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Collins Dictionary (2022) state that the definition of quality is something of which is high in standard. Bamford et al. (2016) say that quality is a concept which is quite difficult for many people to understand, as it can have a variety of definitions. Bamford et al. (2016) goes on to say that the international definition of quality is “the degree to which a set of inherent characteristics fulfils requirements.”
Moss (2016) discusses that society decides what quality is, and that quality is a choice not a necessity. Moss (2016) claims that quality is a constructed concept and a particular way of thinking about the world and that quality is inscribed with assumptions, values and beliefs. We can only evaluate childhood education by what we see as ‘good’ education which often depends on political views and beliefs which can often not be agreed upon (Moss, 2016).
Dahlberg et al. (2013) mention that quality starts with the observation that we live in an age of quality. Quality is something everyone would like to have, and everyone would like to offer, whilst quality itself is taken for granted. Dahlberg and Moss (2008) also mention that quality can generally be understood as services for children which ensures the predefined, normative outcomes as well as developmental and learning goals. 
According to Pacey (2022), children benefit from receiving high quality childcare. This includes that staff have relevant qualifications and training skills which are needed to positively care for and nurture a child. Childcare providers who provide a good quality of care, will also have excellent inspection reports for parents/carers to view (Pacey, 2022). High quality provision is exceeded when the workforce is confident in working together, engaging with families, understanding child development and theory and also by delivering high quality practice and teaching methods on a daily basis (Foundation years, no date).
Similarly, Iles (no date) claims that quality provision in early years settings is important for the effective development in young children. It is increasingly important to have an understanding on what contributes towards having high quality provision, to help to give children the best start in life (Iles, no date).
Richardson (2015) who is a chief inspector for Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) but is now known as Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) agrees how important the quality of childcare, which is given, plays a crucial role in a child’s overall development and well-being. Parents need to know that their child is safe when they leave them in the care of someone else and that they are receiving quality care (Richardson, 2015). Research also carried out by Munton et al. (2006) states that evidence has been found, confirming that good-quality childcare provision has a positive influence on a child’s development.
HealthyChildren.org (2022) agree that there are many indicators of high-quality childcare. These include small groups of children where children receive more individual attention as well as nurturing. Settings with low staff turnover will also provide good quality childcare as staff will have time to form and bond positive relationships with the children who are in their care (HealthyChildren.org, 2022). 
Furthermore, National Minimum Standards (NMS) (2016) state that there should be effective quality monitoring systems and assurances in place as well as continuous monitoring of the quality of childcare which is being provided which must meet current NMS guidelines. Parents and children’s views must be sought as part of the process of measuring the service and ensuring that it is meeting the needs of the children (National Minimum Standards, 2016).
In addition, Pacey (2022) go on to say that quality childcare includes the child having a safe and hygienic environment, a lot of good quality toys and equipment and resources including various opportunities. Pacey (2022) also state that the setting should also be well-managed and well-structured. Parents should also be fully involved with their children’s care (Pacey, 2022). 
Allais (2017) claims that quality assurance is basically ‘keeping track of production.’ A criticism of quality assurance is that organisations focus all their energy into compliance which will then gain accreditation (Allais, 2017). 
NMS (2016) state that children and parents both benefit from quality service which is effectively monitored. The registered person must ensure the continuous monitoring of the quality of the service provided, must meet requirements of the regulation 16 of the (NMS, 2016).
Tayler (2015) claims that the early years are an intense interest to those who are engaging in a social and educational policy as this is supported by research which shows that by a child having ‘a good start in life’, this will lay the foundations of well-being as well as health, learning and social care. High quality childcare will result in the child having access to opportunities to thrive. Cottle and Alexander (2012) mention that according to Sylva and Pugh (2005), quality is measured from research-based programmes which were carried out and which also involved outcomes of tests and examinations regarding the child’s educational status as well as their development.
There have been various quality assurance systems put in place to assess quality in early years settings. One of those included, is the ‘Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being’ (SSTEW) scale. 
