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What are the national 
quality standards and why would 

we want to exceed them?

What are the national 
quality standards and why would 

we want to exceed them?

Introduction
This book outlines what you can do to 
prepare for your assessment and rating. 
It points out the difference between 
achieving ‘meeting’ the standard versus 
achieving ‘exceeding’ the national quality 
standard. 

It provides you with a multitude of helpful 
documents that you can use as a starting 
point to determine what you are already 
doing well and what you need to do to get 
your service to an exceeding level. 

However, first we will give a brief overview 
of the national quality standards, explain 
what assessment and rating is and how a 
centre is rated during the assessment and 
rating process.

What is the National Quality  
Standard?
In 2012 the National Quality Framework 
(NQF) was introduced to early childhood 
services across Australia. The NQF is part 
of the Australia government’s agenda for 
early childhood education and childcare 
which is focused on providing families 
with high quality, affordable and accessible 
integrated early childhood education and 
care. 

One element of the NQF is the National 
Quality Standard (NQS), which is made up 
of the seven quality areas shown above.

The quality areas contain standards and 
elements that outline the basis to providing 
quality education and care. All early 
childhood services must adhere to the NQS 
and are assessed on their ability to use 
these as a guide to quality practice in their 
early childhood service. 

QA1 Educational program and practice

QA2 Children’s health and safety

QA3 Physical environment

QA4 Staffing arrangements

QA5 Relationship with children

QA6 Collaborative partnerships with families and communities

QA7 Leadership and service management

1

ETS 2ndpagesR.indd   1 13/01/2017   1:42 PM



Exceeding the Standards

2

What is the assessment and rating 
process?
Assessment is done via the assessment and 
rating process. This is carried out by the 
regulatory authority, on behalf of ACEQCA, 
for each state and territory. Each service 
is assessed and then rated on its ability to 
meet the national quality standards.

There are five rating levels described in the 
Guide to the National Quality Standard: 

•	 	Significant Improvement Required (S) 
– this rating indicates that the service 
is failing to meet the national quality 
standard. If a service receives this rating, 
the assessor and regulatory authority 
will work closely with the service 
to improve its quality. If immediate 
improvements are not achieved the 
service’s approval will be withdrawn. 

•	 	Working Towards National Quality 
Standard (W) – at this rating level the 
service is not yet meeting the national 
quality standard, but is considered to be 
working towards meeting the NQS.

• 	 	Meeting the National Quality Standard 
(M) – at this level, the service is meeting 
the national quality standard.

•	 	Exceeding the National Quality 
Standard (E) – this level indicates that 
the service is exceeding the national 
quality standard. If this level is achieved, 
a service can apply to be assessed as 
excellent.

•	 	Excellent – this level requires a separate 
application to achieve Excellent. The 
service needs to demonstrate excellence 
and is recognised as a sector leader. 
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How is the rating determined?
In an early childhood service the standard 
of quality will vary from room to room. It is 
important to keep in mind that your service 
will gain its rating based on the lowest 
common denominator. So, if you have 
four rooms in your service, and three of 
them are developing innovative, inspiring 
programs for children, but one room is 

really struggling to grasp the national 
quality standards, your entire centre will be 
rated on that one room. 

Therefore, it is a good idea to support your 
fellow team members. Share ideas, hold 
discussions, share resources and support 
one another to reach the highest standards 
possible. 
 

Rating level How the overall rating is determined

Significant improvement required The service receives a rating of Significant 
improvement	required	for	one	or	more	quality	areas. 

Working towards National Quality 
Standard

The service receives a rating of Working towards 
National Quality Standard for one or more quality 
areas (but does not receive any rating of Significant 
improvement	required). 

Meets National Quality Standard The service receives a rating of at least Meets National 
Quality Standard in each quality area. It may receive a 
rating of Exceeds National Quality Standard in one or 
more quality areas, but not satisfy the requirements 
for Exceeds National Quality Standard.

