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Within the childcare sector, maintaining high-quality standards is crucial for the best care and development of children. While statutory requirements establish a starting point, there's great value in exceeding these standards. By embracing additional methods to promote and ensure quality, childcare providers can offer enriching experiences for children and families. 
The term quality has many different annotations, one of which is the Cambridge Dictionary (2024) definition which means a high standard.
Quality assurance includes the organised implementation of processes and procedures in an organisation to establish that services link with defined quality standards and meet expectations. This ensures consistent monitoring, evaluation and improvement efforts to mainatin consistent levels of quality and minimise . (NAEYC, 2009)
BEEL believes that quality is achieved through a methodical and rigorous process of self-evaluation, followed by guided action planning and resulting in continuous improvement. Quality is viewed as an ongoing journey of enhancement rather than a fixed milestone. (Bertram and Pascal, 2006)
Going beyond minimum levels of quality, empowers childcare settings to implement innovative educational approaches and enhanced activities that ignite children's holistic development. According to the National Minimum Standards (2023) in order to provide high quality care in early years settings, professionals must exceed and excel minimum expectations which is to include the use of constant assessment and evaluations in order to create the highest quality opportunities and experiences for all children and communities in Wales. By going above and beyond minimum standards, this will result in children who are equipped correctly for everyday life as well as school, companied by better literacy skills, social skills, and increased health and well being. 
Higher quality early years provision is a crucial component to aid children’s overall development. (Welsh Government, 2022) The skills along with first-hand experiences that are required for learning throughout life start within early years education. The Welsh curriculum aims to introduce positive attitudes toward learning in children, which, if cultivated, will endure throughout their lives. These attitudes act as a solid foundation which is necessary for children to achieve the four purposes that are outlined in the Curriculum for Wales. (Welsh Government, 2022) 
Implementing additional strategies to enhance quality includes continuously allocating resources regarding staff training, guidance and professional development opportunities. By encouraging professionals to frequently enhance knowledge and abilities, improves the standards of care and also positively impacts staff overall well-being. (Welsh Government, 2022)
The Early Years Wales Quality for All (QfA) (2020) emphasises that achieving and consistently sustaining statutory requirements at the highest standards, along with continual reflection and evaluation of practices, is essential for delivering the best quality childcare. This commitment to quality ensures that children and families receive optimal experiences and opportunities. 
The QfA has an Assessment Tool which is a dynamic framework that has been created to aid childcare settings in enhancing the quality of their services. It provides a consistent approach for demonstrating excellence across all types of childcare provisions. The aim is to guide providers in achieving and maintaining the highest standards, acknowledging the investment and dedication of both providers and staff in delivering outstanding care. This assessment tool is available online to purchase. Additional suggestions for reflection are also included within the assessment tool, intended to assist in evaluating practices and gaining a deeper understanding of the delivery of childcare services. These reflections will further aid in identifying areas for future development and improvement in settings. (Early Years Wales, 2020)
Once the tool has been completed and submitted, an assessor will review the submission, complete an observation and conduct a professional discussion as part of the process of assessment. The assessor will deliver verbal and written feedback, which will offer constructive suggestions to aid further improvement for the setting. Furthermore, areas of exceptional practice observed during the assessment will be identified. Upon successful completion of the QfA assessment, each childcare setting will receive a certificate of achievement, a PDF of the assessment report online, and the Early Years Wales QfA logo for use in advertisement. (Early Years Wales, 2020) 
A drawback of using the QfA Assessment Tool could be that as it is exclusively accessible online for purchase, it may not be readily available to childcare settings who  lack reliable internet access or sufficient technological resources. This could present difficulties for providers operating with poor internet or those unfamiliar with online platforms. Moreover, some providers may prefer traditional, in-person training and guidance rather than relying solely on digital resources. Therefore, the online-only nature of the tool may exclude certain settings to be able to benefit from using the assessment tool. 
