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Introduction:
The Welsh Government (2013) through their Initiative, Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2013) committed to reviewing childcare and early education regulation, and inspection and the undertaking of appropriate action to improve the quality of childcare and early education offered in Wales. The Welsh Government continues to do this and have an invested interest in the future prosperity of Wales, through continually addressing the quality of early education and childcare to be a high standard and accessible to all families in Wales. The Welsh Government (2016) in their task to ‘Take Wales Forward (2016)’ as the U.K. leaves the E.U., acknowledges that providing quality assured childcare and education has a fundamental role to play in the future prosperity of a united sustainable Wales.
To address the quality of childcare provided the Welsh Government, as explained by the Minister for Children and Social Care, Huw Irranca-Davies (2017), will provide affordable and accessible high quality childcare to all families in Wales, and through doing this, it will promote greater long term benefits for the children to influence their future wellbeing. 
This is promised in ‘Prosperity for All (2017)’, a 10 year plan, ‘The Childcare Play and Early Years Workforce Plan’ where childcare workers will be offered a new menu of competence qualifications from September 2019, with a career pathway to promote professional development in the sector and raise standards and skills, which will produce highly qualified childcare workers, crucial, to give all children in Wales the best foundations in life.
In 2004, the Welsh Government committed to using the UNCRC, as the basis for all its policies regarding the young in Wales, which led to the law The Rights of Children’s and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011). The National Minimum Standards for Childcare was launched (2012) and revised in (2016)  to ensure that childcare services met the regulations set out by the Government relevant to their provision offered ensuring their service was fit for purpose for children up to the age of twelve.
 As explained by The Department for Education and Skills (2015), The Care and Social Services Inspectorate Welsh (CSSIW),  now renamed, The Care Inspectorate of Wales (CIW), under Section 20 of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010, investigate the quality of care using the SASS report, by regulating, inspecting and giving professional advice where needed (Welsh Government 2016). 
All Childcare providers must register with the CIW in accordance with the provisions of Part 2 of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 (Amendment) Order 2016 and the associated regulations. The National Minimum Standards (2016) aid the childcare services to meet these regulations and complete their Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS). 
For Instance, the National Minimum Standard (2016) Standard 18 for Regulated Childcare, refers to quality assured for children and their parents using a service. It ensures that equality is integral with quality, aspiring to meeting positive expectations of children and parents. The SASS Report identifies strengths and areas for improvement through reflective practice and action planning is then progressed to raise quality.
It has been proven beneficial that, by providing a quality provision of early year’s childcare, this can have a lasting impact on children’s outcomes and life chances (Action For Children. No Date). As supported by Kingston and Siraj (2017) and Welsh Government (2013) ‘Building A Brighter Future: Early Years and Child Care Plan’, it is agreed that there is evidence linked between high quality care and enhanced children’s outcomes, especially for those from a disadvantaged background. 
Therefore the Welsh Government directive ‘Take Wales Forward (2016)’ is paramount to the children of Wales, but settings will need to measure and ensure they are meeting the high quality promised. 
As Cottle and Alexander (2013) explain, the understanding of a quality provision by a practitioner will be influenced by both the guidance of the government statutory regulations and the workforce of the setting looking at the individual practitioner’s personal and professional development. 
However, Robert-Holmes (2014) suggests, that these Government statutory regulations and Government driven inspections and assessments of the early year’s pedagogy, disrupt and constrain the practitioners child centred pedagogical values.
In response to promoting the value of the child centred pedagogy, Campbell-Barr (2017) reiterate that, quality driven early years practitioners are paramount to the quality of early year’s provision and care, with their qualifications and their innate attitudes in their professional development, equally important, they direct their practice to be a quality driven focus to work with children.  Their competencies working with early year’s children are classed as knowledge, skill and dispositions and attitudes, and play an important role in developing the quality of the children’s holistic development (Georgeson and Campbell-Barr 2015).
However, further research by Robert-Holmes (2014) suggests that the early year’s pedagogy is increasingly being engulfed by practitioners forced to focus on performance targets and children’s attainments, and a school readiness pressure. 
