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[bookmark: _GoBack]Quality assurance in the Early Years aims to provide an opportunity to gain recognition for the quality of service provision. Quality assurance in the Early Years is designed to promote the highest quality experiences of care, play and education in children by encouraging professional practitioners to reflect on and evaluate their practice. ‘In play a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behaviour; in play it is as though he were a head taller than himself. As in the focus of a magnifying glass, play contains all developmental tendencies in a condensed form and is itself a major source of development’ (Vygotsky, 1978: 102). 
Defining quality in an Early Years setting can be difficult but based on the findings of the Research Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study, adults should have a warm, responsive relationship with the children in an Early Years setting. The staff in an Early Years setting should have high quality interactions with children including sustained shared thinking. The setting should have clear educational goals and planning and must have trained staff that need to have recognised Early Years qualifications. Parents of the children within the setting should also be involved within their child’s learning and progression and spoke to about any noticeable changes.
The way in which we measure quality assurance in an Early Years setting can be difficult when trying to figure out if the quality is there. Finding children in small groups when observing would be a sign of high quality assurance, when children are in smaller groups, they are able to receive more individual attention from their practitioner rather than if they were in a larger group, the practitioner may not be able to focus their full attention on the ones that need it especially if they have Additional Learning Needs. Also, keeping parents involved with children’s development and learning and contacting them if any difficulties with their child’s learning is found. This is stated in the National Minimum Standards (Wales) point 4.4 which states appropriate action is taken when special needs are identified, and the welfare and development of the child is promoted in partnership with parents and other relevant parties.
Staff to child ratios play a massive role in quality assurance in a nursery setting, for example, in a room of 4 children ages 13 to 35 months, there should be 1 trained professional observing. In a room of 5 to 8 children ages 13 to 35 months, there should be 2 trained professionals. This comes under the National Minimum Standards (Wales) point 15.1. (Siraj and Hallet, 2014:122) suggest that ‘professional training, emphasising practical information, professional education emphasising theory and research-based knowledge and professional support to develop job experience and performance’. 
Low staff turnover could mean children, especially toddlers and young children who need stable, positive relationships with practitioners to thrive, need support 24/7. Finding out how long staff have worked in the setting beforehand and what sort of training they have had in the last year would benefit the child. High quality programmes keep the child with the same practitioner for a good period of time. Good pay, benefits, training and supportive programme directors are some of the reasons why it may reduce staff turnovers and promote quality. 
Regular visits from healthcare; some settings do not have regular visits and check-ups from a nurse or health professional. Child care health consultants can provide developmental, hearing, oral health, and vision screening onsite as well as assistance with special health care needs. 
An internet source Staff Supervision in Early Years and Childcare (2019) provide us with evidence that  Quality assurance in an Early Years setting can be responsible for providing guidance and supervision and to ensure that the school or setting is meeting the requirements stated in the regulations. 
A quality assurance scheme can provide a route for leaders and managers to raise standards through a process of self-evaluation or self-assessment. The importance of quality assurance in an Early Years setting is to effectively promote practice and delivery, to challenge and support key people in settings to lead quality improvement practice. Infants, toddlers and young children need supportive, responsive and stimulating relationships with caregivers and stimulating environments to thrive (McCartney and Phillips. 2006; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2000).  It can essentially help parents choose a good quality provision for their children and guides and supports settings to improve outcomes for children. Quality in an Early Years setting is not only a concern for parents but for other stakeholders including Early Years professionals, government officials and policy-makers. 
The role of quality assurance in an Early Years setting would be to aim to boost standards by helping Early Years professionals help themselves in their own way. An Early Years setting would be able to achieve this by working alongside a quality assurance scheme.  (Nursery World, Help Yourself – Quality Assurance, 2000) speaks about encouraging staff to assess their own practice and compare it with the standards they aspire to achieve, self-evaluation is a key part of quality assurance. 	
An internet source (EACEA, 2018) speaks about how every setting in Wales that are not maintained schools or maintained nursery schools are regulated and inspected by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). Schools that provide provision for children under the age of three must also register this provision. CIW registers provision as required under Part 2 of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010, statutory instruments made under the Act and the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Child Care (NMS). These set out standards for quality, management, physical environment and staffing which all providers must meet.  
