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Quality assurance allows practitioners to understand their practice and how it can be improved on, it is important before undertaking quality assurance to understand why quality provision is important. Quality is difficult to define according to Moss (2016) the idea of quality is subjective and will be based on a wide range of beliefs and ideals rather than one universal definition. This is due to the amount of different groups that are involved in assessing quality, parents, children and providers may all have different ideals when it comes to defining quality provision. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) expand upon this thinking and define quality as a real and knowledgeable entity, awaiting measurement by experts. 
Nonetheless quality is still something that everyone aspires too, the reasons for this are widespread. The most discerning reason is that quality provision yields the best outcomes for children, not just in the present but to be taken with them throughout their lives. This can be shown in the findings of EPPE and REPEY projects, Sylvia et al. (2004) and Siraj – Blatchford et al. (2002). They show that children who attend settings with a high quality provision not only have better academic outcomes, they also have improved self-regulation and pro- social behaviour skills.  These benefits were also found by the EPPE project to have an enduring effect with the 3000 children who were studied still showing the benefits at key assessment points, up to GCSE Level and beyond. According to the REPEY project the key to this enduring effect was the quality of adult to child interactions, as settings with high levels of sustained shared thinking yielded the best results. Sustained shared thinking moves beyond the adult simply facilitating the learning, but involves the co construction of knowledge between the adult and the child. This cycle of demonstration, questioning, modelling and explaining, will often result in the adult and child both learning from the exchange. 
Examples of sustained shared thinking can be seen in high quality provision around the world such as Te Whariki and Reggio Emilia. According to Te Whariki Online (no date) Kaiako will actively encourage sustained shared thinking by responding to children’s questions in a way that assists the child to extend and articulate their ideas. Kaiako facilitate children’s opportunities for exploration, problem solving and predicting and show enthusiasm about discovering answers together allowing children to discover not only what is happening but also why. According to Thornton and Brunton (2010) Reggio Emilia follows the same principles on sustained shared thinking with children’s interests taking the lead on the inquiry and direction of learning in the classroom. Reggio Emilia also provides an excellent example of ensuring quality provision as staff members are constantly engaged in reflective practice. Viewing their approach to early years education as a project for research, where practitioners strive to improve their knowledge about children and their ways of learning.
Moss (2016) supports the idea of reflective practice and believes that in order to achieve high quality provision practitioners need to be open to new developments and ideals, as the bar for measuring quality provision often changes as new research is discovered. Practitioners self-development and self-reflection is therefore essential to high quality provision as those holding onto old ‘ideals’ may hinder the children’s progress. Tayler (2015) supports this view and believes that children’s outcomes in development are highly dependent on the focus of the adults surrounding them and believes that adult and child relationships are a key aspect of children’s learning citing a link between high quality teacher child relationships and increased vocabulary in children as evidence to support this view. Tayler (2015) goes further into the importance of the adult in the learning relationship by critiquing the well renowned theorist Vygosky and stating that if the practitioner is not fully aware of the child’s needs they may often try to move the child onto the next stage before the child is fully ready for this. This thinking can be further supported by Hatch (2010) who criticises modern teaching methods as having too much emphasis on children’s development rather than the goal of attending to the learning. This ‘blinkered’ view of children’s development may lead to practitioner’s underestimating children’s potential based on pre conceived ideas of what the children are capable of. Ginsberg et al. (2006) and Butterworth (2005) support this view stating that children are far more competent in their mathematical ability, than the highly regarded theorist Piaget would suggest they are.  Practitioner’s ability to self-reflect on their own practice is therefore essential when considering and improving on quality in early years settings, this can be further supported by Waters and MacDonald (2020) who believe that practitioner self-development has a long lasting impact for not just the individual but also the setting in which they work. 
Quality assurance scales are able to provide practitioners with a method of recording and reflecting on the quality of their setting, with suggestions of how to improve. One such method for this is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW). According to Siraj et al (2015) SSTEW is an observational tool for assessing quality practice in early years settings. Unlike other such scales for example the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating scale (ITERS) which have had a main focus on the quality of the environment, activities or curriculum, SSTEW has a focus how the staff interact with the children and support the development of problem solving, self-regulation skills and children’s well – being. Which as was established earlier are all key aspects of a quality setting that ensure children take the benefits with them throughout their lives. This innovative scale according to Siraj et al (2015) allows recognition for the way in which staff interact with the children in their care. Guiding children through problems and conflicts by gently encouraging them to work together to find solutions. The indicators in the scale can also be used as aims to work towards as part of their professional development, whilst not forgetting to include a section to rate the environment and activities. This environment section builds on previous such scales like ITERS with a basis in developmentally appropriate practice which has been adapted and improved as research has provided us with more information in tis area. 
