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The National Minimum Standards (2023, p.5), are the foundational requirements for childcare settings. While compliance with these requirements is required for legal registration and operation, it is critical to recognise that they are the bare minimum required. To effectively provide quality childcare, settings must strive to go beyond these basic guidelines.  This involves going above and beyond to create environments that are not just safe and compliant, but also nurturing, stimulating, and enriching for children. 

Williams (2016, p.97) defines quality as a comprehensive set of internal and external organisational frameworks that include policies, procedures, systems, and practices, that are designed to achieve, maintain, and improve quality. Similarly, Eadie et al. (2022, p.1) divides quality in early childhood into three domains: structural, which includes the learning environment and staff; process, which includes pedagogy and staff’s knowledge about the curriculum; and system, which is the statutory policy and guidance. 
According to Eadie et al. (2022, p.2) there is evidence that high quality early learning experiences help children’s cognitive, language and social development in the short and long term, especially for children from disadvantaged households. However, Ofsted (2016, p.4) suggests that many children from deprived areas face limited access to high quality education, leading to a poor start in life. Recognising the importance of quality, the Childcare Act of 2006 requires local governments and its collaborative partners to improve results for all children and reduce the inequalities between them. The National Strategies (2008, p.6) emphasises that fulfilling this statutory requirement requires the successful implementation of a comprehensive and inclusive strategy, with a focus on delivering high quality early learning and care.  

The National Day Nurseries Association (2024) has a quality improvement scheme called ‘Quality Counts’ that focuses on improving quality standards in nursery settings. Having a quality assurance scheme focused on nursery settings is an advantage as they will have a thorough understanding of early childhood development concepts. This specialised knowledge guarantees that nurseries can provide developmentally appropriate care and learning activities for young children. 

This scheme is designed to develop a culture of teamwork among staff, with a focus on providing high-quality care and learning experiences for children (NDNAUK, 2020). By providing comprehensive training programmes, NDNA guarantees that practitioners in the setting embark on a collective learning journey. NDNAUK (2019) states that this holistic approach empowers the entire staff team, allowing them to take control of their professional development and practice. However, the challenge lies on ensuring that all staff members can attend these enriching training sessions, especially given the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2023) that establish adult-to-child ratios. This constraint may prevent staff members from fully participating in the learning opportunities given. 

Managers can use this inclusive strategy to develop a team of passionate practitioners who excel at self-assessment, celebrating their strengths while also identifying areas for improvement. Effective teams play an important role in achieving common goals such as improving the quality of care and education says Anon (no date). While members of a team may have opposing viewpoints, it is sufficient that they value and respect each other’s individual values, abilities, and experiences. Accepting multiple points of view and backgrounds enriches the team dynamic says Anon (no date) allowing for the combination of many thoughts and ideas. 

While the NDNA Quality Counts scheme emphasises the importance of staff training and development (NDNAUK, 2019), it might overlook the essential component of promoting staff wellbeing within childcare settings. This includes delving into strategies for addressing factors contributing to burnout or stress among childcare practitioners. According to Benchekroun, Cameron and Marmot (2020, p.2) practitioners’ abilities in communication, caregiving and teaching are profoundly influenced by their dedication and overall wellbeing at work. While training is essential for enhancing skills and knowledge, ensuring the wellbeing of staff members is equally sufficient for sustaining quality care. 

A further advantage of the Quality Counts programme is its ability to develop practitioners’ talents as they actively participate in their job role (NDNA, 2016, p.1). This creates an environment where the most skilled and experienced practitioners are maintained, ensuring a workforce that feels highly respected and appreciated within the profession.
This promotes an improvement in quality, as underlined by NDNA (2018/2019), settings have difficulties in maintaining and hiring practitioners. Similarly, OECD (no date ,P.4) states that high staff turnover is a significant factor linked to low quality outcomes for children. When turnover rates are high the continuity of care is disrupted, leads to a range of negative effects. Such as children experiencing less engagement in meaningful activities and the relationship between children and caregivers is disrupted. However, when practitioners feel valued and acknowledged, they are more likely to remain in the field, developing into a valuable asset. Also, according to Brock, Curby and Cannell-Cordier (2018, p.59) children thrive in environments where, practitioners are warm, supporting, and consistent. This loving environment enables children to explore their surroundings, supporting their holistic development. 

