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The purpose of this paper is to explore the topic of quality in early years settings.  This paper examines what quality in the early years is and what quality looks like to children in the early years.  This paper will also question what the importance of quality in early years is and why it is influential to children and families.  This paper studies the significance of early years experiences and how they impact children in their later life.  The second part of the paper includes the critical analysis of two quality assurance methods and the assessment to compare and contrast these said methods.
Rudoe (2020) explains how the definition of quality in early years setting is a complex issue. Early years practitioners have voiced their opinions on what constitutes quality in relation to a child’s development.  Practitioners state that quality can vary based on an individual’s knowledge, experience and training.  However, the Department of education (2021) Statutory framework for the early year’s foundation stage, outlines guidance that all childcare setting must adhere to, in order to maintain quality care in the early years.  The Department of education (2021) states that in order maintain a high level of quality care in an early year setting, practitioners must ensure that not only is a child’s learning and development considered, but also their safeguarding, welfare and holistic needs.  According to Foundation years (No, date) the definition of quality in early years setting can also be defined by the relationship between parents and practitioners.  A strong parent-practitioner relationship has been linked to children’s attitude towards education and care.
The Early intervention foundation and the Education Policy Institute (2018) examine the essential elements of what quality provision is in the early years.  One essential element of ensuring quality provisions are maintained, is to uphold staff training and development. Encouraging practitioners to continue enhancing their skills and knowledge can be linked to higher quality care within early years settings.  Kelly (2016) explains how having quality staff members, who are constantly update their skills, has a considerable impact on the learning and development of the children in their care.  Highly qualified practitioners are more likely to pass on these said skills to children, providing them with higher quality care, enabling them to reach their full potential.  Kelly (2016) also states when practitioners work in a childcare setting that is committed to the development and achievement of all their staff, research suggest these settings have a lower turnover of staff, ultimately leading to a higher provision of care through consistency. 
Quality in the early years relies on competent, professional leaders and management.  Leaders and management in early years settings should be enriching setting conditions and improving practice for children and for staff (Hadfield, Jopling and Needham, 2015). Gaunt (2013) states quality leaders and management in early years have the ability to create a secure start for children.  According to Campbell-Bar and Leeson (2016) being able to recognise that quality is a complex issue and can be based on a practitioner’s view, knowledge and experiences, is not necessarily a negative.  Identifying that quality can differ gives practitioners the opportunity to tailor quality care and education to the individual needs of each in children.  Babies and children develop in different ways and at different paces. A quality early years setting allows children to be recognised and appreciates as individuals (Early years matters, 2007)
Tayler (2015) explains how from birth to eight years of age, children build the essential foundations for their future learning, health and wellbeing.  Childrens early years experiences are crucial to their intellectual and social development.  Richter et al (2019) states that a child’s early years experiences do not only shape their academic learning and social health, but their early years experiences also have an impact on them physically.  These said experiences can alter a child’s biological and psychological structures.  Richter et al (2019) continues by underlining the effects negative early years experiences have on a child.  If a child does not encounter quality care and experiences during their early years, this can lead to detrimental effects to their physical and mental health in later life.  Albort and Langston (2005) supports this by highlighting how the quality of care and experiences children receive in the early years, is critical to their outcome in adulthood.  Albort and Langston (2005) recognize these findings as they describe how negative experiences and stress in the early years has an impact on healthy brain development.  Experiencing consistent levels of stress in the early years can have an effect on the regulation of chemicals in the brain, leading to difficulties in learning in later life. 
 As illustrated by Cottle and Alexander (2012), quality in childcare settings has been a subject for debate worldwide for decades, however, it is said to have become significant to the UK government in 1997 when the labour party aimed to tackle poverty by eliminating the division between care and education.  It is highlighted that from 1997, funding was made available for early intervention services such as sure start and community nurseries.  A high quality and successful early years setting has been recognised to have a substantial impact on a child’s emotional, social and cognitive development.  High quality provisions for children in the early years has not only been linked to positive outcomes for children, but also their families (Robb, No date).  As stated by Robb (No date), quality early years care is not only needed for children but also for their families.  Over the last fifty years, family dynamics have been ever changing, with a growing number of women entering the workforce. In relation to these changes the services that early year’s settings need to provide, has evolved. Children are now spending a significantly longer amount of time with practitioners in early years settings and parents and family rely heavily on these said settings to provide their children with high quality provisions whilst they are all work (Gabriel, 2017).  Bland (No date) enforces the importance of quality experience.  Bland (No date) states that studies suggest how a child’s development score at the age of two years old has been linked to an accurate predictor of individuals educational outcomes when they reach their mid-twenties, therefore, confirming the crucial importance of quality care and experiences in the early years.
