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This reflection paper will critically reflect the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above the statutory requirements. It will analyse methods of quality assurance with a focus on Early Years Wales (Early Years Wales, 2020). Also focus’ on National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) (National Day Nurseries Association, 2024). Quality assurance (QA) in early childhood education and care refers to the systematic processes used to monitor, evaluate, and improve the quality of provision for young children. It encompasses both formal and informal measures designed to ensure that settings meet required standards while also promoting positive outcomes for children’s learning, development, and wellbeing. QA is not only concerned with maintaining acceptable levels of practice but also with fostering continuous improvement through reflection, evaluation, and professional development (Welsh Government, 2022).
In this context, statutory requirements form the foundation of quality assurance (Department for Education, 2025). These include national minimum standards, regulatory inspections, and safeguarding policies that all early year's settings are legally required to follow. Such frameworks are essential in ensuring that children are cared for in safe, secure, and appropriate environments, and they provide a consistent benchmark against which provision can be assessed (NSPCC, 2025). However, while these requirements establish a necessary baseline, they are often criticised for promoting a compliance-driven approach, where the focus is on meeting criteria rather than enhancing the overall quality of practice (Department for Education, 2025).
As a result, there is increasing recognition of the need to move beyond statutory requirements to achieve higher standards of provision (HM Treasury, 2025). Additional quality assurance schemes offer more structured and reflective approaches that support ongoing development rather than one-off evaluation. 
Schemes such as Early Years Wales provide a framework that emphasises self-evaluation and reflective practice as key drivers of quality improvement. By encouraging settings to assess their own provision and identify areas for development, it promotes a more continuous and context-specific approach to enhancing outcomes for children. This focus on internal reflection has the potential to improve quality in a more meaningful and sustainable way; however, its effectiveness depends largely on how honestly and consistently it is implemented, as well as the level of practitioner engagement and the time available to carry out thorough evaluation (Early Years Wales, 2020).
Similarly, the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) offers quality assurance frameworks that integrate professional development and research-informed practice. Through accreditation schemes and training opportunities, NDNA supports practitioners in developing their knowledge and skills while working towards recognised standards of quality. This structured approach can enhance practice and provide external validation; however, its impact is influenced by factors such as staff commitment, financial and time resources, and whether the process is approached as genuine improvement rather than a target-driven exercise (National Day Nurseries Association, 2024).
Statutory requirements in early years settings are designed to establish a clear and consistent foundation for practice, ensuring that all providers meet essential standards. These frameworks focus primarily on safeguarding children’s welfare, maintaining safe environments, and delivering a basic level of care and education. Through regular inspections and adherence to national minimum standards set by the Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2016). They aim to protect children and provide reassurance to families that settings are operating appropriately. Regulatory bodies such as Care Inspectorate Wales further support this by monitoring compliance and ensuring accountability across the sector. In this sense, statutory requirements play a crucial role in promoting consistency and safeguarding standards (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022).
However, there are notable limitations to this approach. One key criticism is that statutory frameworks can encourage a “tick-box” culture, where practitioners focus on meeting specific criteria rather than reflecting on the quality of their interactions and practice. This emphasis on accountability can shift attention away from meaningful improvement, where meeting targets becomes prioritised over genuine quality (BBC, 2007). Additionally, such frameworks may fail to fully capture the lived experiences of children, as they often prioritise measurable outcomes over more nuanced aspects such as emotional wellbeing, relationships, and individual needs, which are central to high-quality early years provision (Blatchford, 2009). Reflective practice is essential for professional growth, yet this can be limited within compliance-driven systems. As a result, while statutory requirements are necessary, they are not sufficient on their own, highlighting the need for additional quality assurance methods that promote deeper reflection and continuous improvement (NHS, 2026).

