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As explained by the Cambridge Dictionary (date unknown), the meaning of quality is to look at how good or bad something is or to explain a standard. Within Early Years, we must look at the education and care provided for children and understand the importance of their learning and development at such young ages and understand the critical role the quality of that care and education provides (National Assembly for Wales, 2019, p.1). According to Evans, Myers and Ilfled (2000, p.7, cited in Hussain and Juma (2006, p.159), the successful education of children during their early years, depends on the quality of the foundation that is laid first. 
Quality within the Early Years provision and with staff is the key (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018, p.30) to advanced developmental outcomes for children (Melhuish et al, 2015). Education Policy Institute (2018) explain that quality in the Early Years relates to two ideas, the quality of the staff, therefore the importance of relevant staff qualifications and correct adult-child ratios (Sellgren, 2019), and additionally, the pedagogical practices used by staff and the curriculum that they follow (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018, p.30). The OECD (2020, p.4) states that high quality Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is what prepares children for their futures, it is what allows them the experiences to be able to access better outcomes later in life (Unicef, 2019a). According to Schuyler Center for Analysis and Advocacy (2012, p.1-2), research shows that higher quality ECEC has longer lasting, positive effects on children and their readiness for life. 
Children can develop, learn and thrive in ECEC provisions which are supported by high quality interactions from staff (OECD, 2019, p.6). The awareness of the increase in ECEC settings which are funded has in turn created more awareness for the importance of that provision and its quality (Pascal and Bertram, 2018, p.106). Additionally, this looks further into the type of education they are providing and the quality of the staff and their pedagogical approach (Pascal et al, 1998) to ensure the benefits of an early educational provision are beneficial for children. 
The OECD (2020, p.5) and Kelly (2016) explain that children who come from less advantaged backgrounds are more likely to run into issues further down the line without the opportunity for the resources and the experiences an ECEC setting would provide. Wall, Litjens and Taguma (2015) explain that investing in high quality education and care offers enormous opportunities for all types of children. In consideration, is understood that the quality of provision provided for children from all types of backgrounds and social status’ is one that constantly strives for the best and one that continuously reviews and adapts their pedagogical approach to suit the ever-changing needs and that aims to narrow the gap in development (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018, p.30). 
To maintain and to improve good quality early years provisions, it is crucial that ECEC settings look at and follow the frameworks, curriculums and guidelines that are provided. For example, the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2020) explains that the curriculum is everything that a child, as a learner will experience. The quality of that curriculum is not what is taught, rather it is how it is taught and the understanding of why it is taught (Donaldson, 2015, p.5), and how a child benefits from that curriculum will equip them for their futures. Additionally, the standards set by those of Estyn and Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) helps aim to provide quality assurance. CIW (Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW), 2019a, p.2) carry out inspections with settings and services that are registered with them to ensure that they are carrying out safe care, that rights of all involved are being respected and that there are opportunities for quality-of-life improvement. CIW (2019a, p.5) carries out inspections that look at the quality of care and the individual rights that are supported by ensuring provisions follow the work of the Human Rights Act 1998, The Equality Act 2010, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the Welsh Government’s Action on Independent Living Framework. Due to this, inspectors such as CIW therefore have the responsibility of providing information on settings and deciding whether they are providing a quality service of care and one that is of their standards, they also provide settings with reports on how to improve their services (CIW, 2021, p.1). 
Additionally, inspectors such as Estyn (2020) have a mission to improve the quality of learning, education, and training for all Welsh learners, aiming to create a self-improving culture through quality assurance, looking at how provisions and staff can improve on their quality of education. Furthermore, The Childcare Act 2006 (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008, p.6) encourages local authorities to work to improve outcomes for children, emphasising the importance of high quality ECEC provisions and the advantages it provides children with for their social, emotional, and holistic development. Linking to this, the Welsh Governments (Welsh Government, 2017b, p.2) targeted early years programme Flying Start is for families and children who live in disadvantaged areas and aims to improve the quality of life for those involved through early intervention, providing the opportunity for free, part-time childcare for children aged 2 to 3. Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2017b, p.3) Additionally, Flying Start put emphasis on the importance of the quality of staff (Welsh Government, 2014) that are involved in Flying Start settings, explaining that the staff working with children should be well trained and have up to date qualifications. The OECD (date unknown, p.1-2) explains that specific knowledge and skills are expected for staff, and their training and education depends on the quality of teaching they provide for young children. Therefore, having higher and up to date qualifications will allow practitioners to be able to provide a higher quality of care (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years ((PACEY), 2020). Likewise, Welsh Government (2017a, p.10) states that for learners to be emerged in quality education, the profession of teaching needs to be high-quality, with sound understanding and knowledge, who have the necessary skills to provide children with education (Nutbrown, 2012, p.5). Additionally, Teager and Bonetti (2018) explain that a formal degree with specialised training is beneficial for practitioners to deliver the best practice. As practitioners, having sufficient knowledge and understanding of the Early Years Curriculum creates confidence and therefore improves quality of education (Robb, date unknown). 
