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ECEY6011 Reflection Paper
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_3eKzzJsp]Quality, according to the Cambridge Dictionary (2025), is a standard of a service that is often a high degree of excellence. Moss (2016) states that the term quality is intended to shape the conduct of practice, and it is to be used as a standard of measurement for assessments, which therefore will shape early years childcare settings’ policies and procedures. Eadie et al. (2022) emphasis the importance of quality in early years childcare settings as, according to research, children’s learning experiences are influenced by practitioners' interactions, therefore high-quality early years education and care can enhance children’s learning and their holistic development. High quality care within the early years is important to ensuring that all stakeholders, including children and their parents, practitioners, setting leaders and governments gain and keep an interest in the service that they provide (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). Inspectorate Wales (2016) provides the ‘National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years’ which aims to provide established standards of provision of quality of care for all early years childcare settings, which must be adhered to. Early years practitioners who engaged in interviews suggested that quality in the early years relates to the practitioners understanding of each individual child, which enables them to have better outcomes in their learning and holistic development (Rudoe, 2020). However, early years childcare settings can provide higher quality provision for children, above the minimum standards, by engaging in quality improvement through quality assurance schemes (Foundation Years, no date).
Quality Assurance Methods
Early years childcare settings can drive continuous improvements in the quality of their setting by taking part in external quality assurance schemes. These schemes award participating early years childcare settings by providing them with a quality mark, which shows all stakeholders that they aspire to provide the children in their setting with high quality experiences which go above the minimum standards that are required by the CIW (Cwlwm, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_3xyEJs3h][bookmark: _Int_8iM4tNjX]One of the quality assurance schemes that early years childcare settings can participate in is provided by the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA). According to NDNA (2024)a, by participating in one of their schemes, early years childcare settings can enhance the outcomes of the children within their setting. With their quality improvement scheme, early years childcare settings will receive a ‘Quality Counts’ certification to show stakeholders that they are committed to providing high quality in their setting and that they aim to go above the minimum standards. Quality Counts (no date) states that the NDNA offers two quality improvement schemes, the online audit and review and the certification mark. Within these schemes the standards that settings are audited against include practices in leadership, the capabilities of practitioners, activities, the environment and the children’s health and well-being. These standards fully meet, what is expected from early years childcare settings in Wales, from the Welsh Governments framework.
[bookmark: _Int_xEcHwcMJ][bookmark: _Int_6mWUfp7x]The online audit and review scheme offers early years childcare settings access to their online system, where settings can view the statement, audit and exemplification documents for the Quality Counts Certification mark. This allows early years childcare settings to work through these documents and once completed the NDNA’s early years expert will review them and provide critical feedback, stating the settings strengths and weaknesses. This will allow the setting to analyse the feedback to make improvements to the quality of care they provide (Quality Counts, no date). As early years practitioners are spending more time with young children, due to their mother’s working hours being increased, it is their responsibility to ensure children have the best outcomes for their development (Tayler, 2016). Therefore, it is important that early years practitioners have tools available to them, such as the Quality Counts statement and audit documents, for them to self-assess themselves and their settings. By practitioners self-assessing themselves and their early years childcare setting they can view their own strengths and weaknesses as well as the setting as a whole and then build on the strengths and work on the weaknesses (Spicer-Escalante and deJonge-Kannan, 2016). However, there are some disadvantages to practitioners self-assessing themselves and their own setting as they may overestimate or underestimate the services they provide and therefore not giving an accurate report on the setting (Fraundorf et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Int_6jjD7ZAI]The certification mark scheme can be purchased within 12 months after the completion of the online audit and review scheme, with this scheme the setting will be provided with a mentor to offer support and to provide statements and evaluation documents for practitioners to use to reflect against their current practice to then complete the audit. This allows practitioners to improve their current practice before the audit. Once the audit is completed, the NDNA will send an inspector to the setting for an onsite assessment, where a report will be made which will be evaluated by NDNA’s internal and external verification. If the setting is successful, they will be awarded with the Quality Counts logo to display in their setting and on their website (Quality Counts, no date). External inspection has many benefits to early years childcare settings as it provides settings with an outside non bias review on the settings practice and can aid in effective changes being made to improve the quality of service they provide (Rouine, McDonnell and Hanafin, 2020). Additionally, external assessments of a setting can enhance the quality of a setting due to the professional knowledge of the inspectors and the support their schemes can offer. As they offer a certification status showing their enhanced quality, they also enhance the interest of stakeholders (Kagan, 2018). However, recent surveys published by the Department for Education have shown that a high number of early years childcare settings have a lack of adequate funding to cover their costs. Therefore, spending extra funds on a Quality Assurance Scheme may be inaccessible to some settings (NDNA, 2024b). 