Quality assurance methods are designed to ensure services are succeeding in their agreed requirements and standard of quality expected (Study smarter, no date).  A number of quality assurance methods are used to measure the success of early years education and care settings.  Westland (2022) States that quality assurance methods in early years settings are used to monitor service user satisfactory levels and provides feedback to settings, aiding them in their ability to improve resources and performance.  One quality assurance method used in the early years is Quality first (NDNA).  Quality first is a teaching method that concentrates on building relationships between children and practitioners (Almond, 2022).  NDNA (2021) describes their Quality first assurance method as a way to ensure that all families and children are able to excel through a high standard of education and care.  The NDNA (2021) states that their mission is to inspire early years settings to deliver sustainable high quality early childhood care and education.  According to Kim (2017) the Quality first teaching method creates inclusion in a classroom environment and is designed to encourage children with additional learning needs to feel involved.  Quality first enables children to develop a solid foundation in their education.  It makes certain that children are completely involved in their lessons, setting them realistic goals but still enabling children to maintain a high standard of learning and challenges (Gadsby, 2022). 
Another quality assurance method used in early years is the Parent questionnaires/child questionnaire method.  This quality assurance method is designed to enable parents to give feedback on their child’s development. The questions asked in the questionnaire can differ, however, this type of quality assurance method is usually looking to gather information on a child’s social and physical development (Squires et al, 2009).  According to Jack and Clarke (1998) this quality assurance method allows practitioners to collect data quickly and efficiently.  Questionnaires may be qualitative or quantitative and can be delivered in a variety of ways, such as, face to face, on paper, via telephone or email, in order to adapt to individual preference.  Using questionnaires as a quality assurance method in an early years setting, permits practitioners to use a varied question approach, these approaches can contain open ended questions or closed questions, depending on what particular data is being collected.
The quality assurance methods stated above have a number of positive attributes and can be equally successful in certifying that a high standard of care and education is being delivered in early years settings (Donabedian, 1996).  One comparison that can be made between these said quality assurance methods, is the financial aspects.  The uses of questionnaires to obtaining data is usually cost affective, however, The NDNA Quality first quality assurance method is a training method for staff and settings, which requires a costly membership fee and this may not be accessible to many settings due to financial constraints. However, ensuring that an early years setting has been involved in Quality first training can benefit the setting during inspections and also demonstrate to parents and families that the setting is committed to maintaining a high standard of quality care and education, therefore, attracting more children and families to the setting (NDNA, 2021).  Nutbrown (2023) describes the importance of inclusion in early the years.  It is stated that this requirement for inclusion and to promote individuals to have a voice, does not only refer to children but also to their families.  Although questionnaires as a quality assurance method can be cost effective, they may not always be inclusive. 
Welsh government (2022) declares that questionnaires for use of a quality assurance method in early years settings can be made inclusive, by way of tailoring the questionnaire to considering different family dynamics, however, Matsumoto (2023) argues that the level of inclusion while using questioners as a method of parental feedback is not consistent. Matsumoto (2023) states that identifying systemic inequality withing settings allows for the development of questionnaire as a quality assurance method.  Data collecting with the use of questionnaire does not always consider family race, religion, or gender identification. Questionnaires may also not be suitable for parents who speak a different language to the country they reside in.  Salem, Braband and Lengyel (2020) describe how in order for early years settings to gain accurate data for parents and families, questionnaire must be diverse, taking into consideration children and family’s cultural beliefs and language.  In comparison to this, the Quality first quality assurance method exhibits inclusion throughout. The Quality first teaching method claims to possess management tool to deliver universal inclusive teaching.  Quality first also states it has developed inclusive support to address diverse needs.
To conclude this paper, quality in early years settings is essential to guaranteeing children are provided with the best start in life.  Research has demonstrated the detrimental effect it has on a child when they do not receive a high quality standard of care and education in the early years.  It has also been demonstrated in this paper how quality assurance methods have been designed to ensure that every child has the same opportunities in education and can reach their full potential and how important it is to ensure inclusion throughout.  This paper has voiced that to ensure children are encouraged to fulfill their highest potential, quality cannot only be performed in one area, but must be consistent throughout every aspect of an early years setting. 
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