Quality can also be assessed by constantly reviewing and assessing practice, which can be done by carrying out continuous professional development (Nutbrown, 2012, p.7). Reviewing and assessing one’s own practice and the practice of the workplace creates the opportunity for evidence-based development (Early Years Professional Development Programme, 2021), leading to motivated staff who constantly evaluate their role (Bertram and Pascal, 2006, p.8). Evaluating quality and individual practice creates opportunities for staff to develop their professional learning, therefore improving their quality of teaching (Welsh Government, 2017a, p.11). Improvement on quality is a continuous process (Reed and Canning, 2011, p.3). 




A type of quality assurance system that can be used within early years settings is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale. The SSTEW scale is a quality assessment tool (Brodie, 2015) that aims to measure the impact and benefits of sustained shared thinking within early years provisions. According to Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015, p.5), the SSTEW scale is focused on assessing quality in the forms of well-being, self-regulation and sustained shared thinking that is experienced by children and more knowledgeable others. Sustained shared thinking involves an interaction between individuals (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2002) who work together intellectually to solve, clarify, or evaluate. Therefore, the SSTEW scale looks at an adult, as a more knowledgeable other, within a setting and puts their quality of interaction (Hoare, date unknown) on a scale to evaluate the type of interactions. The five subscales of the SSTEW scales look at areas such as how practitioners work to build trust, confidence, and independence (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015), how they build on social and emotional well-being, ways of supporting and extending language and communication, as well as supporting ways of learning and critical thinking, and additionally, ways of assessing learning and language. The SSTEW scale is influenced by studies such as the Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (EPEY) and the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2002, p.9) which look at the techniques used that allow for learning to take place. 
The SSTEW scale creates a way to assess quality on individual practice and can therefore look at how valuable current interactions are and ways in which they can be improved, to allow for higher quality learning experiences. The scores divided on the scale represent a professional judgement of staff’s pedagogy (Hoare, date unknown). The importance of reviewing and assessing practice allows for higher quality interactions with children (Pickles, 2019) and in turn, create better experiences and opportunities for learning. For professionals to meet the needs of children, it is beneficial for their reflection on their role within education (Anders et al, 2017, p.218). Early years development is influenced by relationships built between children and adults (Blackburn, 2017, p.1). As stated by the UNCRC (Unicef, 2019b) and Welsh Government (2015b), professionals caring for children have a crucial role in recognising their rights and working towards helping children to reach their highest potential. As the Welsh Government (2015a) and UNCRC (Articles 3 and 29) (Unicef, 2019b) explain, children should all be given a broad range of education and have the best possible foundation for growth and development. Sustained shared thinking (SST) focuses on how children and adults interact, therefore adults should ensure that they are fully focused on the scenarios that allow for SST opportunities (Learning Journals, 2021). To shape a child’s future, childhood experiences are important in gaining understanding (Welsh Government, 2017c, p.4), therefore it is important for professionals to assess the quality of their pedagogy and look at whether what they teach to children and how they teach it is helping children to develop and achieve. Carrying out quality assessment using tools such as SSTEW allows practitioners to look at their approach to teaching and learning, and to carry out continuous professional development (PACEY, 2018) which further leads to better opportunities for children’s learning and development. Using the SSTEW scale as a quality measurement creates a steppingstone to improve practice (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012, p.10). 
