and process quality) is an efficient measure of global classroom quality. It has 

several domains that considers elements such as the materials available, the 

activities planned, and interactions between peers, children and staff, and 

colleagues. As the AQI is a more efficient quality measure (based on this study), 

it can be used more often. Efficient measures of quality are key to regular quality 

testing, which can support quality improvement efforts and potentially become 

a tool of reflection for educators.  

To summarise, there are validated tools available that can be used in the baby room 

to examine process quality. It is important to remember that these are just tools and 

that they cannot offer us a deeper conceptualisation of what quality looks and feels 

like. The most popular measures, ITERS-R and CLASS-Toddler, enable global scores 

of process quality within a setting’s baby room, but they need to be adapted for cultural 

sensitivity. Other measures have been developed to more specifically focus on 

caregiver interactions, and these can be used in conjunction with ITERS-R and 

CLASS-Toddler to develop a more thorough understanding of the adults’ interactions 

with babies. The literature offers some experimental ways of measuring process 
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quality in the baby room that are less time-intensive and therefore less expensive to 

carry out, but these developments are in an early stage.   

A few items from the grey literature open up the conversation around the need to move 

beyond these measurement tools and even beyond a narrow focus on ECEC-related 

components. Dalli’s (2014:1) description of the third wave of research on quality is that 

of a move to a ‘definition and conceptualization that quality is not static nor universal.’ 

The third wave of research brings together structural and process quality and links to 

socio-cultural context, ‘leading to a new philosophical orientation that asked “Who says 

what is quality?” (Moss and Pence, 1994; Woodhead, 1996). This positioned the 

notion of quality as multi-perspectival, contestable and multi-dimensional’. With this in 

mind, it is fair to conclude that the literature on measuring quality has not kept pace 

with this shift in thinking. We have not, for example, developed measures that can be 

used with various stakeholders to explore quality in a more dynamic and richer way. 

Part of developing a vision and framework for quality in the baby room is therefore 

about exploring alternative approaches to measuring quality.  

Supporting Quality in the Baby Room 

The grey literature we analysed can be split into two groups based on its approach to 

proving recommendations for how to support quality in the baby room. On one side is 

the literature that discusses quality in terms of a set of elements that need to be 

present for out-of-home provision to be of high quality. On the other side is the 

literature that looks at quality mostly in terms of structural elements that can be 

regulated and monitored by the government, and therefore have straightforward policy 

implications.  

In the first group of readings, supporting quality is understood in terms of supporting 

settings and educators in ensuring the elements identified as key for quality provision 

are in place. Some of the factors discussed are: health and safety practices, age-

appropriate environments, stimulating and developmentally appropriate materials, 

relational pedagogy, a primary caregiver approach and continuity of care, parental 

involvement, play-based learning approach, established routines, the promotion of 

inclusivity and diversity, and more (Pepper-pot Baby Unit, 2023; Dalli et al., 2011; Child 

Development Council, n.d.; Hargraves, 2018a). In all these cases there is also a 

general acknowledgment, either implicitly or explicitly stated, that first and foremost 

overarching systemic regulations need to be in place to ensure key structural elements 

of quality are in place. The literature addressing structural quality, and in particular the 

three areas of the ‘iron triangle’ agreed about the parameters that government 

regulations should impose. Below are the key ones: 

• Adult:child ratio should be very low, preferably at 1:3, albeit acknowledging that 

‘on their own ratios are not sufficient to guarantee good outcomes; they interact 

with higher levels of staff satisfaction, which interact with factors like appropriate 

levels of remuneration, pre-service and in-service training.’ (Dalli, 2014:3) 
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Some conceded that with older babies/toddler ratios could be pushed to 1:4 at 

maximum. 

• Beyond ratios, a small group size is also important and while an optimal size 

was not identified in many items we reviewed, a group size of no more than 6 

– 8 babies was suggested as good practice (Banghart et al., 2002; Zero to 

Three, 2021; Dalli et al., 2011). 

• It was widely agreed that higher level and specialised training for work with 

infants and toddlers is required to ensure their knowledge of very young 

children remains current and in tune with a changing society (Banghart et al., 

2002; Dalli, 2014). 

• At national level, a high-quality curriculum (Ofsted, 2023) and in particular ‘a 

curriculum with relational connections at its centre’ is needed (Hargraves, 

2018a, b), in recognition that children learn from birth but that to thrive they 

need sensitive, responsive caregiving and emotionally attuned interactions as 

well as low stress environments (Dalli et al., 2011; Gaunt; 2024). 