Exceeds National Quality Standard The service meets all standards and receives an 
Exceeds National Quality Standard rating in at least 
four quality areas, including at least two of the 
following areas:

•   Educational program and practice

•   Relationships with children

•    Collaborative partnerships with families and 
communities

•   Leadership and service management

A service that provides education and care to children 
of preschool age may only be given a rating of 
Exceeds National Quality Standard for Quality Area 1 
(Educational program and practice) if the service:

•   provides a preschool program or

•    has a documented arrangement with another 
approved service to provide a preschool program 
and informs parents of this arrangement

Excellent The	Excellent	rating	is	given	by	ACECQA. 
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Why would you want to exceed the 
standards?
When you think about your work with 
young children, do you come to work 
thinking ‘Today I will just provide the bare 
minimum in relation to educating and 
caring for the children’ or do you strive to 
provide better outcomes for children every 
day?’

• 	 	When	we	take	pride	in	what	we	do,	we	
are filled with enthusiasm. 

• 	 	When	we	are	enthusiastic,	we	empower	
others to join us in our enthusiasm. 

• 	 	When	we	are	empowered	in	our	work	
place we strive to do better, think better 
and act better. 

• 	 	With	all	this	pride,	enthusiasm	and	
empowerment we naturally create 
better outcomes for children and 
families attending our service. 

As early childhood educators, we all say 
we offer quality education and care for the 
children at our centre but, let’s face it, we all 

know of areas where we could improve or 
things we could do differently to improve 
quality. As our dear friend and colleague, 
Anthony Semann says, ‘You never hear an 
early childhood educator saying “We offer 
quality care on Mondays and Tuesdays, 
however on Wednesdays, Thursdays and 
Fridays our level of care is pretty average”.’ 

So, this book is designed to challenge your 
thinking on what quality education and 
care looks like, feels like and sounds like at 
your service. Use the resources provided 
as a guide or a starting point to ensuring 
you and your team are raising the bar and 
striving to improve the programs, practices 
and leadership within your service. 

From the day this book is published we will 
already have several new ideas we could 
implement in our early childhood service, 
so don’t ever sit back, dust your hands 
off and say, ‘Phew we made it’ … always 
reach for higher heights, raise the bar and 
challenge each other to find new ways 
of doing things to improve educational 
outcomes for young children. 
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This is your opportunity to sell yourself. This 
is your chance to show the assessor what 
you are made of, how much you value your 
role as an educator in early childhood and 
the ability you have to empower your team 
to strive for the best possible outcomes for 
the children and families at your centre. 

How do I convince my team that  
doing all this extra work is a good 
idea?
Pay rates in early childhood are not great. 
When you consider all the effort and 
passion that goes in to this role, early 
childhood educators should be on better 
wages than CEOs. We don’t get handed a 
curriculum to follow — we have to create 
our curriculum from scratch, using the 
frameworks as our guide, changing that 
program every year, and then adjusting it to 
suit the needs of every child we teach. We 
spend our weekends collecting pinecones 
and seed pods, or visiting op shops and 
garage sales. 

So, how do you ask these hard-working 
individuals to do more? The answer is, you 
model what you hope to achieve. It’s about 
how you share your passion and your 
positivity, and showing your colleagues that 
this is an opportunity rather than more 
work.

Setting a realistic timeline
Start off small. Don’t ask your team to take 
on too much too quickly. Just pick one 
small aspect and pose that to them.

You might start by encouraging your 
whole team to participate in documenting 
children’s learning. By sharing some simple 
tools (the learning outcomes and a simple 
pro-forma — all found in The EYLF and 
NQS without Tears) and mentoring these 
team members to give this a go, they will 
become empowered by sharing their ideas 
and observations of the children. 

By setting realistic goals for you and your 
colleagues you are more likely to get a 
quality outcome. So step one is to come 
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up with a finish date. You might set a date 
in accordance with your next assessment 
visit or when you anticipate you will be 
having an assessment visit. Hopefully 
this is 6–12 months away so that you 
have enough time to roll out your 
implementation plan. 

Your second step is to work out how you 
want to divide your time. Do you want to 
dedicate a month or two to each quality 
area or are you going to narrow things 
down further and focus on smaller goals 
within each area over longer periods of 
time? 

The resources in this book will help you to 
work out what you are already doing well 
and what tasks you need to focus on. The 
strategies outlined in each quality area will 
help you to see where your deficits are. 

Use the ‘Preparing for assessment and 
rating’ pages to show to your team the 
items you would like them to gather to 
support you in demonstrating the evidence 
for sighting during your assessment visit. 