Childcare professionals play a crucial role in fostering children's resilience and preparing them for life's journey and ensuring a high quality of care. This highlights the significance of personalised training within settings and how to be able to deliver the best practice. Continuous professional development (CPD) includes a blend of approaches, ideas, and techniques aimed at deepening understanding of the work environment and job responsibilities for all childcare professionals. By engaging in relevant training, practitioners will contribute overall to enhancing skills and knowledge to improve quality of care for children. (PACEY, 2024)
By engaging in CPD, childcare professionals can widen skills and boost confidence in own work by learning from other practitioners and sharing experiences. This collaborative approach also enhances the effectiveness of the quality of care provided to children as progress is always monitored and professional development is continuously improving. Furthermore, gaining higher qualifications allows professionals to enhance the service, care, and education provided to children and families. Acknowledging each child's uniqueness, professionals are able to understand the impact of guidance and influence on children's development and growth in settings. By ensuring consistent self-reflection strategies during CPD and evaluation of practice can help to identify strengths, weaknesses as well as opportunities for growth and enhancement in practice. (PACEY, 2024)
The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) offers an improvement of quality project that aims to provide guidance and support to enhance and improve outcomes for early years inspections as well as to raise levels of quality and self assessments within childcare settings. This project is called ‘Quality Counts’. The Quality Counts accreditation aims to provide the best outcomes for children during inspection, present the highest commitment and work from staff for parents and other professionals to view as well as to enhance teamwork, forms of communication and overall staff well-being. (NDNA, 2024)
[bookmark: _Int_yeCqtKwN]Quality Counts (ND) has been created to work alongside the principles outlined in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and is stems from academic research on outstanding early years practices. When childcare settings are able to gain the certificate, this will show that the setting is fully committed to delivering the best and highest quality experiences for all children. Quality Counts (ND) is a continuous improvement structure which emphasises the guidance for an entire team of staff through a collective learning journey, aimed at evaluating and enhancing the quality of childcare provision for children. 
By ensuring a continuous cycle of review throughout childcare settings, this ensures professionals to be able to foster a collaborative approach to improving quality, which allows the whole team to engage in enhancing quality. This involvement ensures teamwork is consistent towards maintaining and enhancing quality standards. By using Quality Counts, any skills and training staff may need can be identified with ease and open opportunities to improve abilities for all staff. As a result, childcare settings that implement Quality Counts into continuous improvement are highly prepared to showcase positive outcomes for children during inspections, highlighting dedication to delivering excellent childcare services. (Quality Counts, ND) 
The Quality Counts framework is accessible exclusively online, providing access to a system containing the Quality Counts statements, audit, and documents for review and completion. Upon finishing the process, settings can request an online review and receive constructive feedback on areas for improvement for both management and team. There is a 12-month period to complete this process. (Quality Counts, ND) 
A disadvantage of this could be that the framework is online only, which results in limited accessibility for providers of childcare. Some service providers may have poor internet access or may not have the forms of technology to complete the framework. Additionally, individuals who require training in person may not benefit from the online-only format. This approach could unintentionally exclude some childcare providers and hinder abilities to engage effectively with the Quality Counts framework and also creating a barrier to enhancing quality for the setting.
Linking both of the disadvantages of the QfA Assessment Tool along with the Quality Counts framework shows how similar challenges might apply to both approaches. 
The QfA Assessment Tool is specifically available online to childcare professionals. Settings with limited internet access or resources of technology may face obstacles in accessing and benefiting from using the tool. Similarly, the Quality Counts framework also relies heavily on online access. This will result in childcare settings facing the same challenges and experience similar difficulties in being able to use the framework effectively. Therefore, a potential disadvantage of both approaches could be the exclusion of childcare providers lacking sufficient internet connectivity or technological abilities. This shared challenge emphasises the significance of implementing accessibility and various support methods into the development and completion of assessment and improvement structures within childcare settings. 
To conclude, exploring additional approaches to enhance quality beyond statutory standards in childcare settings reveals several benefits as well as disadvantages. By exceeding basic standards, childcare settings can enhance parental satisfaction, identify risks, foster innovation, and maintain ethical standards. Additionally, focusing on quality beyond minimum regulations encourages ongoing improvement for childcare professionals and builds trust among colleagues ensuring success, high quality and levels of sustainability in childcare settings.
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