Additional quality assurance (QA) methods offer significant benefits by moving early years practice beyond the limitations of statutory requirements and towards a culture of continuous improvement. Unlike minimum standards, which focus on baseline compliance, enhanced QA approaches encourage settings to regularly evaluate and develop their provision. This ongoing process supports reflective practice, enabling practitioners to critically assess their interactions, environments, and teaching strategies. Drawing on the work of Donald Schön (1983), reflective practice is central to professional growth, as it allows practitioners to adapt and improve based on experience. Furthermore, additional QA methods often incorporate research-informed approaches and training opportunities, supporting continuous professional development and helping practitioners to stay updated with best practice. Ultimately, this can lead to improved outcomes for children, particularly in areas such as communication, social development, and emotional wellbeing (Iram Siraj-Blatchford, 2009).
However, these benefits are not automatically realised. The implementation of additional QA methods can place increased demands on practitioners, contributing to workload pressures and time constraints. There is also a risk that such approaches may become another form of performativity, where settings focus on demonstrating improvement rather than genuinely embedding it into practice. As highlighted by Stephen Ball (2003), accountability-driven systems can lead to surface-level compliance rather than meaningful change. Therefore, while additional QA methods have the potential to significantly enhance quality, their effectiveness depends on how they are implemented, the level of practitioner engagement, and whether they are used as tools for genuine reflection rather than simply meeting external expectations.
The Early Years Wales Quality Assurance Scheme is a structured quality improvement framework designed to support early years settings in Wales in delivering high-quality, child-centred provision. The scheme is based on a cycle of reflection, self-evaluation, and continuous improvement, encouraging practitioners to critically assess their own practice and identify areas for development. This approach aligns with broader Welsh early years policy expectations that settings should not only meet minimum standards but also actively reflect on how they can improve outcomes for children (Welsh Government, 2023).
One key strength of the scheme is its emphasis on reflective, setting-specific improvement. By encouraging practitioners to evaluate their own practice, it promotes ownership of quality and supports a culture of continuous professional reflection. This links closely to the idea of reflective practice as a driver of professional growth, where practitioners learn through critically analysing their experiences and adapting their approaches. Recent guidance within Welsh childcare policy also highlights the importance of ongoing self-evaluation and reflective review as part of improving quality in early years provision (Welsh Government, 2023). In this way, the scheme supports continuous development rather than relying on one-off external inspection, allowing improvements to be tailored to the specific needs of children within each setting.
However, there are limitations to this approach. A key concern is its reliance on self-assessment, which may introduce subjectivity or bias if practitioners are not fully objective in evaluating their own practice. In addition, without strong external moderation, there is a risk that standards may vary between settings, reducing consistency. The scheme can also be time-intensive, requiring staff to engage in detailed reflection, documentation, and evaluation processes, which may increase workload pressures (Early Years Wales, 2020).
Overall, the Early Years Wales Quality Assurance Scheme can be considered a more meaningful approach to improving quality compared to statutory frameworks, as it focuses on reflection, context, and continuous development rather than compliance alone. However, its effectiveness is not guaranteed and depends heavily on practitioner engagement, strong leadership, and sufficient time and resources to implement the process effectively (Early Years Wales, 2020).
The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) provides a structured quality assurance and improvement framework for early years settings across the UK, including accreditation schemes, training programmes, and research-informed resources. Its approach is designed to support nurseries in exceeding statutory requirements by embedding continuous professional development (CPD), reflective practice, and evidence-based improvement strategies into everyday provision. Rather than relying solely on inspection-led accountability, NDNA promotes a model of quality that combines internal development with external validation, encouraging settings to demonstrate best practice across key areas such as safeguarding, leadership, learning environments, and children’s outcomes (National Day Nurseries Association, 2024).
A key strength of the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) approach is its emphasis on professional development and research-informed practice. Through structured training and accreditation, practitioners are supported to align with current policy and best practice, improving consistency and outcomes for children. Evidence shows that high-quality CPD is linked to improvements in communication, language, and emotional development (National Day Nurseries Association, 2024), while accreditation provides external validation that strengthens credibility and demonstrates a commitment to continuous improvement. This aligns with wider UK early years expectations that quality should be continuously reviewed rather than treated as a fixed standard (Department for Education, 2023).
