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Introduction-
The quality of early years education refers to how well an early childhood service supports a child's development in a stimulating, enriching, and safe environment that fosters cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth (Pianta, Downer, and Hamre, 2016). Important aspects of quality include staff qualifications and training, organization and management, leadership, teaching methods, and the relationships between educators and children (Sylva et al., 2004). Additionally, it encompasses safety, integration, and parental involvement to provide children with the best possible start in life.
Quality is a fundamental aspect of early childhood education and care. Numerous studies indicate that children in high-quality early childhood settings achieve better academic outcomes, improved language skills, and enhanced social and emotional well-being (Melhuish et al., 2015). These benefits extend into later childhood, leading to better educational achievements, improved job prospects, and reduced risk of social exclusion (García et al., 2017). Therefore, early years provision should be viewed as an investment in human development.
While adhering to legal standards like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) is beneficial, true excellence goes beyond these guidelines. Organizations can adopt voluntary quality assurance (QA) frameworks such as the NDNA Quality Counts Scheme and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) to foster continuous improvement. These frameworks help measure progress, identify areas for enhancement, and refine practices based on research. By implementing such QA mechanisms, early years providers can ensure they create environments that cater to every child's developmental needs.
The Role of Quality Assurance in Early Years Education
Quality assurance (QA) in early childhood education focuses on continuously and intentionally improving the quality of care and learning for young children. Unlike basic regulatory compliance, QA emphasizes ongoing quality enhancement through structured evaluations, feedback mechanisms, and professional development (Oktarina et al., 2023). It covers various aspects, including curriculum effectiveness, staff training, leadership quality, child well-being, and parental involvement. Implementing QA strategies creates environments that support holistic development and foster lifelong learning outcomes (Adlerstein Grimberg and Cortazar, 2022).
Continuous improvement is a key function of QA, driven by both internal and external assessments of progress. Tools like the NDNA Quality Counts Scheme and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) help settings systematically evaluate strengths and weaknesses to align teaching methods, resources, and policies with best practices (Butler, 2017). Regular assessment and feedback cycles enable iterative improvements for both educators and children.
Moreover, QA contributes to child development by ensuring learning environments are engaging, safe, and developmentally appropriate (Wehachart, 2025). High-quality settings promote cognitive, social, and emotional growth, enhancing school readiness and future academic success (Melhuish et al., 2015). QA also plays a crucial role in staff training and leadership development, motivating educators to pursue ongoing professional learning. Strong leadership is essential to foster a culture of continuous improvement and guide staff in effective pedagogical practices (Asamoah et al., 2025). Finally, QA encourages parental involvement, as families who trust the quality of education are more likely to actively participate in their children's learning process.

Method 1. NDNA Quality count scheme
The Quality Counts Scheme, developed by NDNA, is a voluntary quality assurance procedure that nurseries can use to enhance their services beyond mandatory standards. This system focuses on specific standards related to nursery development, including leadership, staff training, curriculum, child protection, welfare, and the involvement of children and parents (NDNA, 2025). It provides a structured self-evaluation process to help nurseries continuously improve by adopting best practices in early years education based on the latest research.
The foundation of the NDNA Quality Counts Scheme is built on themes identified by their research team as effective, such as leadership, learning environments, culturally competent practices, and family collaboration (NDNA, 2025). Unlike many early years studies that focus on a single theme, this research takes a multidimensional approach. The framework offers guidance and solutions for addressing weaknesses identified within nurseries. Additionally, it promotes professional growth among staff, encouraging them to stay informed about current issues in early childhood education (Evans, 2012).

Advantages of Quality Counts
The NDNA Quality Counts Scheme emphasizes ongoing professional development and self-reflection, which are key strengths. Accreditation involves both internal and external assessments, fostering a culture of organizational learning and change (Evans, 2012). Research shows that well-trained early years workers significantly enhance educational outcomes (Sylva et al., 2004).
Leadership and management are crucial strengths within the framework. Strategic decision-making and effective governance help maintain high standards in early years settings, advocating for leadership excellence (NDNA, 2025). Additionally, the scheme promotes parental involvement, as collaboration between educators and families supports children's development (Melhuish et al., 2015).

Disadvantage of Quality Counts

The NDNA Quality Counts system offers several benefits for early years settings but also has limitations that need consideration. One major challenge with implementing ECR is its high resource and financial demands (Rawstrone, 2015). The costs associated with personnel training, documentation preparation, and external evaluation for accreditation can be significant obstacles for nurseries with limited staff and budgets.
Using self-assessment as a broad evaluation method through Quality Counts in 2025 may lead to biased results. External audits provide more objective measures compared to subjective reports from parents and staff. While the framework covers general areas of early years education, it lacks detailed guidance on teaching strategies (Gurung and Schwartz, 2011), which can limit its impact on educational methods.

