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The aim of this essay is to critically analyse two methods of quality assurance in the early years sector. To reflect on the benefits of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements. There are several official quality assurance award schemes and research based professional development tools available to early years practitioners and leaders. This essay will focus on the Wales Pre-school Providers Association (WPPA) Quality for All Mark which is a quality assurance award scheme and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale which is an evidence based observational tool for assessing practice. The essay will begin by attempting to define what quality is, why quality settings are important, why settings should strive to provide a quality of care and learning that exceeds the minimum standards and what is quality assurance before going on to critically analyse the two chosen methods.
Defining quality is difficult as there are many measures of quality. It is also subjective and based on people’s individual views of quality. In the early years sector different people have different values and ideas of what areas of provision are necessary for a quality setting (Penn, 2011). Sylva et al. (2004) define high quality settings as ones that support children’s learning and development improving their outcomes. Welsh Government (2014) states that a combination of having a high quality environment along with high quality people leads to a high quality experience for children. Blanden et al. (2017) state that the presence of graduate practitioners and Ofsted inspection grades shows that the setting is high quality, however Sammons et al. (2017) are critical they state that these are poor measures of quality as Ofsted inspection grades do not guarantee a quality experience for children and it does not take into account how graduate staff have an influence on children’s experiences within the setting.
Quality early years settings are important because Research shows that attending high quality preschool provision has a significant impact on children’s attainment through the education system and into adulthood. It has been linked to the benefits of reducing crime, making positive life choices and increasing earning potential (Sylva et al. 2014; Nutbrown, 2012; Macdonald, 2018). The Welsh Government agree (2017a: 2017b) that the early years is the time when the foundations are laid for lifelong achievement and well-being and high-quality settings support this.
The Welsh government (2017) are committed to reducing the impact of poverty, through their prosperity for all they aim to break down the barriers to achieving a prosperous life, they state that experiences in the early years have a significant impact on how an individual leads a healthy, prosperous and fulfilling life.
Welsh Government (2017) state that children from deprived and disadvantaged backgrounds achieve less academically however they state that with the right support in the early years the attainment gap can be closed.
The National Minimum Standards (NMS) Welsh Government (2016) set out the minimum standards that must be followed to legally provide a childcare service they state that in order to provide quality childcare settings should be striving to exceed the basic minimum standards.
One of the core aims of the flying start programme is to provide children aged 2-3 living in the most disadvantaged areas of Wales with free quality part time childcare. A focus on high quality underpins the Flying Start programme it is based on research evidence which concludes that children benefit from attending high quality preschool settings (Welsh Government, 2014).
Heckman (2013) suggest that investing in children’s early years benefits the individual more that investing later in their life this is because if they learn self-productivity skills early in life they find it easier to acquire further skills throughout the course of their lives. This does not mean that they cannot benefit from investment later on but that the returns are greater the earlier investment occurs and the more chance they will reach their full potential.
In a survey of parents of parents in England the Department of Education (2018) found that 57% of parents said that reputation of a childcare setting and 50% of parents said the quality of care and education they provide is a major factor in choosing a childcare setting. Quality settings can also have a major impact on mother’s ability to return to work with 52% of non-working mothers saying they would return to work if they could access high quality childcare. 44% of working mothers said that the availability of good quality childcare had enabled them to return to work. This links to the Welsh Government (2017b) Prosperity for all strategy that aims for a prosperous and secure Wales by removing barriers to employment.
Nutbrown (2012) found that at the time the early years qualifications were not adequately equipping practitioners with the necessary knowledge and experience needed for them to provide children with quality care and education. Welsh Government (2017a) recognise that there is a need to develop a more professional early years workforce with the aim of providing higher quality care and education for children in Wales. Social Care Wales (2017) acknowledge that high quality services are required. To ensure that practitioners working in the early years and childcare sector in Wales have the necessary skills, knowledge and qualifications they publish a list of approved and recommended qualifications for practitioners and leaders/managers working in the early years sector.
 Cottle and Alexander (2012) practitioners believe that it is important to have quality staff and that qualifications are fundamental however they state that they do not feel that having the qualifications guarantees quality because practitioners need to form warm and positive relationships with children they need to be sincere and natural and know how to make the children feel valued practitioners could have all the qualifications but not the ability to form these important etc. Even with the qualifications they may not be the best fit for the setting as Welsh Government (2017a) suggests individual practitioners’ behaviours are an important factor and how practitioners and leaders work collaboratively as a team also has a bearing on the quality of the setting.
The Wales Pre School Providers Association (2011) Quality for All is a childcare quality assurance scheme; it is designed to evaluate and assess the quality of the setting. The main themes are: 1) Ownership, management and organisation. 2) The environment and operational practice. These themes are split into sub sections to assess the whole setting.
According to Wales Pre-school Providers Association (2011) quality assurance schemes show parents that the whole setting are committed to maintaining and improving working continuously to provide the children in their care with the highest quality service. It gives settings, leaders and practitioners the opportunity to celebrate and promote the work they do to provide the children in their care with the best possible care and learning. Quality Assurance marks can show parents that the setting is of quality this should improve the settings numbers and profit allowing the setting to further invest in its quality. However, Georgeson et al. (2014) quality assurance marks do not improve quality as once passed practitioners do not feel that they are working to the highest standard and do not need to continue improving practice.
Leaders have to carry out an evaluation of the provision the process of carrying out an evaluation is an opportunity for reflection. Reed and Canning (2010) state that reflection is essential part of the practitioner’s role in the 21st century. To reflect on practice but also it improves knowledge and allows settings to keep up to date with new policies and government initiatives. Campbell-Bar and Leeson (2016) agree that reflection can help settings to achieve high quality however they suggest that reflection should be carried out weekly. The QFA only requires settings to evaluate annually therefore it is not a genuine reflection of practice. The assessment is based around what is said in the evaluation.