As mentioned earlier, Early Years settings are faced with challenges to reflect on how they can provide a service which ensures practitioners are providing the high quality care they set out to deliver. In addition to the National Minimum Standards (2016) statutory requirements, settings are encouraged and supported to continually work on quality to achieve other accreditations. The majority of Childcare Settings work toward attaining numerous Quality Assurance tools. These are optional in addition to the regulated government statutory requirements making the quality of service offered more appealing to the parent for the child’s start in life. 
However, it can stimulate some Early Years Settings to become competitive with one another and use the Quality Assured Accreditation as a marketing tool, abusing its purpose.
A quality assured measure for settings to consider when measuring quality interactions in early education and care to promote high pedagogical outcomes and practice for their children is The Shared thinking and Emotional Well Being SSTEW Scale (Siraj, I. et al 2015). 
As explained by Birth to Seven Matters (2015), the SSTEW Scale, is an Environment Rating Scale, which is used to measure quality in Early Childhood Education and Care.  It focuses on practitioner’s practice to interact with children supporting children aged 2 to 5 years of age to develop skills in sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing, relationships and effective communication and self-regulation (Siraj, I. et al 2015). The Scale focuses on the engagement of the practitioner with the child rather than the structure of the early years setting (Neale and Pino-Pasterak 2016).
Further evidence to support the Welsh Government Directives to Take Wales Forward (2016), is found by Kingston and Siraj (2017) who strongly advocate there is a continuing growth in evidence linking high quality of early years care and effective practitioners with children’s outcomes in socio – emotional and cognitive developments. This is used as a tool to reflect the quality and effective practice which make a positive impact on children’s outcomes where they promote sustained shared thinking with the children which is beneficial to the child’s longer term development (Melhuish 2016).  Kingston and Siraj (2017) support and encourages the benefits to children’s learning outcomes engaging in sustained shared thinking.
The STEWW Quality Assurance tool can also be used for research, practitioner reflection and development and as an additional method to that of the CIW, Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS).  It too can be used to audit, support goals and to ensure the service being inspected is providing quality above the statutory requirements and meeting regulations presenting an image of a quality early childhood education and care setting (Birth to Seven Matters 2015). 
For instance, by engaging in using the SSTEW Scale, the practitioner can use it as a developmental tool for their own professional development, as it highlights to them where they need to improve their pedagogy to support the continuous development of children’s learning. However in order to do this the practitioner must also have a positive, knowledgeable, trustworthy relationship with the children to successfully engage in sustained shared thinking (Birth to Seven Matters (2015).
This new approach to measuring quality using the SSTEW Scales questions the appreciation of Quality Assurance marks, as discovered by Olaf Aamodt et al. (2016).  Their research suggest that practitioners have a preference to learning outcomes being more useful than traditional quality assurance approaches to enhance a high quality of service offered to the children, supported by the fact that these new learning outcome approaches promote and measure quality in early year’s settings above the statutory requirements (Olaf Aamodt et al. 2016).  
Referring to the regulated CIW SASS report which is essentially a Quality of Care Review, as explained by Pacey (2016), it is an inspection tool to ensure that safe care is being provided for the children as well as how early learning is being enhanced.
 However, in line with the new approach to measure learning outcomes, the Inspection Framework by the CIW Inspectors, changed focused in April 2016 and moved toward observing in their inspections, child development and wellbeing outcomes with consideration to four areas when inspecting the childcare services: Well Being; Care and Development; Environment and Leadership and Environment (Care Inspectorate Wales 2018).
There are therefore, similarities between the CIW SASS report and the SSTEW Scale; the CIW Inspectors have changed their role to observe practitioner and staff interactions, focussing on the child’s development and wellbeing (CIW 2018). This is in line with the Government Directive Building Brighter Futures: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2013) to drive improvements in the quality of childcare available in Wales.