However, practitioners have varying views on the importance of using a scale such as SSTEW to assess their teaching and provisions quality. Practitioners argue that there has always been emphasis on children’s learning (Moylett, 2013, p.91), looking at what is taught and how it is taught, therefore they do not understand why there is such structure to assessing the quality or why there needs to be a change. Additionally, some practitioners have varying views on what ‘quality’ means (Alexander, 2017, p.17). Quality is in the eye of the beholder, as stated by Pence and Moss (1992, p.172, cited in Moss, 2016, p.9), therefore the true meaning of quality is different for all practitioners, who consequently, will use the SSTEW scale differently (Siraj et al, 2019, p.366). Moreover, it can also be noted that the SSTEW scale does not assess the quality of education or learning opportunities that are experienced from the actual curriculum modules, but rather, it only assesses the quality of interactions between practitioners (Howard et al, 2018, p.11). Unfortunately, the SSTEW scale can cause issues and does in fact, require training to use and understand its workings (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015, p.9), thus making it a complicated form of quality assessment for practitioners without experiences use. Likewise, all practitioners differ in qualification levels, but it is not always the qualifications that create high quality pedagogical approaches (Elliott, 2006). Some staff may believe that due to their higher qualifications, they do not need to assess the quality of their teaching (OECD, date unknown, p.2), therefore do not use scales such as SSTEW to continue their professional development, leaving missed opportunities for children’s learning and development (Dubiel, 2021). 
Additionally, another form of assessing quality within the early years is completing a Quality-of-Care report, which is a self-evaluation. This form of self-evaluation allows settings and practitioners to look at how they can work to create, maintain, and improve the quality of their pedagogical approach (CIW, 2018). CIW (2018) explain that a quality-of-care report is used to evaluate the quality of provisions and to evaluate how well you perform by asking questions such as what you do well and how you know you do, as well as asking what benefits the children and additionally, ways you can improve. Completing a quality-of-care report creates the need for the continuous assessment and assurance of quality, meaning that provisions can work to provide higher quality education and longer lasting benefits for children (Welsh Government, 2017d, p.11). Additionally, self-assessment creates higher quality planning, looking at strengths and weaknesses in the pedagogical approach (Soni, date unknown).  In consideration, regarding settings following the guidelines set out by services such as Flying Start (Welsh Government, 2014), the Foundation Phase Curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015a), as well as the guidelines set by the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016) and Social Care Wales (2017), it is a requirement that practitioners and staff working with children have the minimum level of qualifications required to work with children. Following guidelines ensures that practitioners have sufficient and sound knowledge on what it takes to be a high-quality educator and therefore, by carrying out these quality assurance measures it allows them to put this practice into use and evaluate their knowledge and understanding (Waters and MacDonald, 2019, p. 4). The quality-of-care review also follows the guidance from Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 and Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (CIW, 2019b, p.2) which protects the rights of people using provisions such as early years education and care settings, which places emphasis on why practitioners should be assessing their quality of care, ensuring that they are following the rules and regulations laid out for them. 
However, as explained by CIW (2019b) the report is not intended for a one-time purpose, it needs to happen annually for changes and improvements to be made. Additionally, real changes need to come from these reports otherwise the quality will likely stay the same unless effort is put into developing solutions and ideas on how to create long-lasting change (Gealy et al, 2019). In addition, although there are follow up inspections from CIW (2019b) and Estyn (2020) in regard to quality assurance assessments, it is only down to practitioners and professionals within the settings to make a change, and when and how that change happens is dependent on them, however, there is always the chance that no change will take place due to lack of effort or enthusiasm to impact children’s day to day lives (Akehurst, 2021). Keeping children at the centre of the provision means that self-assessing how practitioners work should not be an end, it must encourage improvements to achieve higher quality educational experiences (HM Inspectorate of Education, 2007, p.2). 



During this module, I have gained greater knowledge and understanding on not only how important quality is, but also why it is important. Additionally, I have learnt why it is beneficial to continuously assess quality and now understand why it is important to assess myself and how well I work with children and their families within my setting. It is simple enough to provide children with the experiences and opportunities to gain greater knowledge and understanding and to be the more knowledgeable other in their education experiences, but it is additionally important to know why we provide them with these opportunities and how it can change the course of their future lives. Ensuring that quality is assesses and changed for the better creates children with richer experiences. Practitioners and professionals have a duty of care to provide children with real-life, stimulating experiences and it is important that we do just that, going above and beyond to provide the best quality of care that we can. Likewise, it is important for practitioners like myself, to continuously develop our own skills, knowledge and understanding so that we can in turn, provide up to date and relevant experiences for children, as well as allowing ourselves the opportunity to develop our own learning and development. 
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