It has many similarities to the mandatory Care Inspectorate Wales inspection. The same information can be used to fill in the Quality of Care Review: Self evaluation to support Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) this saves time and unnecessary repeating of paperwork. 
During the inspection the inspector is unbiased they are able to observe the practitioner/ child relationship however they are only viewing a small snap shot of adult child interactions  the practitioner may be acting for the inspector (Lofdahl and Perez Prieto, 2009) suggest that practitioners match their practice to what they know inspectors require the problem with this is that practice is not authentic and they question whether practitioners can provide quality if they are not being sincere and authentic, however if practitioners and children have a genuinely warm and secure relationship this should be evident. Using the SSTEW scale will show how practitioners interact with children.
The Welsh Government (2015) are committed to achieving a healthier Wales the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 believes that it is important that people understand how their choices and behaviours effect their future physical and mental health, they seek to do this by promoting good health and healthy choices. Welsh Government (2014) Early years settings have a responsibility to support children to be physically active and to provide them with healthy and nutritious food and clean drinking water. Campbell et al. (2014) states there are long term health benefits from early childhood intervention. The QFA evaluates how well settings support children to make healthy food choices, to participate in physical exercise.
The inspection is carried out in one day. During the visit the leader has to show evidence of this leaves the assessor with little time to spend within the setting observing practice and assessing the setting Howard et al. (2018) states that one day observations do not allow the assessor the ability to get a true reflection of typical practice. Following the assessment, the setting is given feedback and a list of actions for improvement.
The SSTEW assessment tool differs from the Quality for All. SSTEW is based on thirty years of research evidence from the REPEY, EPPE and EPPSE studies. The evidence suggests that sustained shared thinking and the quality of adult-child verbal interaction has the greatest impact on children’s outcomes and therefore is the greatest predictor of quality (Melhuish et al., 2015). According to Siraj et al. (2015) the SSTEW scale has been tried and tested by expert practitioners and academics internationally and by researchers on the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) project currently taking place in England. It has also been trailed by a large number of practitioners in settings which has provided the authors with feedback.
Unlike the QFA that focuses on many aspects of the setting and leadership the SSTEW focuses solely on sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being. The assessment highlights areas where practice needs to be developed to build trust, confidence and independence, support and promote social and emotional well-being, support and extend language and communication, support learning and critical thinking and assessing learning and language (SSTEW). Siraj et al. (2015) claim that the SSTEW assessment results in clear guidance for practitioners to develop their practice and improve the quality of the setting.
Focusing on one element of practice could be detrimental to the setting as other important factors are overlooked.
It does not consider the environment, structure of the organisation, multi-agency working, parent partnerships or staff well-being. Welsh Government (2014) maintain that the standard of the building, indoor and outdoor spaces, the quantity and standard of the resources have an impact on the quality of the provision and poor facilities restrict the children’s experiences having a negative effect on physical and cognitive development therefore a setting can score highly on the SSTEW assessment but still not be of high quality if it is lacking in other areas. The publication of high SSTEW scores misrepresent the quality of the setting. Melhuish et al. (2015) suggests to get a more complete picture of the quality of the setting the SSTEW scale should be used alongside an Environment Rating Scale this would require more training for practitioners and more time to carry out the assessments. Melhuish et al. (2015) states that practitioners/ settings may not have the necessary knowledge to carry out the SSTEW effectively. 
Djambazova-Popordanoska (2016) claim that being able to regulate both positive and negative emotions from a very young age has a significant impact on children’s cognitive development and their ability to succeed at school. The SSTEW scale supports children to develop self regulation, it encourages practitioners to build trust, confidence and independence enabling children to deal with their emotions and face conflict and distress in a positive way.
Cottle and Alexander (2014) found that practitioners believe that parent partnerships expand positive relationships, genuine open door policies mutual respect shared values and a common purpose are important and add to the quality of the provision Welsh Government (2014) agree their Flying Start programme focuses heavily on the parents involvement with the setting and actively supports and encourages them to be involved in their children’s learning. However, Whalley (2007) acknowledge that it can be challenging to engage with some parents especially parents with lower socio-economic status, practitioners need to be non-judgemental and engage in continuing dialogue with parents. During the process of completing the QFA settings are required to evaluate their parent partnerships and seek parents’ views. During the assessment the assessor will speak to parents. The Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) project (Sylva et al. 2004) found that the home environment had a significant impact on children’s development and therefore having close and effective partnerships with parents and families is vital for children to fully benefit from the childcare provision. However, the SSTEW scale fails to acknowledge parents and the home environment and focuses solely on what happens within the setting.
[bookmark: _GoBack]It is widely accepted that continuous professional development (CPD) is essential for improving the quality of settings and outcomes for children (Nutbrown, 2012: Welsh Government, 2014) both methods seek to highlight areas of practice that need improving. The SSTEW achieves this through observing adult child interactions. The QFA achieves it through the leader’s self-evaluation and the inspector’s observations. The QFA is more holistic as well as identifying CPD it also identifies improvements for leaders, organisation, structure and all aspects of the setting.
In conclusion both methods of assessing quality aim to improve the quality of settings they both have advantages and disadvantages and play some part in improving the settings. In order to carry out the SSTEW scale practitioners need to be skilled at making professional judgements. This requires training and settings may not see the value of investing in this type of training as it does not assess quality across the whole setting. The QFA also requires a financial investment but it provides a more holistic assessment of the quality of the setting. However, in isolation neither method guarantees a quality setting that supports the holistic development of the children in its care.
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