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Quality Assurance

[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will begin by exploring what quality assurance is and the need for it in eary years settings.  It will look at what can affect the quality of the service provided in early years.  Also, it will look at why it is important to deliver the best service possible and who it will benefit.  Focus will be placed on analysing two quality assurance methods and the benefits and disadvantages of these will be discussed throughout.  The essay will conclude by evaluating the need for quality and summarise the findings throughout.
For children to achieve the best possible outcomes for them, the Welsh Governments, Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan (2013) states that the level of care provided to children should be of the highest possible quality.  Furthermore, the level of care provided in the early years can influence the life chances and outcomes of the children’s future.  The Welsh Government’s independent review of childcare and early education registration, regulation and inspection (2014) document identifies the need for a high-quality setting as well as highly qualified staff to work with children in the early years.  This was also found in the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project (Sylva et al., 2004) and more recently, the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) report (Department for Education, 2017).  The settings of a high quality were found to have a positive impact on the development of children and in particular, the development of disadvantaged children.  La Paro et al. (2014) also supports this by reporting that children who attend a setting of high quality have greater development, not just academically, but the behaviour and social skills are improved.  Black et al. (2017) have also found that high quality early years care can ensure children of a disadvantaged background can reach their full developmental potential.  It is explained that this is due to all children having the same level of care no matter what the home situation is.  Sammons et al. (2004) also identifies the need for children with a disadvantaged background to attend a high-quality setting as this will provide children with the high level of care and support needed to support their development as this is the most crucial time of development in a child’s life.    
The need for a high-quality setting is becoming more apparent as previously mentioned, and one way of ensuring this level of quality is to ensure staff are well trained (Dalli et al. 2011).  Although the need for staff with high levels of qualifications appear necessary, it seems to fluctuate between areas of the United Kingdom and between early years settings (Department for Education, 2018).  Nutbrown (2012) also suggest that in order for an early year setting to be successful, the need for practitioners to be highly qualified is necessary.  It has been found that practitioners who hold the appropriate qualifications, and attend regular training, (Dalli et al. 2011) can deliver a higher level of care to both the children and their families.  In order for practitioners to provide the best care for the children, there needs to be good relationship between the parents and the practitioners (Welsh Government, 2015).  This is to ensure that the children are given support where needed and the parents can provide the best information about the children’s needs.  
Peterson et al. (2016) found links between their findings and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory, where the different influences around the children contribute to how the children developed, with focus being given on those who are directly involved with the child.  It was found in the research carried out by Peterson et al. (2016) that the professional influence from both the educational staff and the direct family can contribute to quality of care and outcomes for the children.  Where mentioned previously about the need for children from disadvantaged backgrounds benefitting more so from high quality settings, the home setting also supports children’s development.  Children that have a positive attitude to learning can be found from all backgrounds and the Association of Teachers and Lectures (ATL) (2003) suggests that this is due to the home support available and what is modelled to the children. As a result, it would appear that successful relationships between both the educational/care setting and the home support children’s development.  Furthermore, the ATL (2003) also suggests that the earlier a child develops a good attitude to learning the further it will last into their life and support their ongoing development.  The EPPE project (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2009) also found that the level of home support was also a factor into how the children developed with the higher the support the greater the children developed.  Lathram et al. (2016) state that parents are the child’s first educators and although there appears to be a gap between the abilities of children attending school from different background.  Staff that have higher level qualifications, can have the skills and training to work together with parents to create a team to support the children at home and in the setting.  
Quality interactions and relationships formed with children can be delivered from practitioners by practicing Sustained Shared Thinking.  This can provide children with quality exchanges between adults and children, where children can feel valued and respected.  This is in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child article 12 (Unicef, no date). This article states that all children should feel valued and their opinions listened to and taken seriously.  