The SSTEW scale is an observational tool which assesses practice within early years education and care. The scale is set up into ‘sub scales’ which assess the quality of provision in different areas (Siraj et al. 2015). One of the scales included is building trust, confidence and independence, social and emotional well-being (Brodie, 2015). 
This particular scale stands out, as this confirms that the SSTEW scale is an effective quality assurance tool with supporting targets and ensuring that quality provision is being gained, as well as keeping up to date with the Welsh Government (2020) Donaldson Curriculum.
Practice is assessed on interactional skills. Effective interaction involves listening, sharing an interest, working together, problem solving, child-initiated activities and conversation, clarifying concepts, extending narrative, modelling, asking open-ended questions as well as sustained shared thinking. 
University College London (2021) agrees that sustained shared thinking provides opportunities for children to extend their learning which is important for helping children to become learners who have transferrable skills. Brodie (no date) goes on to say that sustained shared thinking can only be carried out when practitioners are all working towards the same goals and have undisturbed time with the children. This can be quite difficult if more experienced practitioners prefer their own teaching methods and are not open to new ways of teaching.
McKinley (2019) claims that when there is effective communication, children and practitioners will benefit. Effective communication will help children to achieve their goals, as well as increasing opportunities and strengthening connections between both children and practitioners (McKinley, 2019). Children benefit most when practitioners engage in stimulating interactions which will support children’s learning and practitioners should also be emotionally supportive. One to one interaction, as well as group interactions can also help children to gain knowledge and skills as well as the enjoyment of learning (Yoshikawa et al. 2013). 
Harris (2014) claims that high quality interactions between both adults and children, promotes ‘inter-thinking’ and shared enquiry. Quality interactions between both adults and children, support emotional and social development, as well as thinking skills (Harris, 2014). Kingston et al. (2015) recognises that being able to carry out sustained shared thinking with a child, is recognised as a key skill to have as staff, to support children’s emotional and cognitive outcomes. 
Harris (2014) goes on to say that social constructivists including Vygotsky (1978) and Bruner (1976), interactions between adults and children are the building blocks for children’s development and thinking skills. Harris (2014) also states that high quality interactions between children and adults promote sustained shared thinking. 
Professionals are then supposed to use their own professional judgement to make scores on the scales. This can be a negative aspect of the scale as professionals may have various levels of training and experience which may alter their opinions on deciding which level to score the scale, however Howard et.al (2018) claims that only highly trained individuals are able to assess the children. 
Allais (2017) goes on to say that quality assurance often relies on outside auditors coming into the setting to carry out observations and assessments. A criticism of this would be that those coming in to carry out these audits, may not be experts in that particular area (Allais, 2017).
Howard et al. (2018) state that the SSTEW scale is underpinned by practice and principles which is effective. The SSTEW scale also emphasizes the importance of a child-centred approach which is also developmentally appropriate which also shows progression in children’s learning which will help to support children to become self-regulated learners (Howard et al. 2018). 
The fact that the SSTEW scale also has a focus on well-being is highly important as children’s well-being was previously over-looked, whereas the new Donaldson curriculum by Welsh Government (2020) has a focus on health and well-being which would mean that the SSTEW scale would be a relevant way of assessing when the new curriculum comes into place this year. Welsh Government (2020) recognise that having good health and well-being are increasingly important when enabling successful learning. 
Nursery World (2015) claim that the SSTEW scale defines what adults do to support children’s emotional well-being, as well as their learning behaviours and attitudes which contribute to effective learning. The SSTEW scale can highlight which skills and approaches those settings need to focus on when developing and improving their practice (Nursery World, 2015). 
Howard et al. (2018) mention that the SSTEW scale was designed to support practitioners and researchers with assessing early interactions, as well as helping to identify any strengths as well as weaknesses which may need to be addressed.
Although, current evidence would suggest that the SSTEW scale would show equivalent strengths when assessing children’s developmental progress compared to other quality assurance tools (Howard et al. 2018).
