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Introduction

Quality in early years settings is very important because It has a big impact on children’s learning, development and wellbeing (Sylvia et al., 2010) When children are in a good, caring learning environment, they are more likely to grow and learn while feeling happy and safe. In Wales there are statutory rules, regulations and guidelines in place, like the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFA) and the National Minimum standards. These help make sure that early year’s settings, like nurseries meet the basic needs of all the children in their care. (DfE, 2021; Welsh Government, 2020)

Even though settings are required to follow these guidelines and rules, does not mean they are giving the children high-quality experiences. It is possible for a place to meet the minimum requirements but still not provide the best opportunities to learn and thrive. High quality experiences mean what you do to help children grow and encourage them with their own curiosity and creativity. It is important for early years settings to go above and beyond than just meeting the basic standards to make sure it is in the children’s best interest.


Understanding Quality Beyond Statutory Requirements

Statutory frameworks are very important because they make sure that all children are safe and get their basic needs met (Taggart et al., 2015) The frameworks set a specific rules and regulations, such as how many staff members should be present for the number of children in the building, also the qualifications the staff need. These frameworks however do not pay enough attention to the quality of interaction between the children and adults at their setting (Mathers et al., 2014)

From my point of view, I see that simply meeting the basic requirements does not make sure that children are having the best experiences possible. For example, a childcare setting may have the correct number of staff to the children ratio for their safety, but if the staff are not actually engaging with the children in the correct ways, the children’s learning development then is not met. This means that simply just following the rules aren’t supporting the children correctly. 

Additional quality frameworks have been developed. These frameworks help focus on improving this situation. The frameworks help to improve practices. They encourage practitioners to think deeply about how they help support every child and how they interact with them (Siraj-Baltchford et al., 2002) This idea connects to reflective practice, where practitioners come together to consider their actions and think about ways to improve the way they do things (Schon, 1983) Reflective practice lets practitioners to assess their methods and make the changes to better the learning environment, making sure that children have an experience that supports them development and growth while meeting their basic needs. 

Benefits of Additional Quality Assurance Methods

One main benefit of using quality assurance methods is that they encourage reflection. These methods help practitioners take a moment ans step back from the situation and think about their work and what they are doing and how they are doing it. They can identify what they are doing well and what areas need improvement, and also how they can work towards imporving these areas (Schon, 1983).

Another benefit is improved outcomes for children. Research shows that high quality early years programmes can support children’s social, emotional and cognitive development (Sylva et al., 2010) By using quality assurance tools, children care settings can improve how they support children’s learning and development. 

These methods also support practitioners in their professional development. It provides opportuintites for practitioners to learn and adapt new skills and also improve their knowledge of understanding children development (Urban et al., 2012)

There are also some challenges that may come with these methods, some quality assurance approaches are time consuming and can put extra pressure on staff (Osgood, 2006)

Critical Analysis of the SSTEW Scale

The sustained shared thinking nad emotional wellbeing (SSTEW) scale is a really important tool that looks at how adults interact with children (Siraj et al, 2015). This is really important because the way adults work and engage with children are the main influence of their developemtn.

One big strength of the SSTEW Scale is that is makes sure what truly matters in an early childcare education, which is the relationship and interaction between adults and children.  Reserch shows that these interactions play an important role, probably the most important role in children’s development (Syla et al, 2010)

From working in an early years setting myself I see and practice every day how positive and regular interactions between adults and children thrive the children’s learning development and experiences. 

There are some limitations to using the SSTEW Scale, it can be challaging without the proper training, and getting the proper training means additional cost. Assessments can also be subjective, different practitioners may have different opinions on what good practice looks like. 


Critical Analysis of the WPPA Quality for All Mark

The WPPA quality for all mark is a quality assurance programme that is used in Wales to jelp early years settings improve their practices (WPPA, 2018). This programme uses both external assessment and also reflection. 