Benefits of Quality Assurance 
An important part of quality assurance would be accurate assessment and moderation of a child’s development. Quality assurance in an Early Years setting sets out to improve working practices and the quality of services for children, young people and families. National Minimum Standards (Wales) 2010 states that each individual’s needs, including any special educational needs and disabilities, are planned for and provided for and point 4.2 ties in with this as it states that staff must have the skills and experience needed to plan for and meet a child’s individual needs and preferences.  In order to improve outcomes and the quality of their lives, staff need to have enhanced knowledge and skills of the individual child and their abilities as stated again in points 4.4 – 4.9 of the National Minimum Standards (Wales) (NMS) 2010. 
Observations in childcare are one of the most important types of documentation methods that professionals practitioners use in an Early Years setting. Observations are crucial to a child’s learning process as they are used to build an understanding of a child’s skills, interests and abilities. Observational measures serve several purposes, first of all the measures can be used for a practitioner and teacher’s professional development. These measures bring attention to administrators, caregivers or teachers to aid their own behaviours and practices that might promote positive child outcomes. Observations are also important for parents to get involved in, a parent is a child’s first teacher, they learn most of their ‘firsts’ from their parents/carers and families can provide the primary care for children and are often the focus of early intervention programmes. Home visiting programmes are designed to promote positive, supportive parenting and to reduce harsh, negative parenting of infants, thereby indirectly enhancing their cognitive and social development. (Wasik and Bryant, 2001). 
Practitioners that work in an Early Years setting would also benefit from classroom observations as part of their teacher evaluation approach, this would be a more objective set of criteria for observation. Professional development programmes usually use observational measures as the basis for improving quality of child care. 
Classroom observations are useful for research. An extensive body of work looks at the relations of observational measures to child outcomes, especially in classroom type early care and educational settings and to a lesser extent in home-based care (Bryant, forthcoming; Burchinal forthcoming; Burchinal et al., 2008).  This links into the SSTEW scale, where classroom settings and professional practitioners are observed and rated on the SSTEW scale. Many classroom observation measures are put in place to meet the specific needs of a programme. They vary in whether they focus on the child care or educational experiences of the individual child or the entire classroom.  

SSTEW scale- Supporting children’s sustained shared thinking scale.
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) is an observational scale which focuses primarily on the pedagogy within an Early Years setting and centres its attention on the adult’s role in the setting and on supporting learning and development of the children. The term ‘sustained shared thinking’ was first coined by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) during the qualitive analysis of data. Engaging in sustained shared thinking with a child is recognised as a key skill for staff in settings that were effective in supporting a child’s socio-emotional and cognitive development. The SSTEW scale is a tool to access quality in Early Years settings, it sets out to define what adults do to support children’s emotional well-being, learning behaviours and attitudes and can offer clear guidance on how to move to the next level. Engaging in SST, which includes the successful support of a child’s thinking and learning, unquestionably requires a highly skilled and knowledgeable practitioner. This would be someone who is skilled in assessing, monitoring and supporting a child’s socio-emotional, linguistic and cognitive development and someone who will ensure that the child is safe, interested and stimulated in the setting which are necessary conditions for the child to be able to learn (Melhuish, 2004).  So, for example, the SSTEW scale would look at staff in an Early Years setting to see what methods they implement to support sustained shared thinking in a child’s everyday learning, some of these methods would be:
· Showing genuine interest - giving your whole attention, eye contact, smiling and nodding when the child is speaking to you individually;
· Respecting a child’s own decisions and choices and inviting children to elaborate – “I really want to know more about this” this is aiming to encourage the child to speak more about their ideas and what they have come up with;
· Using encouragement to further thinking – “you have really thought hard about where to put the door in palace, but where on earth will you put the window?” encouraging the child to think about their answer and elaborate more;
· Clarifying ideas - “right Cerys, so you think that this stone will melt if I boil it in water?” asking the child to clarify if the idea they have come up with is what they are sticking with.