However, there are limitations to this approach. One key concern is that accreditation systems can become overly target-driven, where settings focus on achieving criteria rather than engaging in meaningful reflection and development. This may reduce quality assurance to a procedural exercise, echoing concerns raised in wider policy literature about performativity in education (Ofsted, 2025). In addition, access to NDNA services and accreditation may be restricted by cost, meaning that smaller or underfunded settings may be less able to engage fully with the framework. Time constraints can also limit the extent to which practitioners are able to participate in training and implement learning consistently in practice.
Overall, the NDNA quality assurance approach provides a valuable combination of external validation and professional learning, supporting settings to enhance quality beyond statutory expectations. However, its effectiveness is dependent on meaningful engagement from practitioners, sufficient resources, and a commitment to using accreditation as a tool for genuine improvement rather than simply achieving recognition (National Day Nurseries Association, 2025).
Both the Early Years Wales Quality Assurance Scheme and the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) quality assurance and accreditation approach aim to enhance early years provision beyond statutory requirements by promoting continuous improvement. However, they differ significantly in structure, emphasis, and the balance between internal reflection and external validation. Early Years Wales is primarily centred on self-evaluation and reflective practice within settings, whereas NDNA places greater emphasis on external accreditation, training, and standardised benchmarks of quality (Welsh Government, 2023).
A key advantage of the Early Years Wales approach is that it promotes deep, context-specific reflection. By encouraging practitioners to evaluate their own practice, it supports professional autonomy and ensures that improvements are tailored to the specific needs of children within each setting. This aligns with the principles of reflective practice, where learning occurs through critical evaluation of experience and practice development (Schön, 1983). In contrast, NDNA offers the advantage of external validation and structured professional development, which can increase consistency across settings and provide reassurance to parents and stakeholders regarding the quality of provision. NDNA’s emphasis on research-informed training also helps practitioners stay updated with current best practice, which can positively influence outcomes for children (NDNA, 2024).
However, both approaches also have limitations. Early Years Wales relies heavily on practitioner honesty and internal judgement, which can introduce bias and result in inconsistent standards between settings. Without external moderation, there is a risk that areas for improvement may be overlooked or underestimated (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2024). On the other hand, NDNA’s accreditation-based model can become target-driven, where settings focus on meeting specific criteria rather than engaging in meaningful reflective practice. This reflects wider concerns in early years and education policy that external accountability systems can encourage performativity rather than genuine improvement (Ofsted, 2025). Additionally, NDNA membership and accreditation may involve financial costs, which can limit accessibility for smaller or underfunded settings.
When critically compared, Early Years Wales can be seen as stronger in promoting reflective, child-centred practice, while NDNA is stronger in providing structure, consistency, and external credibility. However, neither approach is fully sufficient on its own. Early Years Wales may lack robustness without external accountability, while NDNA may risk becoming overly compliance-focused if not implemented reflectively. As a result, the most effective quality assurance is likely to come from a balanced combination of both approaches, integrating internal reflection with external validation to ensure both meaningful improvement and consistent standards across early years provision (Welsh Government, 2023).
In conclusion, while statutory requirements are essential for ensuring safety and minimum standards in early years provision, they are limited in their ability to promote high-quality, reflective practice. Additional quality assurance approaches, such as those offered by Early Years Wales and the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA), provide more meaningful opportunities for continuous improvement by combining reflective practice, professional development, and structured support. However, this analysis demonstrates that neither approach is fully effective in isolation, as both are influenced by factors such as practitioner engagement, leadership, and resource availability. Therefore, a balanced integration of internal reflection and external accountability is essential to achieving sustainable, high-quality outcomes for children.
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