An advantage of this programme is that is gives clear guidance to a setting. They have frameworks to follow, showing them how to improve (Welsh Government, 2020)
From my own experience I can see that these frameworks and guidance are extremely helpful.

The WPPA also lets settings show how they provide high quality care to all the children. This is important because all children have different requirement needs to be met, also for being able to work with the parents productively. (Department for education, 2021)

There are downsides to this programme, the process again can be time consuiming, and involves more paperwork, which may mean more cost for staff to be able to have time to do this paper work (Osgood, 2006)


Comparison of SSTEW and WPPA

SSSSTEW and WPPA quality of all mark, when we look at these we can see that they focus on different parts of quality in education, all parts important. SSTEW is all about the interactions between the practitionser and the children, as well as the learning methods used in a classroom, while WPPA looks on the overall quality of the learning environement.

SSTEW gives us a deeper understanding of how practitioners can help children learn. Is also looks at the different way practitioners can support the children in their developemt. While WPPA gives a larger look on the setting as a whole. It covers a lot of areas of quality, making sure that everything is running the way it should run. Both of these approaches are useful and beneficial to childcare, and both have their own strengths and weaknesses in the area of quality. 

In my opinion, using both the approaches, SSTEW and WPPA together would be most beneficial, so you cover all areas of quality. SSTEW can guide practitioners in the improvement of their developmental teaching and care and their interactions with the children, while WPPA can help with the planning and the overall all growth of the environment itself. 


Challenges in Using Quality Assurance Methods

There are a number of barriers that come with using quality assurance methods, one of which is time. Practitioners already have a big workload and a lot of responsibility day to day with their own tasks to complete as it is. When more work is asked of them to add to their already busy day, it may come very difficult for them to manage it all (Osgood, 2006). This could lead to stress and affect their role and quality of work

Another challenge is training; practitioners need to learn how to use these tools and how to implement in their work to ensure the best. If they do not receive the correct training, they don’t know exactly what to do and thus could lead to daily mistakes being made at the setting. (Urban et al, 2012)

Motivation is also an issue. Continious refelction of their work can be very tiring and overwhelming for the staff. It may make them feel like they are doing wrong, and that they are constantly being watched and judged. All of this can lead to thei commitment and enthusiasm to their job to become less positive (Beale, 2008) This to me means you need the right support system n pleace within the setting, such as a strong management team to keep staff morale up and keep everyone motivated, and more importantly kept up to date (Nutbrown, 2012) Having good leaders who support their team make a big differenc to keeping morale up and making sure that as well as the wellbeing of the staff are protected. 

Conclusion
Using different and extra ways to promote and ensure quality beyond what is legally required is very important in early childcare settings. (Department for Education, 2023) Tools such as SSTEW scale and WPPA Quality for All mark can really support and improve how things are done in a setting. They also support the professional growth of the partitions, which lead to better results to the development of the children in their care. 

These tools and methods however do come with their challenges as do most things, they can mainly be very very time consuming, which may make it very difficult for staff to find enough hours in their busy day to ensure these methods are learned, applied and kept up with day to day. Training is needed for these tools to be used correctly, and this also is time consuming, and also costly. The biggest risk I think is that staff may feel so much pressure to complete these tasks and focus on these that that true improvement of the setting will be effected. 

From my own professional and personal reflection from working in a nursery over the last 9 years it is clear to me that quality assurance should not just be about going through a check list and ticking off to meet requirements, but it should be an ongoing progress. This change should not happen at once and over night, this is an ongoing process that is forever changing and also needs to be changing because day to day new challenges, will come and the need to improve settings is always important. Practitioners should always be thinking about their day to day work, certain situations and look for ways to adapt or change to make it better for next time. Using a mix of different methods can help early years settings provide high quality experiances that benefit the children nad their development, all the while ensuring the staff’s wellbeing. By consistently looking for ways to improve, practitioners can and will create a learning environment that truly does meet the needs of eveyr child in their care. (Department of education, 2023)
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