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Reflection Paper: Critically reflecting the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above the statutory requirements. 
In early years settings, quality is central to providing children with the best possible start in life. Effective, high-quality experiences in an early year’s environment have been shown to have a positive impact on children's development, school advancement, and adulthood, whilst quality care, education, and experiences are fundamental to the holistic development of young children and their readiness for lifelong learning (Birth to 5 Matters, no date). However, Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) believe that defining quality in early years is difficult and shows how research shows that quality can vary between different children. Welsh Government (2023) provide the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare. Using these criteria, early years settings will be evaluated for their ability to provide children up to the age of twelve with appropriate care. However, there is a growing recognition in the early years sector that statutory requirements alone are insufficient for ensuring that children receive the highest standard of care and education and consequently, many early years practitioners seek additional methods to promote and ensure quality, going beyond the minimum statutory requirements (House of Commons Education Committee, 2023). Two widely recognised methods in the UK are the National Day Nurseries Association, known as NDNA (NDNA, 2024a) and the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale, known as ITERS (Environment Rating Scale, no date), both of which provide frameworks for improving the quality of early years provision.
This reflection paper will critically reflect on the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality in early years nursery settings, with a particular focus on the NDNA and ITERS. It will begin by discussing the definition and importance of quality in early years settings, followed by an exploration of the two methods, comparing their advantages and disadvantages. In conclusion, the paper will reflect on how these methods drive quality and what improvements could be made to further enhance the provision of early years education.
Education Policy Institute (2018) believe that there are two ways that quality can be viewed in early years education, structural quality and process quality. They believe that structural quality is something that can easily be observed and measured, which would include ratios between staff and children, group size, professional development of practitioners and training they receive. Whereas process quality is believed to view the children’s experiences that they have each day, which includes the activities they are participating in, interactions between the children, practitioners and parents, and how their routine needs are met and followed. Palaiologou (2023) agree with this and believe that both these are connected and how structural quality is initially needed to ensure process quality needs can be met. Eadie, et al (2022) believe there are three ways to view quality, by adding in system quality as an additional. They discuss how system quality factors in government, funding and standards of practice.
In the context of early years education, quality can be understood as the extent to which an early year’s setting provides an environment that supports children's cognitive, emotional, social, and physical development (Teach Early Years, 2025). This includes having well-trained staff, a stimulating and safe environment, responsive caregiving, and developmentally appropriate practices that meet the diverse needs of all children (Slot, 2018). Quality is not a fixed standard but rather a dynamic and multifaceted concept that requires ongoing reflection and improvement (Teach Early Years, 2025). 
Key features of quality in early years settings include a broad approach from a variety of aspects which include qualified and knowledgeable staff, positive relationships, a stimulating environment and inclusive practice. Early years practitioners should possess a deep understanding of child development, pedagogy, and the skills necessary to create positive learning experiences whilst being able to build strong, responsive and nurturing relationships with the children and their families to foster a secure emotional environment. The physical environment must be rich in learning opportunities, safe, and accessible for all children, whilst all children are allocated equal opportunities, regardless of their background and ability (Buckley, Martin & Curtin, 2020). 
In recent years, studies have shown how there has been a strain on quality in the early years sector which is affecting the outcomes for children (Hobbs & Mutebi, 2021). 
The UK Government recognise the importance of quality. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework sets out statutory requirements for early years settings, ensuring that they meet basic standards of care and education (Gov.uk, 2024). However, the push for additional quality assurance methods comes from the understanding that statutory requirements are a minimum threshold and do not necessarily ensure optimal outcomes for all children (Tickell, 2011). 
When critically analysing the both the NDNA and ITERS, it can be seen how both methods are designed to support nurseries in enhancing the quality of their provision, but they take different approaches and focus on different aspects of early years practice.
The NDNA is an organisation that offers support, training, and resources to early years providers. One of the key benefits of NDNA is its comprehensive approach to quality, which incorporates both training and accreditation. The association provides nurseries with access to a range of professional development opportunities, networking events, and practical resources (NDNA, 2024a). It also offers a quality assurance framework, Quality Counts, that allows nurseries to assess their practice against a set of criteria, ensuring that they meet high standards of care and education and going above and beyond (Quality Counts, no date). 