In the academic literature, 28 of the articles examined the relationship between at least 

one structural variable and scores on a measure of process quality. The most common 

structural variables that were investigated were:  

• Educator qualifications/education/training (21 articles) 

• Adult:child ratios (12 articles)  

• Group sizes (8 articles) 

Of these investigations, there was conclusive evidence that the following structural 

variables influence process quality in 0-2 year old provision:  

• Training, professional learning and qualifications have been repeatedly shown 

to positively correlate with process quality (Degotardi, 2010; Baron et al., 2023, 

Bjornestad and Os, 2018). The case has also been made by Rockel (2014) and 

Gilken, Longley, and Crosby (2023) that qualifications must be specifically 

targeted to baby room educators. Training for working with pre-schoolers and 

older toddlers cannot be ‘trickled down’ to babies; baby room educators require 

and deserve specialised training that speaks to the strengths, needs, and 

experiences of our youngest children.   

• Low adult:child ratios have been shown to correlate with higher process quality 

for young children (Wysłowska & Slot, 2020; Luo et al., 2024; and Coleman, 

Hestenes, and Ozdemir, 2022). 

• Small group size has been shown to correlate with higher process quality in 

studies by Barros et al. (2016), Degotardi, Han, and Torr (2018), and 

Helmerhorst, Colonnesi, and Fukkink (2019). 

Beyond statistically determined relationships, many of the articles that challenged 

dominant perceptions of what quality is and how we think about it put forward the case 
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that in order to support quality we first need to have a clear vision of quality 

underpinned by a shared sense of purpose (McDowall Clark and Bayliss, 2012). Once 

we understand more clearly what we are trying to achieve in the baby room and what 

the ideal outcomes are, we can develop a clear sense of the conditions required to 

achieve this.  

To summarise, the conditions for quality have been explored mostly in terms of 

structural levers, such as the qualifications of baby room educators, group sizes and 

ratios. The academic literature on these topics demonstrates that there is enough 

evidence to conclude that educator qualifications matter for quality in the baby room 

and that baby-specific professional learning is of importance. The literature also shows 

a strong connection between lower group sizes and lower ratios when it comes to 

supporting high-quality practice in the baby room. While the statistical evidence is 

important, we also need to bear in mind that much of the literature points toward the 

need for a clear vision around the social purpose of the baby room (i.e. what the baby 

room provides, for whom, and for what reason it is provided) and what quality looks 

and feels like in relation to this purpose.  
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Conclusion: What we know at this point 
and how it relates to current provision in 
England 
Our findings show that defining quality is not straightforward and that how we 

conceptualise high-quality provision in the baby room depends ultimately on having a 

clear vision of what purpose the baby room serves. In relation to this point, England 

needs to take inspiration from other parts of the world to clarify the purpose of the baby 

room and the lens through which we make sense of it. The baby room may be 

conceptualised as primarily a support system for a) child developmental outcomes, b) 

a more holistic approach to child learning and wellbeing, c) babies in the context of 

their families, d) as whole, complete people in the context of their communities or e) 

as childcare to enable parents to undertake paid work, and it would be possible to 

imagine other purposes not listed here. Without clarity around the purpose of the baby 

room, it becomes difficult to state what we mean by high-quality provision. Our review 

of the literature shows that this is not an uncommon situation among national contexts, 

but there are also global cases that we recommend drawing inspiration from. New 

Zealand, for example, has developed a clear and thoughtful pathway through 

articulating purpose and vision for quality provision with babies, which then translates 

into frameworks and quality improvement initiatives.  

In terms of measuring process quality, we can see that there are validated tools 

available that are being used around the world: most notably, the ITERS (and its latest 

editions), the CLASS-Toddler, and the Caregiver Interaction Profile. None of the 

English literature we reviewed had applied any of these process quality measures in 

English baby rooms. It would be helpful to do this; but simultaneously, there is clearly 

a need to develop measures of quality that draw on the perspectives and experiences 

of various stakeholders. How we think about, and measure, quality needs to draw on 

multiple perspectives, and so parents/carers, educators and babies themselves need 

to be part of the next iteration of research on how to measure quality. We cannot rely 

exclusively on top-down, researcher-created measures of quality in the baby room.  