Howard et.al (2018) goes on to say that the SSTEW scale looks at the child and their learning as a whole, rather than focusing on specific domains compared to other quality assurance tools which may decide to focus on academic qualities rather than including health and well-being. The SSTEW scale has been fundamentally designed to support understanding of quality interactions and to understand concepts of sustained shared thinking, however seeing as the SSTEW scale is a new addition to measuring quality assurance, Howard, et al. (2018) suggest that further investigation and practice should be carried out in order to reach validity of the SSTEW scale.
Another quality assurance system which is used, includes the Quality of Care review. According to the Care Inspectorate Wales (2019), the Quality of Care review involves using tools and methods to assess and improve quality of care for people and children who are using that service. This quality assurance system is based more as a questionnaire type assessment tool, which asks various questions regarding how those within the setting feel about how they believe the quality is being received as well as any improvements which can be made.
Pacey (2017) discusses the Self Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) which provides CIW with information which is required to ensure that compliance of current and relevant legislation is being adhered to. Part two of the SASS form includes information for the Quality of Care report (Pacey, 2017). CIW (2022) claim that the SASS is a form for registered child-minding and day care settings in Wales, to complete which will provide information to help to plan inspections and advise Welsh Government with regards to the status of childcare settings in Wales.
The report structure includes four areas. These include that people feel their voices are heard, they have choice about their care and support, and opportunities are made available to them, people are happy and supported to maintain their ongoing health, development and over-all well-being, people feel safe and protected from abuse and neglect and people live in accommodation that best supports their well-being (CIW, 2022).
There is quite a focus on well-being which is a positive approach to have during current times such as the COVID19 pandemic, and the impact which this has had on children and their families. Imran et al. (2020) mention that children are vulnerable because of their limited understanding of the event. This is similar to the SSTEW scale which also has a focus on well-being. 
A negative aspect of the Quality of Care review could be due to it being a questionnaire, as people may not be as honest with their answers, whereas if it was anonymous, people may feel more confident to do so. Debois (2019) states that questionnaires which are non-confidential can provide dishonest answers compared to confidential questionnaires. 
The CIW (2019) also mention that the Quality of Care report is to be carried out by the service provider which means that individuals may not be as honest as they should be with the report, as not to have a negative reflection of their setting. 
Although Van Loon (2018) states that when someone is self-reflecting, they make in-depth judgements about learning processes, as well as motivation, plans and outcomes. Franks (2015) goes on to say that dedicated practice of self-reflection is often quite demanding and time consuming, therefore researchers should be aware of these potential stumbling blocks which may influence the method.
The CIW (2019) include that the report also has guidance attached which includes examples for practitioners to look at before filling out the report. This will help practitioners to ensure that the report is being carried out effectively. Some quality assurance reports can be extremely time consuming, such as the SSTEW report, which ensures that time is spent making observations. This can be a negative aspect of the report, as practitioners may not have sufficient time to carry out the report effectively. Perhaps this was why the Quality of Care report was designed for practitioners as the CIW are aware of other more time consuming assessment tools which are available. 
To summarise, this piece of work has critically analysed methods of assuring quality of children’s care and development, ensuring that there are links to statutory policy requirements and the leadership role. The meaning of Quality has been discussed, as well as quality assurance tools within childcare settings. The SSTEW scale and the Quality of Care report have been critically analysed, focusing on positive and negative aspects of both. Important points of both quality assurance tools have been mentioned and critiqued. One of the main points to mention was that both quality assurance tools have different ways of being used, whereas both also have similar aspects. This includes a focus on health and well-being which is very important due to the COVID19 pandemic. It has also been pointed out the importance of effective training for professionals to complete the quality assurance tools, as well as the importance of the quality assurance tools to be carried out to ensure that high quality provision is being implemented. Recommendations would include for professionals to have sufficient training, and to ensure that the quality assurance tools are carried out when needed.
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