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[bookmark: _GoBack]Quality assurance in Early Years is a vital part of achieving the best outcomes for children.  It is a route for managers and leaders to reflect and raise standards through a continuous cycle of self-assessment and self-evaluation. Areas for improvement can then be identified and action plans developed and implemented with progress being monitored. (Francis et al,. 2016)

It has been proven that children who attend good quality settings at an early age go onto achieve better in later life (Dickerson et al,. 2016).  Settings who engage in quality assurance can support children including strengthening their values and principles as well as encouraging settings to reduce inequalities providing an inclusive approach. For parents who need to make an informed choice of childcare, it specifies and offers recognition that a setting has progressed against a set of agreed standards and achieved an accredited grade (Rouse, 2012).

As part of registration and to assist Care Inspectorate Wales (2018) (CIW) in inspections, childminders and day care settings have a legal obligation to complete the annual Self Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) which is designed to monitor compliance with the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations (2010). This reflective tool can help settings review the quality of care provided and consider the best ways in which their service can be improved as well as maintained. It is designed to make providers think about their service for example, what they are doing well and then what can be improved.  This can have a big impact on the environment as well as care opportunities for both the children and staff.

The SASS document is in two parts, the first part is in relation to annual data collection and the second about reviewing quality of care. CIW then make judgements about the service provided.  They use the Quality of Care analysis in the SASS to identify any trends or gaps within the setting and this information will influence their priorities when inspections are carried out.  It will also contribute to the ratings against each of the four inspections themes of wellbeing, care and development, environment and leadership and management. (CIW, 2016).

In 2016 CIW introduced ratings for all day care settings which are awarded against each of the four inspection themes.  This grading process outlines the quality of care found within the setting and how it contributes to the wellbeing of the children cared for. A rating of Adequate represents that statutory requirements are being met at the setting. However the introduction of two additional gradings of Good and Excellent encourage settings to strive to achieve higher standards than the minimum requirement as set out in the National Minimum Standards (2016).

With the initial rating being silent until 2019, subsequent ratings will be recorded within the setting’s next inspection report.  This step can be seen as positive as it ensures that settings are aware of what is good and what areas need support and development so they have the opportunity to address these before public ratings.  When ratings are published it will enable parents to directly compare settings. In contrast to WPPA or NDS Quality Assurance Schemes which are voluntary, the inspection ratings are standard across Wales and every setting is included allowing each to be directly compared.  As reinforced by Green, 2015, this will put further pressure on settings to improve and achieve good outcomes in order to benefit their business. As a consequence standards of care across the sector will be forced to increase.

Settings with an excellent rating can become examples of best practice.  They may be able to support and assist other settings to improve.  Collaborative working will promote quality above the minimum standards and support quality outcomes for all children.  It is vital that all stakeholders work as a partnership and become involved
in the completion of the SASS form to share best practice. Each stakeholder has a different role to play and thus by working together high quality early years settings can be produced.  Lingo,.et al (2011) reinforces the importance of collaborative working amongst educators which has a positive effect on children’s outcomes. 

Within the SASS form there are various sections to complete which outline each part of the service provided. The ‘Methods of collecting views’ section enables settings to evidence how they share information with parents, taking into account their views. As stated by Cottle., et al (2014) working in partnership with parent is a crucial part in providing a quality early years’ service.

The SASS form requires all settings to collect children’s opinions on the care they receive.  This enables settings to improve areas of care that are important to children and meets the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 2018) Article 12 requirement that children are involved in any decisions that are made about them. Landsown (1995) states that The Children Act 1989 also represents this.

The Quality of Care self assessment requires settings to reflect on their own practice.  There is also a requirement to identify areas for improvement within their service.  This is positive in that it encourages all childcare settings to continuously assess and make clear changes for the children.  However, the experience of completing the SASS and the large space given over to listing your planned improvements can be intimidating.  Smaller settings can feel they need to fill the allocated box and commit to unrealistic improvement aims which could prove demoralising if not achieved. (CIW, 2017).

The document is completed online and submitted direct to CIW which potentially is more streamlined for a childcare provider and can be less time consuming as its aim is to reduce paperwork and update relevant information more accurately.  However, this can also have a negative effect on some settings who are not computer literate and can neither operate computer systems (Bowling, 2016). IT systems need to work smoothly and be accessible to all and as some childminders and day care settings maybe located rurally, internet connections could be difficult or possibly not available (Mauthoor, 2016)

Umbrella organisations such as PACEY (2017) and the Family Information Service (2018) offer workshops to assist in the completion of the SASS forms and whilst this is beneficial to most, for some providers the timing constraints could prove difficult. The form is time consuming and places a strain especially on smaller settings who are not paid any additional money or given non-contact time to complete.  The Local Authority also has a duty to collect much of the same information in order to complete its Childcare Sufficiency Audit.  This duplication is time consuming and places further administrative strain on settings. (Swansea Council, 2016)
As part of the wider improvement of childcare provision, CIW (2018) creates a national picture of childcare in Wales and can be used to support future policy work within the country.  For example, information required includes the level of vacancies at the setting, fees charged, whether the medium of Welsh is used. This information can help with funding for important resources and training to help improve standards.
Limitations could also be the SASS form submission dates to CIW.  When the submission date is during the end of term or during school holidays, some settings maybe on holiday or possibly closed and therefore balancing deadlines can have a detrimental effect on best practice (Vallen et al,. 2014). 