Finally, the research is conclusive in its demonstration that certain structural variables 

matter for process quality in the baby room. The education and qualifications of baby 

room educators are important and make a difference to the quality of provision for 

babies’ day to day. In particular, qualifications and professional learning that have an 

explicit focus on the youngest age group, make a difference to the practice that unfolds 

in the baby room. With this finding in mind, the English context is concerning, since 

the majority of staff employed in nursery are educated to Level 3 standard. In the baby 

room, we tend to find the least qualified and least experienced practitioners (Guard, 

2024a; Goouch & Powell, 2013). Furthermore, the professional learning landscape in 

England relating to babies is relatively barren. There are no widely recognised and 

accredited qualifications that relate specifically to practice with babies. This is a gap 

that needs to be addressed with urgency. When we look at the research on ratios, we 
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find that England has requirements in line with many parts of the world. However, 

when we consider the research on group size, it is concerning that England makes no 

requirement regarding the size of the group of babies. We are aware from our 

conversations with baby room educators and managers that many baby rooms are 

rapidly expanding due to the new subsidies; this could potentially increase group size 

in a way that remains unchecked. There is a need to consider whether a 

recommendation or requirement around group size in the baby room would be 

appropriate.  

In light of our findings, below we provide a few recommendations targeted at different 

stakeholders. 

Recommendations for policy-makers  

• Defining and therefore regulating quality is dependent on a clear vision for what 

quality looks and feels like in the baby room. In turn, this relies on transparency 

around the purpose fulfilled by care and education in the baby room. How we 

define quality in the baby room depends on whether the emphasis is on babies’ 

learning and development, babies’ wellbeing, support for families or working 

parents, or all of these potential outcomes. The government has a key role in 

providing a clearer steer in relation to this purpose and should learn from other 

countries about how to develop a collaborative sector-led vision of practice in 

the baby room, which in turn advances quality.  

• The government should support high-quality provision through a renewed focus 

on the workforce and a more specific support for baby room educators. The 

government must ensure that there is professional learning specifically for baby 

room educators which is accredited and recognised. With public funding now 

entering the baby room, there is a great opportunity for government to plan and 

launch a qualification pathway that demonstrates the significance of what 

happens in the baby room. A qualification that meets these criteria would need 

to be free to practitioners and settings to support uptake.  

• In consultation with the sector, the government should introduce regulation of 

group size in the baby room and maintain current ratios (1:3). This is particularly 

relevant as many baby rooms rapidly expand their provision. Group size has 

been shown to be a structural indicator that significantly impacts on process 

quality, with smaller group sizes being more conducive to high-quality practice 

with babies. Similarly, smaller ratios have been shown to significantly impact 

on process quality. Consultation with the sector is needed to ensure that any 

new requirements (e.g. relating to group size) are aligned with what is viable 

and can be supported among providers.   
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Recommendations for training and advocacy sector 
organizations 

• Training and advocacy organizations play an important role in supporting and 

coordinating the sector to develop a bottom-up, multi-perspectival vision of 

quality that can be translated into a framework for policy-makers.  

• There is currently a lack of baby-specific knowledge and expertise being shared 

across the sector. Therefore, there is a need to work closely with government 

to develop qualification pathways and professional learning that specifically 

relates to the baby room and to working with babies.  

Recommendations for nurseries  

• Nurseries should develop a clear plan for supporting the workforce in the baby 

room, recognising the particular demands and requirements of working with 

under twos. Such a plan needs to include a baby-room-specific approach to 

recruitment, retention, working conditions, and career progression. Nurseries 

must support baby room educators to access high-quality professional learning 

that is specific to the needs of children under two. 

• Group size is a structural indicator that has been shown to significantly impact 

quality, with smaller group sizes in the baby room being more conducive to 

high-quality practice with babies. Nurseries can act immediately to improve 

quality in the baby room by opening multiple baby rooms with small group sizes 

or, when not possible, at the very least by clustering babies and educators in 

smaller groups within the existing baby room. This is particularly relevant as 

baby room provision rapidly expands due to new government funding for 

eligible parents of babies as young as nine months. 

• Nurseries need to work with baby room educators to identify specific challenges 

and co-create practical solutions that can support educators. For example, the 

settling in of babies into group provision can be a source of stress for babies, 

families and educators. Nurseries should develop practical approaches to 

support the transition, such as limiting the number of babies that can settle in 

at any one time. 

Recommendations for the research community  

• There is an urgent need for more research situated in an English context that 

opens up and facilitates discussions of what quality in the baby room looks and 

feels like according to different stakeholders. This needs to include a focus on 

the experience and perspectives of baby room educators, families and babies 

themselves, as well as on how these perspectives are not fixed in time. The 

scope of such research needs to extend to include babies and families who are 

accessing provision via a childminder.  
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• As researchers, we need to grow our confidence in using currently available 

measures of process quality in English baby rooms and seeing what results are 

yielded. This should open up new possibilities regarding ways to measure 

process quality that are dynamic, multi-perspectival and multi-faceted. That is, 

we need to be innovative when it comes to measuring quality in the baby room 

but this innovation can flow from an experimentation with what is currently 

available when it comes to measuring quality with babies.  
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