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Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]Early years education and care impacts on children’s future attainment. The quality of care that young children receive in their early years impacts greatly on their development and education. Young children who received excellent quality of care and education in their early years settings had greater success throughout their education. Children who attended settings that were rated as excellent were more likely to achieve greater success (Sylva et al, 2004, Sammons et al 2008, Mathers et al, 2012). In the same way, according to Mitchell et al (2008) if quality is not assured, early years care can have a negative impact on the development of young children.
This essay will critically analyse methods used to assess the quality of care in early years settings and the advantages and disadvantages on early years development. It will also discuss quality assurance and how this impacts on young children’s development.
Quality assurance and measurement scales in early years settings
According to Jean et al (2006) there is much research that states that high quality early years care is beneficial to the development of young children and encourages their future educational attainment. However, Jean et al (2006) discuss the issues on the measures of quality within early years settings and the barriers that may prevent accurate observations and measurements such as the perspectives of the practitioners on quality, the tools used to measure quality and if the areas that are measured using the current tools and scales the most beneficial to the development of young children. 
There are many studies and projects ongoing that explore the quality of early years provisions and the tools used to measure quality. The Effective Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) (2004) project has used the the Environment Rating Scales ECCERS. Another report on good practice form the longitudinal Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) which used the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well being scale found that there were three reoccurring themes throughout the findings which were the importance of tailoring practice to the needs of the child above all other considerations; a skilled and experienced workforce and an open and reflective culture (DFE, 2017).
According to Mathers et al 2012 there are three purposes of quality assurance for regulation, research and quality improvement. The tools used to measure quality are dependent on the reason for the assessment. 
According to Sylva et al, 2005 (cited in Bertram & Pascal, 2006) for early years settings to have a beneficial impact on young children’s development and intended outcomes, the setting they attend should be of high quality. According to Sammons et al 2003 high quality early years provisions benefit young children’s cognitive development. Similarly, according to Fox et all (2010) quality care and interactions in the early stages of a child’s development can have a positive impact on brain development, more specifically behavioural development and the pattern of brain architecture. Moreover, according to Robson (2012) the young childs early experiences and environment impact on their brain development.
 In a study on preschool programs in America and cognitive development, Diamond et al (2008) stated that young children with opportunities to play and experiment develop executive functions that will support them in later years. This supports Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories on children being active, curious learners and their experiences impacting on their executive functions. However, Vygotsky believed more in social interactions for development and Piaget placed more importance on the child led learning and experimenting with their surroundings and environment as development (Piaget and Vygotsky no date, cited in Gray and Macblain 2015).
The biggest studies and reports in early years provisions have used the ECCERS and SSTEW scales to measure the quality of the settings within the studies. They are the most commonly used quality measurement tools in quality assurance as they are easily accessible, reliable and valid (OECD,2015).
Brunsek et al (2017) researched the use of ECCERS to evaluate the association between ECCERS and children’s wellbeing. According to Brunsek et al 2017, the ECCERS does assess aspects of quality that benefit children’s wellbeing. However, the evidence of the outcome between the effect on the children’s outcome and the ECCERS is weak. Similarly, according to Stedoji et al (2017) there is no room for progression once the highest scale of 3.4 had been met and no guidance on how to support the emotional and well being development of the child.
A qualitative investigation by Calder (2006) into the effectiveness of the ECCERS as a measurement tool was carried out in four different countries, Italy, Sweden, Spain and the USA found that the ECCERS tools advantages were the that the scale can be completed in a small space of time and the scale allows for comparison for other measures based on criteria that has been established by early years practitioners. However, the scale is based on observations and experiences rather than theory which can allow for the practitioner using the scale to see things differently and rate accordingly. 
According to Bertram and Pascal (2006) in the Baby Effective Early Learning Programme (BEEL) improving quality within early years setting should be value based and imbedded within the practices of all early year’s practitioners. Bertram and Pascal value the need for minimum standards, however, improvement should be made so that all settings go beyond the national minimum standards and are continually improving their practices within their settings to reach high standards of care and education. 
Norway have implemented qualification requirements for early years practitioners into their policies and higher-level qualification requirements for practitioners within  early years setting (OECD,2015). Similarly, Social Care Wales have introduced a ‘List of Required Qualifications to work within early years and Childcare in Wales’. This supports the findings of the projects and reports of BEEL, SEED AND EPEY where the need for well educated, appropriately trained staff and more recently Social Care Wales has emphasised the importance of experience of early years practitioners and the positive impact this has on young children’s development within the Early Years (SCW,2017). Similarly, according to Jones (2014) and Nutbrown (2012) it is the experience of the early years practitioners that is more important for ensuring high standards of care within the early years. However, according to Jones (2014) who also states that leaders need to have qualifications of degree level, however it is the experience of early years practice that holds the most significance in the quality of care in early years settings. Although, the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) project found that settings where the practitioners have higher qualifications had a higher quality of care and children made better progress. The EPPE project also found that early years education was beneficial for early intervention for young children who may have Additional learning needs (Sammons et al., 2002 Cited in EPPE 2004).
Young children form disadvantaged backgrounds need to attend high quality early years setting. (Sylva et al, 2004 cited in Mathers et al 2014). The 30-hour child care enables more children to access early years provisions. However, the 30-hour child care initiative is new and the impact of this are yet to be discovered (Nursery World, 2017) Likewise Mathers et al, 2014 more funding is needed to ensure equality and opportunities for all families to access quality early years care. Norway have a similar  initiative to encourage participation and equality for all in early years care that was introduced in 2015. However, the Norwegian Government also provides reduced fees for siblings and subsidy schemes for low income families and as a result have a high percentage of children from disadvantaged backgrounds accessing early years care. (OECD,2015). This supports the Welsh Assemblies governments national strategy of ‘Prosperity for All’ and one of the 5 cross cutting priorities is early years and equality in accessing quality early years provisions.
Conclusion
Observations and assessments completed by competent, experienced, well-educated and trained early years practitioners gives opportunities for personal perspectives on the observations made. When an early year’s practitioner is observing the interactions between young children and their peers, with other practitioners and with their environment, the observations made give opportunity to improve the quality of the care and education the young children are receiving. By using a quality assurance rating scale such as ECCERS and SSTEW as a self-assessment tool, the information is gathered in a structured format with specific outcomes which can be used to improve the quality of the care within the setting. Moreover, by having highly educated and experienced staff within the settings and completing the self-assessment observations their experience and knowledge of early years education can support the findings of the self-assessment to reach and maintain a high standard of care within their setting. According to Dahlberg et al (2007) cited in  Jones et al (2016) quality should be a choice and not something to be chased and once that choice has been made then quality should be the responsibility of the practitioners. The recommendations within early years care studies such as BEEL all agree that experienced staff have a significant impact on the quality of care within the early years. Early years practitioners can apply their experience by continually choosing and taking responsibility for high quality care within the early years.
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