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Quality Assurance in Early Years Education
What is quality in Early Years Education? 
Bonetti (2018) splits quality into two main aspects, “structural quality” and “process quality". “Structural quality” focuses on measurable and easily observable factors, such as group size, child-to-teacher ratios, staff retention, and the training and professional development of educators. In contrast, “process quality” emphasises children’s daily experiences, including the educational activities provided, the nature of interactions between children, teachers, and parents, and how routine care needs are addressed.  Similarly, Eadie et al (2022), suggests that quality can be split three ways, “structural quality”, “process quality” and the new "system quality” as a third domain, which includes broader supports for quality at the system level, such as funding and regulatory standards. Torii et al. (2017) also identifies three key dimensions of quality in early childhood education, process, structural, and system quality. “Process quality” encompasses supportive interactions between staff and children, as well as teacher-directed learning activities that enhance engagement and development. “Structural quality” refers to foundational elements such as staff qualifications, a positive physical environment, access to equipment and resources, health and safety standards, class or group size, and staff-to-child ratios. “System quality” focuses on broader frameworks that support early childhood education, including funding, governance, and regulatory standards. Together, these three dimensions provide a comprehensive understanding of what constitutes high-quality early years provision. The sentiment towards the early years in the UK has changed from just childcare to a focus on actual early years education according to the Education Development Trust (2024).  This means that the government is emphasising quality measurement and control in early years education settings. A report made by Ofsted (2024) wrote that to deliver a high-quality early year's curriculum, practitioners must have a deep understanding of how children develop and learn, allowing them to plan the next steps effectively. Teaching in specific areas should also provide opportunities for children to develop executive function skills, which are strong predictors of future success. Additionally, GGI Insights (2023) explains that quality education goes beyond academics and supports holistic development by addressing multiple dimensions. It maintains high academic standards while also emphasising social-emotional learning, character building, and the acquisition of practical skills that prepare children for future success. In this paper, a reflection on quality in the early years will be made, and an understanding of how quality is achieved in early years settings will be developed. 
How is quality achieved and why is it important to children?
The Childcare Act (2006) is the primary legislation governing early years education and childcare in England and later in Wales. It introduced the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, setting standards for learning, development, and care for children from birth to age five. The reforms in sections 31-38 and 49-98 of the Childcare Act (2006) aim to simplify the regulation of childcare and early years education. All providers caring for children up to the age of five must be registered on the Early Years Register and follow the EYFS framework. Childcare providers catering to school-aged children will be assessed and evaluated against a streamlined set of Ofsted childcare register standards, which are mandatory for all providers caring for children under the age of eight. According to Croner (2019) this legislation ensures that local authorities hold up their duty to ensure that there is sufficient childcare available to meet the needs of families. They are also responsible for providing relevant information to parents and families to support informed decision-making. The Act introduces reforms to regulation and inspection through the establishment of Ofsted registers which enhances oversight and accountability in childcare provision. Ofsted (2014) is the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills, which is responsible for inspecting services that provide education and skills for learners of all ages. It also inspects and regulates services that offer care for children and young people, ensuring high standards and quality across these sectors. Ofsted and other relevant bodies are empowered by section 20 of the Children Act (2004) to inspect local authority functions related to children’s services to ensure compliance and quality standards. The Children Act (1989) and (2004) acts focus on safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children which ensures quality control in the Early Years. The 2004 amendment to the original act introduced the Every Child Matters framework, which is a government initiative focused on five key outcomes,  ensuring children are healthy, keeping them safe from harm, promoting opportunities to enjoy and achieve through education, encouraging them to make a positive contribution to society, and helping them achieve economic well-being by preparing them for future independence. To achieve these goals of ensuring quality, Every Child Matters emphasised collaboration between local authorities, schools, healthcare providers, police, and other agencies involved in safeguarding and child welfare. It also led to the establishment of Local Safeguarding Children Boards (LSCBs) to coordinate protection efforts. However Every Child Matters is no longer a formal government policy, but its core principles continue to shape the structure and delivery of children’s services in the UK. Additionally, Section 11 of the Children Act (2004) ensures that public bodies, including local authorities, NHS bodies, police and schools are required to ensure that their functions are carried out with a view to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children. Quality in early years education is also ensured by the aforementioned, Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFS) which is a statutory framework in England that sets the standards for the learning, development, and care of children from birth to age five according to the Department of Education (2012). The EYFS covers three key areas,  learning and development requirements, which outline areas of learning such as assessment requirements, like the progress check at age two and the Early Years Foundation Stage Profile (EYFSP) at the end of the reception year; and safeguarding and welfare requirements, which establish standards for health, safety, and child protection. The overarching goal of the EYFS is to provide a safe, supportive, and stimulating environment where children can thrive, develop essential knowledge and skills for future learning, and build strong partnerships between practitioners and parents. According to the Department of Education (2024) all early years providers are legally required to adhere to the EYFS framework to maintain high standards and consistency in early childhood education. Early Years providers and practitioners are directly involved in shaping the curriculum as they identify effective teaching practices and foster supportive interactions with both children and their colleagues according to Janta et al (2016). This relates to “structural” quality. Structural quality indicators, including staff qualifications, are easily measured and objective (Sollars, 2020) and research examining the impact of quality on children’s development highlights that caregiver-child interactions, particularly the sensitivity and responsiveness of adults, are central to high-quality provision, with structural elements such as staff training and staff relationships with management were serving as the foundation for these rich dynamics according to Love et al (1996). Melhuish and Gardiner (2019) wrote of a UK study of 600 early childhood education and care (ECEC) group settings for 3–4-year-olds found that staff qualifications were a key predictor of quality in private early years settings. In contrast, in voluntary (not-for-profit) settings where staff qualifications were more consistent quality was more strongly influenced by the presence of a staff training plan and a better staff-to-child ratio. 