Method 2: Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a key assessment tool used by professionals to evaluate the overall learning environment of early childhood facilities. Developed by Harms, Clifford, and Cryer in 1998, ECERS is an observational system that assesses various aspects of early childhood education quality, including space and furnishings, personal care, language and literacy, learning activities, interactions, program structure, and staff and parent provisions. This tool enables inspectors to conduct comprehensive evaluations of both physical and social spaces, identifying strengths and areas for improvement (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998).
Developmental assessments using ECERS are carried out by trained external observers who use a standardized scoring system, ranging from 1 (inadequate) to 7 (excellent). ECERS is valuable in both research on quality and practice-based interventions at national and individual nursery levels, providing systematic evaluation mechanisms for consistent quality assessments across various early childhood facilities. Empirical research supports the framework of this tool, showcasing best practice standards in early childhood education (Gordon et al., 2013).


Advantages of ECERS
The primary strength of the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is its systematic approach, which allows for a thorough assessment of quality. Unlike other quality assurance methods that focus solely on staff education or curriculum development, ECERS evaluates multiple elements that contribute to an excellent early year’s educational setting (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998). Child outcomes are significantly influenced by the quality of interactions between staff and children, the accessibility of educational resources, and the physical learning environment (Melhuish et al., 2015).
ECERS has become a globally recognized assessment tool, enabling effective quality comparisons across different geographical areas and contexts. Researchers have validated it over several decades as a reliable evaluation instrument (Sylva et al., 2004). The detailed feedback provided by ECERS helps practitioners create targeted interventions to improve their provision areas (Harms et al., 1998).

Limitation of ECERS
While ECERS offers numerous benefits, it also has specific limitations. One major drawback is its reliance on external observation (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998). Although the structured scoring system aims for consistency, reliability issues can arise when different observers evaluate the same setting (Gordon et al., 2013).
Another limitation is that ECERS focuses on environmental factors and does not directly measure child development outcomes, which are crucial for assessing the effectiveness of early years provision (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998). While it evaluates interaction quality and activity planning, it does not track children's progress directly. Additionally, the assessment process is slow and resource-intensive, requiring professional observers to make detailed evaluations. This can be challenging for smaller settings with limited budgets and staff capacity.

Comparative Analysis of NDNA Quality Counts Scheme and ECERS
	Criteria
	NDNA
	ECERS

	Focus
	Leadership, curriculum, parental engagement
	Learning environment, child engagement

	Assessment Type
	Self-evaluation, accreditation-based
	Observation-based evaluation

	Impact on Providers
	Encourages long-term professional development
	Supports improvements in classroom settings

	Stakeholder Involvement
	Involves staff, parents, and leadership
	Primarily focuses on teacher-child interactions

	Depth of Analysis
	Broad and strategic
	Detailed and specific to the environment

	Flexibility
	Customizable framework
	Fixed criteria based on developmental research

	Implementation Challenges
	Requires financial and time investment
	Time-consuming, dependent on observer judgment


[bookmark: _ggb29x5dctyh]Implications for Improving Quality in Early Years Education
What Information is needed to improve the Provision?
Improving the quality of early years education requires comprehensive and systematic data on various aspects of provision (Eadie et al., 2024). This includes evaluating teaching strategies, learning environments, teacher qualifications, and child development outcomes. Understanding the impact of staff-child interactions, curriculum effectiveness, and emotional well-being is essential for holistic child development (Penney et al., 2019). Additionally, measuring parental involvement, inclusivity, and leadership effectiveness in early years settings is crucial. Regular updates based on objective, measurable data collection is necessary for early childhood centres to adapt their programs to meet the evolving needs of children and their families.
Do NDNA and ECERS Provide This Information? 
The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) collaborates with the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) to assess and enhance quality standards in early years facilities. According to NDNA (2025), Quality Counts serves as both an assessment tool and an accreditation method, focusing on Leadership and Management, Workforce Development, and Parental Involvement. This structure helps teams identify their strengths and weaknesses, promoting continuous improvement.
In contrast, ECERS is used to observe the environment, routines, and quality of interactions. It emphasizes the physical and social-emotional aspects of early childhood education, ensuring that all children have access to engaging and developmentally appropriate experiences (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998). Together, these methods provide a comprehensive approach to evaluating and improving quality in early years education.

What Do These Methods Tell Us?
While both NDNA and ECERS significantly contribute to quality assurance in early years education, they each have limitations. These tools help settings evaluate their policies, leadership, and staff training, establishing a strong foundation for quality improvement. ECERS provides a structured assessment of classrooms and teaching practices to enhance learning experiences. However, neither method measures long-term child outcomes or evaluates home learning environments, which are crucial for a comprehensive understanding of child development.
NDNA and ECERS can be used to develop targeted staff training, refine policies, and improve learning environments. These frameworks support data-driven decision-making, reflective practice, and continuous improvement, ensuring that early years settings provide high-quality practice and meet statutory requirements. By integrating these tools into daily practice, practitioners and leaders can help ensure better long-term developmental outcomes for children through high-quality, child-centered education.
         

Conclusion-
To ensure high-quality early years education, a robust quality assurance system that exceeds statutory compliance is essential. The NDNA Quality Counts Scheme and ECERS offer valuable approaches for assessing and improving quality. ECERS provides detailed insights into children's classroom environments and interactions, while NDNA offers a strategic, whole-setting evaluation. By utilizing multiple quality assurance methods, practitioners can drive improvement, enhance children's outcomes, and create a nurturing and positive learning environment.
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