There are many advantages of NDNA, one being the holistic approach they offer to quality improvement by encompassing not only the physical environment and curriculum, but also the wellbeing and development of staff. This ensures that all aspects of the nursery setting are considered, contributing to overall quality (Quality Counts, no date). NDNA places a strong emphasis on Continuous Professional Development (CPD), providing nurseries with access to training and resources that help staff develop their skills and knowledge (NDNA, 2024a). CPD can improve the role of the practitioner through reflection on practice and how that can be developed (Burnham, 2016). By ensuring all staff have access to sufficient training, this would help aid staff recognise any delays in the children they care for, which would ensure early intervention, which would then support a child’s holistic development. We can see here how each one plays a vital role in helping the child further on in their lives (MacDonald, Gealy & Tinney, 2019). Being part of NDNA allows nurseries to network with other early years providers, sharing best practices and learning from one another. This sense of community can be valuable for nurseries that wish to continuously improve their practice. NDNA’s accreditation process is rigorous and widely respected within the industry, providing nurseries with external validation of their quality standards (NDNA, 2024a). 
However, it must be noted that NDNA do come with some disadvantages. The cost of membership and accreditation can be too high for some nurseries, especially those in more deprived areas or with limited budgets (NDNA, 2024b). While NDNA provides a framework for assessing and improving practice, some critics argue that the focus is more on processes and procedures than on measurable outcomes for children (NDNA, 2024a). The framework encourages compliance with standards but may not always focus on the tangible impact of those standards on children's development. NDNA’s framework may not always be sufficiently adaptable to the diverse needs of different nurseries, particularly those with unique challenges or those that cater to children with special educational needs and according to Pascal and Bertram (2018), high quality services should be adaptable and culturally sensitive. Additionally, the NDNA's Quality Statement underscores delivering high-quality provision for all children, underpinned by current research on best practices. While these elements imply a commitment to inclusivity, they do not provide explicit evidence regarding the framework's effectiveness or comprehensiveness in supporting children with specific educational needs (NDNA, 2024c). 
The ITERS is a widely recognised tool used to assess the quality of care in nurseries, particularly for infants and toddlers up to 30 months of age. It focuses on the physical environment, interactions between caregivers and children, and the organisation of daily routines (NH Connections, 2025). The ITERS provides a structured way for early years settings to assess their practice, identify areas for improvement, and ensure they are meeting high standards in key areas of child development, which enables practitioners to implement change for best practice. It consists of 39 items which are split into 7 subscales (Environment Rating Scale, no date). This is done with someone assessing the setting over 3 hours and providing a score based on what has been seen during this time (Baby Rooms Inspiring Leaders, 2024). 
Some advantages of ITERS include how it is particularly effective in focusing on the quality of interactions between caregivers and children, which is directly related to children's emotional and developmental well-being. The ITERS provides clear criteria for evaluating the physical environment and the quality of caregiving, making it easier for nurseries to assess their practice and identify areas for improvement (Harms, Cryer & Clifford, 2007). ITERS is grounded in research and has been shown to have a positive impact on the quality of care in early years settings (Baby Rooms Inspiring Leaders, 2024). Its use has been associated with improvements in child development outcomes from all around the world (Vermeer et al, 2016). 

While ITERS is highly effective in assessing interactions and the physical environment, it has been criticised for not sufficiently addressing other aspects of quality, such as staff professional development or the broader organisational context of a nursery. An ITERS assessment is something that is assessed on a set day which may not be a true reflection of the setting as Baby Room Inspiring Leaders (2024) discusses how when in the baby room, various days can be different based on the children and this can reflect when aiming to maintain positive interactions throughout the day with new and unsettled children as an example. Like NDNA, the ITERS may not be flexible enough to address the unique needs of all early year’s settings, particularly those serving children with special educational needs or those in atypical settings (Siraj et al, 2019). 
When comparing NDNA and ITERS, several key similarities and differences emerge. Both are valuable tools for ensuring quality, but they focus on different aspects of early years practice. NDNA offers a more holistic approach, covering a wide range of areas including staff development, environment, and curriculum. In contrast, ITERS is more focused on the environment and interactions between caregivers and children (NH Connections, 2025). NDNA provides a more flexible framework that can be adapted to different types of nurseries, while ITERS is a more prescriptive tool with specific criteria for assessing quality. NDNA can be more accessible to nurseries in terms of cost and implementation, especially given its comprehensive support system. ITERS, on the other hand, requires more time and resources to implement fully. Furthermore, by using both tools alongside each other, settings could ensure they are providing a high quality setting over a variety of different ways (Siraj et al, 2019).  
Both the NDNA and ITERS provide valuable frameworks for ensuring quality in early years settings, with each offering unique benefits and challenges. NDNA is a comprehensive, flexible approach that provides strong support for staff development, while ITERS focuses on the quality of interactions and the environment. By critically reflecting on the advantages and disadvantages of these methods, nurseries can select the most appropriate quality assurance system to meet their needs and drive continuous improvement in their practice. Ultimately, the use of such frameworks together would ensure that all children have access to high-quality early years provision, which in turn has a profound impact on their long-term development and success.
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