In contrast, Early Years Wales (2023) promotes a broader approach to quality assurance through their ‘Quality for All’ scheme. This programme is designed to meet the different needs of childcare settings, including nurseries, day care provisions and childminders says Early Years Wales (2023). This in an advantage of the Quality for all scheme as it has a broad target audience, as it appeals to a wide range of audiences without focusing on a particular type of setting like NDNA’s Quality Counts (NDNA, 2024). This inclusivity enables a more holistic approach to enhancing quality in early years, encouraging collaboration and the exchange of best practices across all types of settings. 

Early Years Wales’s Quality for all scheme aims to empower practitioners by assisting them in identifying best practices and reflecting on areas for improvement (Early Years Wales, 2023). This programme contributes to the improvement of quality in early childhood education setting by encouraging self-evaluation. According to Reed and Canning (2012, p.20), self-evaluation is an essential component of a quality assurance scheme because it encourages proactive reflection, sparks meaningful debates, and raises awareness of areas needing attention. Early Years Wales (2023) emphasises that this process is facilitated by assessors who visit the setting to observe practices and provide guidance to practitioners. This hands-on approach enables practitioners to develop and implement best practices effectively. Assessors being immersed in the daily interactions and dynamics of the setting , can offer tailored advice and support, leveraging their direct observations to address diverse needs effectively. This direct involvement with children allows for a specific approach to quality assurance, ensuring that the strategies and recommendations are responsive and adaptive to the unique circumstances and requirements of each settings need. However, as Durdona (2019, p.144-145) points out observing behaviour in a classroom environment may become a challenge as it might not be a true reflection. For example, the presence of an observer may impact children’s behaviour. 

The Quality for all initiative (Early Years Wales, 2020) requires practitioners to write an evaluation. This requirement has significant value since it encourages practitioners to engage in critical evaluation on their practice, reflecting on which elements are working successfully and identifying areas for improvement. However, the evaluation process could be time-consuming. The process of thoughtful reflection, documentation and analysis requires dedicated time and effort from practitioners who already have an array of responsibilities within their roles. 

A shared disadvantage between the Quality for All programme and Quality counts is the need for a perchance to access the quality assurance scheme. The Quality Counts certification marks costs £1176 (NDNA, 2024), however NDNA members receive a discounted payment of £982. This financial barrier may provide difficulties for smaller settings or individuals with limited budgets, restricting their participation in the Quality Counts assurance programme. 
The Quality for All initiative on the other hand, is a more cost-effective option, with membership fees of £445 and non-member fees of £589 (Early Years Wales, 2018). This lower cost may ease participants financial difficulties, allowing for greater engagement and implementation of quality assurance procedures in the early years sector. 

On the other hand, both Quality for All and Quality Counts provide accreditation marks for settings, indicating their dedication to quality. According to Early Years Wales (2020), providers who successfully complete the QfA assessment are awarded a certificate of achievement, as well as the distinguished Early Years Wales QfA logo. Similarly, once awarded settings will receive the Quality Counts logo to display on their website and email footer says (NDNA, 2024). Nurseries all over the world have been awarded with NANA’s Quality Counts certification says NDNA (no date). This certification signifies a commitment to excellence in early childhood education and care and a recognised quality award worldwide. Both quality assurance logos are an effective tool for improving promotional materials and emphasising the high-quality early years education provided. This accreditation is critical for parents because it ensures that their child is not only in a safe and caring environment, but also one that fosters learning and development says PACEY (2016) and Williams (2010, p.5). 

Furthermore, the Quality for All accreditation, as recognised by Early Years Wales (2020), serves as an indicator of quality childcare. Its provision is not a one-time recognition, but rather an ongoing commitment to upholding excellent standards. The idea that accreditation can be withdrawn if these standards are not met emphasises the significance of ongoing improvement and accountability suggests Early Years Wales (2020). This commitment to uphold high standards in settings gives practitioners a sense of accomplishment, which will enhance their confidence in the awareness that their workplace reflects high quality says Early Years Wales (2023). 

To conclude both quality for all and quality counts improve quality assurance in childcare settings. Their approaches provide essential resources, training opportunities and support networks that enable practitioners to provide high quality care and education to children and exceed the national minimum standards. By encouraging an environment of continuous improvement and providing tools for self-assessment and professional growth, both programmes contribute to raising standards and promoting positive outcomes for children in early childhood settings. 
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