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale can be used in settings as a way of monitoring the use of sustained shared thinking as means of delivering and ensuring a high-quality setting.  Melhuish et al. (2015) explains that this method evaluates and highlights the adult’s vital role in the development of the child within five areas.  La Paro et al. (2014: 876) found that these relationships which form in the early years of a child’s life are ‘critical to the development of brain structure’.  Neale and Pino-Pasternak (2016) state that sustained shared thinking develops children’s question asking and answering abilities, which in turn promotes children’s cognitive development.  However, Bateman (2013) raises the concern of the questions asked by the practitioner only being limited to the topic that is focused on in the setting.  With this in mind, the level of relationships formed by undertaking Sustained Shared Thinking show a high level of care in the settings.  Even though this type of tool monitors the level of care, Purdon (2014) raises the question of whether practitioners fully understand the term of Sustained Shared Thinking and have the understanding of how to ensure this happens continuously in the settings.  For a method to be efficient, practitioners need to understand what is expected of them, therefore, it would appear that as Sustained Shared Thinking is a relatively new term, there needs to be more awareness of the benefits and importance of its use in the early years.  Vygotsky’s (cited in Ford, 2009) theory of how children develop are supported by the use of Sustained Shared Thinking and therefore the richer the role of the adult is to support children’s thinking, the more the children will develop their thinking skills.  This would link back to the role of an effective leader where by ensuring that the staff in the setting are aware of how to support the children as best as possible, and they are kept up to date with relevant training.  Mistry (2018) recognises the use of this SSTEW scale as a successful way of assessing the level of quality apparent in a setting, from knowing how important sustained shared thinking is.  The EPPE project (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2009) also identifies a high-quality setting to be one that promotes Sustained Shared Thinking and one that uses open ended questions to support the children’s thinking.  The National Day Nurseries Association (2018) reports that there is no requirement to use this scale, although using this tool will highlight the way in which adults promote children’s thinking and well-being development.  
An environmental rating scale such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R) (Harms et al., 2015) is used globally so will ensure a consistent level of practice through many settings.  This also ensures that settings are measured in the same manner throughout many locations (Mashburn et al., 2008; Ishimine and Tayler, 2014).  Mashburn et al. (2008) recognise that an environment rating scale is also a method that is used widely to measure quality of settings and have been used for over 25 years. Having been used for this amount of time shows that this is a reliable tool.  Ishimine and Tayler (2014) continue by explaining that the observations are carried out in a three-hour time frame and this can be short window for carrying out the required observations.  It is also recognised that there are many areas that could be missed.  Unless the observer witnesses a behaviour or a specific interaction, nothing can be added to the record which can affect the end result and outcome of the observation. 
Gordon et al. (2015) explains that even though there are scales to which the observer will score the setting, these must be followed exactly and a stop scoring method is followed to prevent the setting from being scored to highly.  If the setting does not meet the requirement exactly they will not be able to move onto the next scoring level.  Only what is exactly seen can be recorded which at times may not reflect the true ethos of the setting.  
Both these methods follow the same structure where the settings are scored by ratings.  This can aid the understanding for each method and when used together can provide a thorough assessment of the quality of the settings.  Areas which need improvement, or which need to be changed can be addressed by undertaking these methods of quality assurance.  Both these tools need a good understanding before being completed as they are both very specific and need to be followed closely.  
Dahlberg (2016) raises the concern of the amount of additional paper work that is involved with quality assurance.  Dahlberg (2016) suggests that time is taken away from the main objective, which in this manner, is the education of the children, to complete paperwork to evidence the progress and quality of the setting.  With there being many tools for identifying settings of high quality, it is important to understand that the results may vary depending on which method was used.  
From carrying out this research of literature, it appears that there is a greater need for children who come from a more disadvantaged background to attend a high level of early years setting.  This is to ensure that all children have the best care possible in their early years and therefore children can all achieve the best outcomes for them in the future.  The pressure put on practitioners to create an environment where children can flourish and develop continues to grow, with focus on ensuring the gap between the children from different backgrounds is kept to a minimum.  It appears that a combination of quality assurance methods work best to ensure and assess the level of care being provided in a setting.  This is to ensure that all the areas are analysed, and no part of the setting is missed out when ensuring quality.  Although completing these can be time consuming, the need for them overrides this.  This is as the improvements that the quality assurance methods identify will only benefit the setting and the care provided to the children.  Practitioners are able to identify areas that need to be improved and that are working well and then make plans and make alterations to continue to improve.   
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