Using the resources in this book will help 
to clearly set out your plan of attack when 
preparing for assessment and rating.

Just remember, to get the best out of your 
team you need to encourage them, support 
them and make them feel that what they 
are doing is sensational. 

Then slowly roll out all the goals you 
have to make your service a high quality 
education and care facility. But, do 
remember to take it slowly. Set a plan and 
allow your team the time to adjust to all the 
small changes. You need to remember to: 

• stay	positive

• be	very	enthusiastic

• encourage	your	team

• celebrate	their	enthusiasm

• take	it	slowly

Seven quality folders

To help our team to understand the seven 
quality areas and to really embed their 
knowledge and understanding of the NQS, 
we created our quality area folders. We set 
up seven folders, one for each of the quality 
areas and placed these in the office. The 
team were invited to share ‘evidence’ of 
achieving the standards and elements. 

As it is important to make each new task as 
easy as possible, we suggest you allow your 
team to share their evidence into a tray or 
box in the office, rather than asking them 
to put the information straight into the 
folders. If your team write the standard or 
element on the top of their evidence, then 
a parent or volunteer could assist you with 
moving these to the folders each week.

Observe, discuss and sight
The NQS outlines in detail the sorts of 
things that an assessor will observe you 
doing during their visit to your centre. It 
also outlines the things that the assessor 
will want to discuss with you and your 
colleagues during the assessment visit. 

When the assessor visits your service she 
will want to sight various documents that 
demonstrate your understanding and 
implementation of the national quality 
standards.
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This is where the seven quality folders 
can be very helpful. It is hard to recall all 
the wonderful conversations, outings, 
experiences and moments you have had 
over a 2–3-year period in a one- or two-day 
assessment visit. By having your folders 
with a range of quality resources that 
demonstrate all aspects of the NQS within 
your centre, you will have many examples 
for the assessor to sight at the time of the 
visit.

In addition to this, as you are filling your 
folders you will start to notice areas of 
the NQS where your evidence gathering 
is minimal. This then shows you what 
you need to focus on with your team to 
ensure you are meeting or exceeding the 
requirements of all quality areas. 

So, what does the assessor want to sight? 
The extract at right is taken from page 38 of 
The EYLF and NQS without Tears, ‘Collecting 
and collating evidence for sighting’. 

So, now that we have established why you 
are aiming to exceed the standards, how 
you will convince your team to exceed 
the standards and how you will go about 
ensuring they can exceed the standards – 
let’s get started. 

Collecting and collating evidence of 
‘sighting’

The NQS clearly states the types of 
evidence the assessor will be looking for 
to ‘sight’ at the time of the assessment 
and rating process for each quality area 
(QA). 

Please refer to the following pages of 
the National Quality standard (ACECQA 
2011a) for details:

Quality Area 1:
pp. 27, 29, 31, 33, 35, 40, 41, 45

Quality Area 2:
pp. 55, 58, 60, 62, 67, 69, 73, 76, 77, 81

Quality Area 3:
pp. 91, 93, 95, 100, 103, 106, 108

Quality Area 4:
pp. 114, 118, 120, 122

Quality Area 5:
pp. 129, 131, 133, 138, 140, 143

Quality Area 6:
pp. 151, 153, 154, 157, 158, 161, 163, 
164, 166, 168

Quality Area 7
pp. 175, 176, 177, 178, 179, 181, 183, 
185, 187, 189, 190, 191, 192, 193, 194
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What are the national 
quality standards and why would 

we want to exceed them?

Are you meeting or exceeding the 
standard?
The following tables (derived and adapted 
from the National Quality Standard 
Assessment and Rating Instrument 2012) 
show the standards and elements relating 
to this quality area, what you need to do 
to ‘meet’ the standard , and what you need 
to do to ‘exceed’ the standard for each 
element. 

When writing your program plan and 
developing your curriculum, you need 
to use the EYLF (or another approved 
framework), to enhance each child’s 
learning and development.

1

2

3

4

How to exceed Quality Area 1: 
Educational program 

and practice

How to exceed Quality Area 1: 
Educational program 

and practice

8
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STANDARD 1.1: An approved learning framework informs the development of a 
curriculum that enhances each child’s learning and development. 