A positive drive by the Welsh Government Strategy Prosperity for All (2017), with the ambition to develop a skilled childcare workforce, will be fulfilled by attracting highly qualified practitioners; raising quality of standards and skills in the setting and investing in people. Giving the child the best start in life is crucial in shaping life chances and is central to their commitment to a better Wales and future for all children through their Government Policies for Wales (Taking Wales Forward 2016-2021).
As supported by the Welsh Cabinet Secretary Kirsty Williams (2017) ‘Our national mission is to raise standards, reduce the attainment gap and deliver an education system that is a source of national pride and confidence.’
However, in some childcare settings, it may not be appropriate to use the SSTEW Scale to measure the quality of the deliverance of adult/child interaction as the practitioners may not be professionally developed and prepared enough to meet the criteria of the scales in their individual professional development (Melhuish,T. et al.2015). 
The CIW SASS Report may be more favourable as a working document to assess the quality of education and care and the setting as a whole, as it is a self-reflection document, and as Education in Wales: Our national mission. Action Plan 2017-2021 emphasises that to promote children’s learning, they must be supported by a safe nurturing environment and ready both emotionally and physically.  
Elwick. et al. (2018) highlights the problems in standardising the term ‘quality’, as it disconnects policy and practice, and the definition of what quality might mean.
In these circumstances the SSTEW Scale as a measurement tool, can become a positive measure for achieving a high quality setting, as suggested by Birth to Seven Matters (2015). When it identifies areas needing addressing in professional development for practitioners. For instance, through controlled observations, using the SSTEW Scale as a tool of assessing the practitioners, it will identify their ability with the children to build trust, confidence and independence; promote social and emotional wellbeing; support and extend language and communication; support learning and critical thinking; and build confidence in assessing learning and language. A professional development plan can then be discussed with potential targets and outcomes for the practitioner to work to. They are the workforce central to the quality of early childhood education (Campbell-Barr 2017).
The Childcare Play and Early Workforce Plan (2017), has prompted discussions in the qualifications, career path and the role of the professional early years practitioner, but as highlighted by Georgeson and Campbell-Barr (2015) what are the benefits to having early years education and care qualifications as a tool to the development of quality?  Elwick, et al. (2018) examined this debate, and discovered that early years practitioners are quite disheartened with regards to the ideologically driven policy making by the Welsh Government, when the Government has paid little regard to their existing qualifications and experiences. In addition they feel that the policies made were not informed by feedback from the early year’s childcare sector (Elwick, et al. 2018).  However, written in The Childcare Play and Early Workforce Plan (2017) it acknowledges that Wales already has a dedicated highly qualified workforce, and its aim is to change perceptions about a career in the sector to make it more attractive for a career path.  Georgeson and Campbell-Barr (2015) raise questions on defining the influence of qualifications on quality:
‘a focus on qualification levels alone does little to answer questions about what having a qualification does to support the development of quality – is it attendance at lectures, writing essays or practical placements (for example), or a combination of these, that is necessary if practitioners are to contribute to the quality of ECEC?’

Cottle and Alexander (2013) in their research say that early year’s practitioners understand quality being linked to the Government Directives but also linked to their workplace through their own personal experiences in the sector and professional development. 
In addition to these properties of using the SSTEW scale for professional development in early years settings, Lewis (2013) supports the idea of developing a shared culture of thinking for children in early years, due to the concept of encouraging discussions of a common theme between the children in their play, which extends the development of a common language between them, progressing into periods of time of sustained shared thinking. 
Building a Brighter future; Early Years and Childcare Plan (2013) recognised the important of the quality of adult/child interactions. Today both the new CIW SASS Report and The SSTEW Report base their inspections on these interactions too.
Improving quality is a continuous cycle based on plan – do - review, where strengths and areas for improvement are identified and an action plan is developed, implemented and reviewed. The same process happens regardless if the measurement of quality is through government inspections, for instance SASS Report, or Quality Assurance accreditations, for instance The SSTEW Report.  In the setting itself, improving the quality of the service involves the feedback of the children, parents, early year’s workers and supporting professionals (Action for Children. No Date). 
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