· Suggesting – “you might like to try it this way” suggesting alternative ideas.
The SSTEW is also divided into 5 sub scales:
1. Building trust, confidence and independence; 
2. Social and emotional well-being;
3. Supporting and extending language and communication; 
4. Supporting learning and critical thinking; 
5. Assessing learning and language.
An example of the way the SSTEW scale works would be, if staff were being inspected on how actively they listen to children and encourage them to listen, the SSTEW scale scores would go from 1, 3, 5 and 7. 1 being inadequate, 3 being minimal, 5 being good and 7 being excellent. If the observer feels that staff members were being judgemental or humiliating, ignoring or belittling the children and requests were being ignored, the observer would score a 1. If the observer saw that staff were listening to a child’s verbal communication and showed interest in the child, they would score a 3. If the observer saw staff positioning themselves at a child’s height to listen to them, repeated themselves so children were aware what was going on and taking blame for unclear speech they would score a 5 and finally if the staff were saw to be giving children time to think before they reply allowing pauses of different lengths and encouraging the children to talk and listen to each other or inviting other children to come and listen and give input, they would be scored a 7.  Within this observation, the observer should be looking at interactions between children and adults and considering how the adults support and extend learning. 
Quality Services 
Some objectives to form the basis for the definition of a good quality service system would include things such as a policy framework for service provision, this would include principles, policies and constraints to be used to guide the practitioner. Appropriate staffing and staff conditions (including training and pay), this includes making sure staff are fully trained and qualified to pursue their job role professionally. This then links in with point 13.4 (DC) of the National Minimum Standards (Wales) where it states that all staff should have the appropriate experience, qualifications, skills and ability to do their jobs. 
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R)
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scaled-Revised addition (ECERS-R, Clifford and Cryer, 1998) is the most widely used measure of early childhood environments for both evaluation and research purposes. The ECERS-R goal is to describe the overall quality of the school or classroom based on the quality of teacher-child interactions and types of activities available for children in the classroom. The original scale was published in 1980 (Harms and Clifford) and was revised in 1998 (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998). The ECERS-R scale primarily focusses on the structural quality of Early Years settings and is defined by 43 items that make up 7 subscales similar to the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale.  Number 1) of the scale being space and furnishings, 2) personal care routines, 3) language reasoning, 4) activities, 5) interaction, 6) programme structure and 7) parents and staff. Referring to the SSTEW scale, the ECERS-R scale is rated on a 1-7 scale, 1 being inadequate, 3 being minimal, 5 being good and 7 being excellent. The ECERS-R scale assesses the quality and quantity of books and mathematical materials in the classroom and also assesses global practices in the language reasoning scale for example, ‘a wide selection of books are accessible for a substantial portion of the day’. 
Comparing the two scales, the SSTEW scale and the ECERS-R scale, both scales feed into continuous professional development in the Early Years. They both track and document the skills, knowledge and experience that professionals need and gain formally and informally when they work. The SSTEW scale uses their tool to explore the outdoor space in an Early Years setting. For example, is there room for gross motor play? Are there any visible dangers that children may come across when playing in this Early Years environment? Are there any child-related displays? It also uses its tools to evaluate the inside of an Early Years setting. For example, are the staff supporting curiosity and problem solving? Are staff encouraging sustained shared thinking through storytelling, sharing books, singing and rhymes, or are staff supporting children’s learning and critical thinking? All these questions are evaluated and talked through and then eventually scored on the SSTEW scale whether it be 1 for inadequate, 7 for excellent, or somewhere in between. 
However, the ECERS-R scale is comparable to the SSTEW scale. These two scales share a lot of similarities in the way they work as a developmental tool. The ECERS-R scale examines how the setting uses space and furnishings and personal care routines. This would benefit a setting of younger children that take naps throughout the day, so the ECERS-R scale is looking at the welfare of the child and the health and safety provision for sleeping. This scale also looks at language and reasoning whereas the SSTEW scale tool would look at a child’s communication skills and whether staff are supporting this. Two very similar scales, however, one may work better depending on the professional using it, together with the type of setting they are observing.
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