Element Meeting the standard Exceeding the standard

1.1.1 Curriculum decision 
making contributes to 
each child’s learning and 
development outcomes 
in relation to their 
identity, connection to the 
community, wellbeing, 
confidence as learners 
and effectiveness as 
communicators.

Curriculum decision-making 
is linked to each child’s 
learning and development 
outcomes.

Curriculum decision-making 
ensures children’s learning 
and development 
opportunities are 
maximised.

1.1.2 Each child’s current 
knowledge, ideas, culture, 
abilities and interests are the 
foundation for the program.

Each child’s current 
knowledge, ideas, culture, 
abilities and interests are the 
foundation for the program.

Each child’s current 
knowledge, ideas, culture, 
abilities and interests are 
consistently imbedded 
and drive all aspects of the 
program.

1.1.3 The program, including 
routines, is organised 
in ways that maximises 
opportunities for each child’s 
learning.

The program, including 
routines, is organised 
in ways that maximises 
opportunities for each child’s 
learning.

The program and 
routines, are organised 
in ways that ensure each 
child’s involvement and 
engagement in learning is 
maximised.

1.1.4 The documentation 
about each child’s program 
and progress is available to 
families.

The documentation about 
each child’s program and 
progress is available to 
families.

The documentation about 
each child’s program and 
progress is ready available 
and opportunities are 
provided for collaboration 
with families.

1.1.5 Every child is 
supported to participate in 
the program.

Every child is supported to 
participate in the program.

Each child is consistently and 
actively supported to fully 
participate in the program.

1.1.6 Each child’s agency is 
promoted, enabling them to 
make choices and decisions 
and influence events and 
their world.

Each child’s agency is 
promoted, enabling them to 
make choices and decisions 
and influence events and 
their world.

Each child’s agency is 
consistently considered and 
promoted, supporting them 
to make a range of choices 
and decisions and influence 
events and their world.

1

2

3

4
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STANDARD 1.2: Educators and co-educators are focused, active and reflective in 
designing and delivering the program for each child.

Element Meeting the standard Exceeding the standard

1.2.1 Children’s learning and 
development is assessed as 
part of an ongoing cycle of 
planning, documenting and 
evaluation.

Children’s learning and 
development is assessed as 
part of an ongoing cycle of 
planning, documenting and 
evaluation.

Assessment of each child’s 
learning and development 
is part of an ongoing cycle 
of planning documenting 
and evaluation. The process 
is interactive and it drives 
the development of the 
program.

1.2.2 Educators respond to 
children’s ideas and play and 
use intentional teaching to 
scaffold and extend each 
child’s learning.

Educators respond to 
children’s ideas and play and 
use intentional teaching to 
scaffold and extend each 
child’s learning.

Educators consistently 
respond to children’s play 
and their ideas. Intentional 
teaching is embedded in 
practice within the program 
to extend and scaffold the 
children’s learning.

1.2.3 Critical reflection on 
children’s learning and 
development, both as 
individuals and as groups, is 
regularly used to implement 
the program.

Critical reflection on 
children’s learning and 
development, both as 
individuals and as groups, is 
regularly used to implement 
the program.

Critical reflection on 
children’s development and 
learning, both as individuals 
and in groups, is consistently 
used to review, revise and 
implement the program.

Preparing for assessment and rating
When gathering evidence for your NQS 
folders, you support your team to gain a 
deeper understanding of all the things they 
need do to achieve each of the standards. 
The ideas listed below all contribute to 
developing quality practice in relation to 
QA1. 

• 	 	Group	routines	–	there	should	be	a	daily	
routine on display in every room

• 	 	Child	development	–	checklists,	parent	
meetings, parent learning goals, 
teacher-directed goals, learning stories, 
observations

• 	 	Children’s	interests	–	parent	
contributions on the program plans, 

morning meeting or circle time 
demonstrate how you support each 
child to participate, incorporate culture, 
interests, make choices, child’s agency

• 	 	Intentional	teaching	–	reflections,	
following children’s interests, program 
planning, thoughtful and authentic 
teaching, purposeful and deliberate 
teaching strategies

• 	 	Reflections	–	daily	diary,	discussions	
with families, program plans, learning 
stories and family evaluations, 
intentional teaching reflections, 
demonstrate your understanding of 
critical reflection

• 	 	EYLF	–	demonstrate	links	to	EYLF	in	all	
aspects of planning
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