Another type of quality assurance scheme for early years childcare settings are environmental rating scales, such as the ECERS-3 (Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Third Edition). The ECERS-3 is an environmental rating scale that is designed to assess early years childcare settings, of children between the ages of 3 to 5 years, on their quality of care. The scale was created in 1980 and has been revised twice since, with the current scale being the third edition (Environment Rating Scales Institue, 2024). The ECERS has been more of the most popular rating programs in the world and the most used observational assessment tool for early years childcare settings since the 1990s (Neitzel, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Int_h122ixn1][bookmark: _Int_f9SvyTrL]The ECERS-3 is made up of 6 subscales which consists of 35 items which are assessed. These subscales are: Space and Furnishings, Personal Care Routines, Language and Literacy, Learning Activities, Interaction and Program Structure (Environment Rating Scale, no date)a. The subscales and items that are assessed have been carefully considered and revised through multiple processes and considerations. Current literature and research of child development and early childhood curriculum have been considered along with appropriate classroom environments and resources. A study of the ECERS-3 as an assessment tool was conducted and a revision of the scale with many practitioners working in the field to ensure the current scale is effective (Environment Rating Scale, no date). According to NBN (2025), professionals of a specific field that aid in developing standards are of great importance as they expand their knowledge and expertise and promote a higher level of quality. 
[bookmark: _Int_NZvdmoqm]Within the ECERS there is an emphasis on the practitioner's role in the children’s cognitive development and their social skills as they focus on the practitioners providing children with higher learning opportunities, aimed at developing language, literacy and mathematical skills (Earlya, 2018). Nasiopoulou (2022) states that Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory is made up of microsystems, mesosystems, macrosystems and chronosystems, which interact with each other and influence a child’s development. The ECERS-3 has been created with Bronfenbrenner’s Theory in mind, with the systems being society, the child, the teacher and the environment in which they learn. Furthermore, children who have high-quality care and learning opportunities in their early years of life with a high-quality support system around them, such as well knowledge practitioners and family, will have greater outcomes to their development (Hyson and Tomlinson, 2014). 
[bookmark: _Int_Uov8apuX]One of the ECERS-3 subscales is personal care routines, which includes diapering and toileting, snacks and meals and health and safety practices. Evidence shows that children's developmental outcomes are achieved at a higher rate when parents, families and early years practitioners provide nurturing care and safety. Nurturing care consists of care regarding the child’s hygiene and feeding care, and safety consisting of routines and protection from harm (Britto et al., 2017). Ensuring that a child’s basic needs are being met ensures that they are at a level at which they are able to learn, as Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs identifies. According to Maslow the first level of the hierarchy of needs are physiological needs, which include all basic functions vital for survival. Once these are met the next level of needs are security, which includes protection and the feeling of being safe. It is not until these two basic needs are met that a child is able to develop a sense of belonging, which then leads to esteem, recognition and then accomplishment (Pichère and Cadiat, 2015). Additionally, learning activities are another one of the subscales in the ECERS-3, and within it are many different activities that promote different learning opportunities and developmental outcomes. Children learn through their daily experiences and interactions, and the practitioner can support children to expand on these experiences by extending their thinking during the activities. By providing children with many rich experiences through different areas of learning they are allowing them to develop holistically (Birth To 5 Matters, 2010). 
The ECERS-3 subscales itemise down into relevant items to be scored against, for each item there are multiple questions that the observer must answer yes or no to, this giving a thorough evaluation of the practice of the early years childcare setting and ensuring that all areas of care is assessed, which according to Heidenreich (2013) is fundamental in ensuring that practices are providing the best care to their service users. However, there are some disadvantages to using a high number of scales with multiple items to assess practice as they can be time consuming for practitioners, and therefore higher in cost (Department for Education, 2021). Furthermore, there are current issues with staff shortages in early years childcare settings, which can have an impact on the time that leadership teams are given to complete tasks, such as observations (GOV.UK, 2024).
Conclusion
[bookmark: _Int_Lzut88Xv]There are many different forms of quality assurance schemes for early years practice, all of which provide a similar service to the early years childcare setting. The two schemes discussed above have similarities in the way they assess the early years childcare settings practice, and they both have been created with the collaboration of practitioners and experts within the early years field. However, the depth of the evaluation of both of the assessments differs for each scheme. The Quality Counts scheme meets the framework standards for early years childcare settings which are set by the Welsh Government, ensuring that the early years childcare settings using Quality Counts are reaching over these minimum standards. Additionally, the ECERS-3 scheme is a thorough evaluation, created by practitioners working in the early years field, that goes into extensive detail on all aspects of early years care and learning. Both come at a cost, however the ECERS-3 is more cost effective, therefore making it more appealing to settings with a lower budget. Moreover, the ECERS-3 can be more time consuming for the practitioner to complete as it is very extensive with the observation process, therefore may be less appealing to early years childcare settings that may have less practitioners or staffing issues. However, although there are some disadvantages to the quality assurance schemes, mostly around budgets and time constraints, there are many benefits to them. They provide practitioners and early years childcare settings, with a system to ensure that they are providing the children in their care with the best quality possible, which ensures the children are being provided with the best developmental outcomes possible. 
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