The Welsh Government (2017) ‘Prosperity for all’ outlines five key priority areas those being early years, housing, social care, mental health and skills which are aimed at providing long term effects towards health and wellbeing. Alongside this other initiatives have been launched such as the free thirty hour scheme for children aged between three and four years as well as the new Additional Learning Needs protocol which will transform the existing systems of supporting children and young people who have additional learning needs, the foundation of which being the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. Health and wellbeing are also reinforced through the Welsh Government’s initiative Social Care Wales (2018).

Quality settings in early years provide education through The Foundation Phase and its seven areas of learning.  Whilst this is not compulsory, it encourages children and can be evidenced within the SASS form to show how each area is met ensuring positive outcomes for the children.

Whilst on the whole the SASS form has been a success it is questionable whether it is a full and accurate reflection as there is the possibility of some childcare settings not completing or submitting.  According to CIW (2017) only 75% of SASS forms were completed and submitted in 2016 / 2017 which therefore does not offer a true reflection of the level of childcare in Wales.


One of many additional methods to promote quality assurance is The Gold Standard Healthy Snack Award in compliance with the Healthy Eating in Schools Regulations, 2013.  Whilst this award is not compulsory to complete, it is designed to raise awareness of healthy eating practices within Early Years with the aim being to see individual settings achieve a recognised status with children having the opportunity of being offered a wide range of healthy and nutritious snacks.  This initiative supports the Working in Partnership with Parents policy and has many benefits as well as no cost implication.

The award is obtained on the basis of all criteria being met which includes the provision of healthy snacks and drinks, appropriate hygiene standards, a suitable eating environment and evidence of Dental Health standards. Design to Smile (2017).

Healthy snack guidelines were introduced due to the awareness of children within various childcare settings of being offered sugary and fatty snacks and drinks as opposed to healthier options.  According to Schwartz et al,. (2011) healthy diets reduce the risk of obesity as well as more serious illnesses such as cancer and heart disease and by limiting the amount of sugar and saturated fat in a child’s diet can help them stay healthy into their adulthood. 

Childcare workers have an essential role in promoting the health and wellbeing of children within their care.  In line with each setting’s own Food Policy, the purpose of this award is to provide children with the opportunity to try an increased variety of food including fruit and vegetables. However, practitioners need to ensure that they portray themselves as positive roles models and understand that making positive healthy choices will help improve and influence children’s diet choices in the future which is agreed by Benton et al,. 2017.

The Healthy Snack Award also extends to drinks and it is vital that water or milk is available.  Water prevents dehydration which in turn can lead to poor concentration therefore affecting the child’s wellbeing (Admassu et al,. 2016).

Also taken into account within this award is the environment in which the snacks are given being equally important.  Regular routines will help social skills and language development. The children should be encouraged to sit at a table with their peers and eat and drink, remaining there until finished if appropriate which will have a positive effect and enhance their social skills.
Snack time within childcare settings is an invaluable opportunity for children to develop and learn good eating habits, skills which they will need for life.  Attitudes toward food start from a very young age and travel through until adulthood.  Therefore promoting positive messages about food will stress the importance of a healthy diet and ideally extend to their families possibly influencing what is eaten at home.

Nutritious snacks provided by childcare settings can make an important contribution to children’s diets giving them energy and the nutrients essential to play, learn and grow.  Building a Brighter Future (Welsh Government, 2013) supports the initiative to reduce inequalities in health and help to develop environments that support as well as promote good health and wellbeing.

Once the award has been attained, it is valid for two years with subsequent refresher training available.  Working in partnership with multi agencies can prove successful as spot checks are then completed by The Food Standards Agency to ensure that both the award and its criteria are still being met and maintained. 

However, limitations could be that should strategies to monitor continued professional development not be put in place vital training could be missed. Continued professional development is paramount within settings, however if staff are unable to attend training due to lack of staff or poor planning and not gain the knowledge of initiatives that will subsequently help the children with healthy eating and hygiene, this could have an adverse effect on a child’s health as well as practice and provision as there is no clear message being portrayed. 

The importance of a healthy and balanced diet has significant benefits to both short and long term health and may also play a role in educational attainment. Obesity is on the rise and in Wales 34% of children are already overweight by the time they are five years old therefore a good diet and promoting physical activity are important preventative measures (Liebert, 2010).

Limitations to this award being achieved within a setting could be when a child is on some kind of ‘special diet’ and is unable to consume a large amount of healthy food.  However, parents could provide suitable snacks or food if there are specific dietary requirements. 

Furthermore, unfortunately many families in Wales are living in poverty and eating well can be significantly challenging when managing a limited budget (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2017).
A further initiative which works in conjunction with The Healthy Snack Award is Design to Smile (2018). This is a Welsh Government improvement programme designed to tackle oral health tooth brushing protocol.  However, should staff within settings not be trained in both initiatives could cause an adverse effect with no successful outcome being achieved. 

By completing this initiative childcare settings are showing their commitment towards health and wellbeing which as part of their ethos can be embedded into everyday life within the setting.  As reinforced by Stapleton (2012) working together can make a significant difference.

In conclusion, the use of these quality assurance tools highlights the need for providers to be guided through their quality improvement efforts and emphasise the focus of working in partnership with other agencies such as the local authority to promote as well as exceed quality outcomes.  In order to meet the needs of all stakeholders, a quality process must ensure interaction as well as reflection of leadership and management and how the setting is committed to the quality of improvement.  No single measure can reflect all aspects of quality as a broad range of tools and processes are required to reflect multiple perspectives. The quality of early education and care is vital, as it not only affects a child’s everyday experiences but also because the benefits are only recognised should they be attending a high quality provision. 
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