This can be supported by Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015) who agree that SSTEW builds on previous scales with a greater focus on the pedagogy of the setting however they believe that not all settings may be ready to use the scale due to a lack of knowledge in the areas relating to critical thing, language support and communication. Such settings may need to make improvements in those areas first as it may cause them to score lower in some sections where they may be using some of the higher practices but the scale would not allow them to be scored on due to not meeting the lower targets. Another drawback according to Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015) is that the scale must be completed by someone with appropriate knowledge of child development and practice, who has received training on how to use the scale correctly. This can be supported by MacDonald, Gealy and Tinney (2019) who state that it was required to complete formal training in the use of the SSTEW scale that included two days training and a significant amount of observation hours. This may not be cost effective for some settings as they would need to work in costs of not just the training but also cover for staff for two or more days.
The benefits of its use however seem to outnumber its downfalls, Howard et al (2018) explores these benefits further and believe that SSTEW is rich in current thinking and developmental theories, providing practitioner’s with the encouragement needed to engage in warm and responsive interactions with the children in their care. It was mentioned previously that quality is sometimes let down when staff try to move children on to early or are not aware of the children’s potential, SSTEW looks to overcome this by awarding the highest scores to practitioners who know the children in their care well, including their interests, beliefs and individual cultures. Settings that use the scale can look to build a pedagogy that recognises the importance of a child centred approach that supports critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving. Howard et al (2018) goes further to say that SSTEW is a tool that bridges the gap between research and good practice, allowing the support of staff understanding and the sustainability of high quality interactions. Gealy et al (2020) supports this view and shows how SSTEW can be used on a large scale in many settings, such as Flying Start to gather research which allowed the development of a targeted cost effective model of professional learning. SSTEW can be used alongside other self-reflective tools, such as Welsh Government (2016) CIW Self-Assessment of Service to ensure that the setting is meeting and exceeding the minimum standard required. This can be supported by a study by Siraj et al (2018) that studied associations between Australia’s regulatory ratings (NQS) and SSTEW. It was found that although they shared a common core of quality, they focused on different aspects of it.  
The CIW Self-Assessment of Service can also be used as a tool to measure quality within settings, According to Welsh Government (2016) asks providers to rate themselves within four categories including, well-being, care and development, leadership and management and environment. Providers must state what they do well, what they wish to improve on, how they know this and how improvements will be measured. The manager of the setting will use information gathered from parent questionnaires, staff appraisals/supervisions and other sources to build a picture of the setting and reflect on areas that need to be improved. There is however a danger for bias to direct how managers assess their own setting which would then hinder the opportunity to improve the quality of the setting, on the reverse there may also be instances where settings rate themselves as lower than they are. The implementation of the SSTEW scale alongside the self-assessment of service would allow settings a tool to asses where they are without the bias and the information could then be used to inform what is entered into the quality of care review. This view can be supported by PACEY (2021) who believe that it is good practice for practitioners to observe their own setting as a method of self-reflection as it allows them to understand better what things work well and what things do not
This module has been very informative to me and given me the background knowledge as to why CIW use the Quality of Care review, Self-Assessment of Service tool when assessing settings for inspection. This allows settings such as my own to critically reflect on their own practice to understand the areas in which they are strongest and which areas they wish to improve in. It also allows settings to gather feedback from parents, which although can be quite nerve wracking often leaves me feeling good about the service that I provide due to the positive feedback that I receive. When I complete this in the future I believe what I have learned in this module will help me to monitor quality in my setting and then transfer this information onto the SASS. This is something I used to do when I worked in a nursery setting as there were internal inspections by the managing director that allowed us to reflect on the quality of service to inform the SASS but as a childminder I lack this quality of feedback and daily feedback from my peers, relying solely on feedback from toddler groups that I attend alongside feedback from parents and children. The self-assessment tools that I have learned about in this module would be a really useful way of me evaluating my own service in a similar way to an internal inspection. I had not previously heard of the SSTEW scale and I do think that I will incorporate this into my own future reflective practice as a childcare provider.
I also enjoyed learning about the REPEY project and EPPE projects as they allowed me to understand exactly why high quality provision is important for the children. I already understood some of the benefits children receive while attending a high quality provision such as gaining the fine and gross motor skills they will need to be successful in reception. I was not however aware that those children who attend a high quality setting, combined with high levels of sustained shared thinking will take these benefits with them into their adult life and beyond. The aspect of sustained shared thinking that has stayed with me the most from the module is how I share books with the children, usually the children have books that they can browse independently that I may read to them individually and I read stories to them as a group. Moving forward following what I have learnt during this module I will make more of an effort to read the group story books to the children on an individual level, if I believe this will expand on their current thinking. I believe that the information that I have learned during this module will help me move forward and improve quality in my own setting as I am now equip with the tools I need to do this effectively.
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