Methods of Quality Assurance 
Quality assurance is a systematic process used to ensure that services, products, or processes consistently meet established standards and deliver the desired outcomes according to the BBC (2025). UNICEF (2019) writes that quality assurance is the process of maintaining and promoting quality by ensuring that early childhood education settings and institutions comply with established standards or guidelines. These standards are designed to enhance the provision of high-quality early learning services, ensuring that children receive the best possible care and education. In the context of early years education, quality assurance involves monitoring, evaluating, and improving practices to ensure that children receive high-quality care and education. This process includes regular inspections and assessments by organisations such as Ofsted in the UK to ensure compliance with the Early Years Foundation Stage standards (Ofsted, 2024). It also involves ongoing staff training and development to keep practitioners informed about best practices, continuous monitoring and feedback from staff, parents, and children to identify areas for improvement, and self-evaluation and reflection by practitioners to enhance the quality of care and education. 
One method of quality assurance in the early years is the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) which originally began as a group of nurseries coming together to share best practices and ideas. According to the Council for disabled Children (2021), it has evolved into a rapidly expanding, award-winning national charity with a dedicated and growing membership spanning England, Scotland, Wales, and even internationally.  The NDNA ensures quality in early years education through a variety of initiatives and support services aimed at helping nurseries maintain high standards. It offers training courses and professional development opportunities to equip nursery staff with the skills necessary to deliver high-quality care and education, for example the childcare quality improvement scheme offered by NDNA (2025) which brings many benefits to early years settings. It shows better outcomes for children during inspections and demonstrates a commitment to providing high-quality care, which builds trust with parents and professionals. It also helps nurseries stand out to new parents and attract and keep skilled staff. Additionally, it improves teamwork, boosts morale, and strengthens communication within the setting, creating a positive environment for both children and staff according to Dean Close Little Nurseries (2025). The NDNA also plays a key role in setting industry standards by promoting best practice guidelines and ensuring compliance with the EYFS framework. It provides accreditation programs, such as the NDNA Quality Framework, to help nurseries assess and improve their practices. Additionally, the NDNA advocates for better funding, working conditions, and resources by influencing policy decisions at the governmental level explained by Argile (2024). By offering expert support and guidance, the NDNA assists nurseries in meeting regulatory requirements and implementing effective quality assurance processes. Through research and evidence-based practices, the NDNA (2024) claims to help shape policies and practices to ensure continuous improvement in early years settings. 
However, the cost of membership, training, and accreditation programs such as quality counts and the childcare quality improvement scheme (NDNA, 2024), can be high, making it difficult for smaller nurseries to afford. Additionally, achieving and maintaining accreditation requires a significant investment of time and resources, which can increase the workload for managers and staff which goes against the definition of “structural” quality that Eadie et al (2022) wrote. This added administrative burden may divert attention away from direct interactions with children, which is an important part of child development (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000). NDNA’s quality frameworks may also follow a one-size-fits-all approach, which may not always meet the unique needs of every setting, especially those serving diverse communities. Furthermore, there is a risk that nurseries may become overly focused on meeting compliance requirements rather than prioritising the individual needs and experiences of the children which is a point that was brought up by Dahlberg and Moss (2008) who highlighted concerns about quality frameworks becoming overly standardised, which may lead to a focus on compliance rather than meeting the unique needs of children. 
The Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY, 2014) claims its mission is to ensure that every child experiences high-quality care and learning, by supporting childcare providers and advocating for best practices. PACEY helps create positive learning environments that benefit children and families alike. PACEY provides a range of training courses, workshops, and continuous professional development (CPD) opportunities similar to those offered by the NDNA (2024) which ensures that practitioners stay up to date with best practices. However, that means that PACEY could fall under the same disadvantages as NDNA, that training costs money and achieving and keeping accreditation demands a considerable amount of time and resources, which can add to the workload of both managers and staff (Dahlberg and Moss, 2008). PACEY (2014) also offers guidance on meeting EYFS requirements and complying with Ofsted (2014) regulations, helping providers maintain high standards in their settings. Through its quality assurance schemes such as Quality Start Scheme (2024), PACEY encourages reflective practice, allowing practitioners to assess and improve their services. However, meeting PACEY's quality assurance requirements, including documentation and assessments, could increase the workload for both managers and staff. This additional work may take time away from providing direct care and engaging in educational activities with the children similar again to the disadvantages of NDNA. Siraj-Blatchford and Wong (2006) highlight the additional workload that quality frameworks, including assessment and documentation, can place on staff and management in early years settings. 
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