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Introduction 
In this critical reflection, the provision and assurance quality assurance has been explored. A critical focus is also placed on two types of quality assurance tools, namely the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW). The reflection discusses the benefits and the limitations of both the ECERS and SSTEW and the way these are then compared and contrasted. The reflection concludes that both methods, the ECERS and SSTEW, help ensure that children can access the highest quality education. 
What is quality? 
In the early years, quality is defined as a combination of four aspects: structural elements, physical features of the environment, interactions, and aggregate indices – such as quality ratings (Pianta et al., 2016). The Welsh Government (2022) document further illustrates these elements to be a crucial role when implementing high - quality in settings as they can positively impact a child’s development and their future. 
When children are exposed to the experiences, knowledge and skills necessary for lifelong learning, children are able to develop positive dispositions towards learning that, when nurtured, will last a lifetime; to ensure that all children realise and achieve the four purposes of the New Curriculum for Wales through the delivery of high-quality provisions and curriculums (Welsh Government, 2022). Therefore, understanding these four components will contribute towards a high-quality provision/curriculum. Additional research conducted by the Welsh Government (2015), mention that when early childhood settings offer high-quality experiences/curricular the impact of adversity on children can be reduced and learner achievement can be increased (Welsh Government, 2015).
Quality Assurance
In early childhood education, quality assurance involves monitoring children’s experiences to ensure their development and learning is of the highest quality with a focus on three three key areas must be taken into account: the learning environment, a child's experience and a high-quality workforce (Welsh Government, 2013). There is a strong emphasis placed on the importance of environmental factors within the Joint Inspection Framework (Estyn, 2019). A high-quality learning environment is further advocated by the Welsh Government (2013) stating that children need to be given the best “flying start” in life to  “build a brighter future” for “successful futures” therefore promoting quality assurance. As part of its commitments to creating a “Healthier Wales”, the Welsh Government (2022a, p. 4-6) demonstrates it commitment by putting “quality and safety first,” in order to improve, maintain and to protect the health, care, and wellbeing of both the current and future population of Wales. Standard 18 of the National Minimum Standards (NMS) also emphasize the importance of considering the views of children and their parents for high-quality assurance (Welsh Government, 2016, p. 43).
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS)
The ECERS is an observational assessment designed to measure quality within early years provision (Ecersuk, No Date). The scale provides a structured way of assessing quality in relation to desired learning outcomes of the curriculum with an emphasis on literacy, maths, science and diversity (Slyvia et al., 2003 cited in, Slot, 2018, p.14 ). 
The main benefit of the ECERS is considered to be a widely used tool in early childhood research and for improvement efforts (Neitzel et al., 2019), in order to assess quality within the early years settings (Brunsek et al., 2017). The scale is able to determine high-quality areas and those that may need additional attention in the early years provisions (Pdesas, No Date), with a focus on four main areas namely: curriculum, environment, interactions and supervision (UNC, No Date). Therefore, ECERS has been shown to be reliable, valid, and related to a child’s development (Mathers et al., 2012). Similar to the Foundation Phase, ECERS considers the ‘whole child’ and ensures that several fundamental elements of high-quality are incorporated throughout the scale (Gordan, 2012). These include the basic welfare requirements: building relationships, opportunities for stimulation and learning from experiences and protection of health and safety  (Childcare Aware, No Date). 
Furthermore, ECERS also identifies quality childcare and ratings around the seven subscales namely: “space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and reasoning, activities, interactions, programme structures and stakeholders” Setodji et al. 2017). Setodji (2017) further states that through the seven subscales, the rating scale allows an acknowledgment of negativity to be shown, which can be viewed as a positive, since it will only increase a continuity of high-quality provisions through feedback. This will help stakeholders to tell how successful children are likely to be later in life (Excel, 2014), which supports the Welsh Government (2015a) commitment to the documentation “Successful Futures”. 
Some of the research discussed above is outdated,  however a more recent research by Brunsek et al. (2017) illustrates the limitations of quality assurance tools, such as ECERS, which focuses heavily on a single aspect within education and care settings, resulting in a limited measure of high-quality provisions. For instance, Brunsek et al. (2017) further states that ECERS tends to focus primarily on how physical environments can assess quality. Therefore, the scale does not consider the views and opinions of children, as far as the quality of the provision they receive or the resulting assessment score. Yet, according to article 3, 12 and 13 of the UNCRC (Uncief, No Date) all children should have the right to express themselves, to access all kinds of information, and to be taken seriously in matters that may affect them, placing a child’s best interest at the forefront. Furthermore, the scale considers indoor spaces and room arrangements under the first subscale “space and furnishings” which also acknowledges “space for gross motor play” which is considered to be elements of the outdoors (Nyced, No Date). Yet, there is  no specific subscale heading for outdoor learning – so linking back to Brunsek et al. (2017) perhaps this is why settings have a tendency to focus heavily on physical aspects within the indoors as outdoor elements are only recommendations and are briefly touched upon. 
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) 
In the REPEY project, it has been discovered that the quality of interactions between adults and children, including sustained shared thinking (SST), has shown to have a significant impact on enhancing the overall quality of the setting  (Siraji- Blatchford et al., 2002, Sylva et al., 2004 cited in Purdon, 2014). Research by McKenzie (No Date) further adds that the nature of the SSTEW scale was designed to build and add upon the ECERS, which primarily focuses on the pedagogy within the early years; to support SST through adult-led observations, by taking an interest in what children are doing, for example their body language and who children engage with. The term  “sustained shared thinking” is when both the adult and child work together to clarify and share their understandings of a problem or create something by sharing and co-constructing their knowledge and meaning (Melhuish, 2016). 
A key benefit of  SSTEW is that it promotes the development of positive relationships, effective communication, SST and a child’s emotional well-being (Welsh Government, 2020). This is supported by the statutory requirements of the  “The Social Service and Well-Being (Wales) Act 2014” (Welsh Government, 2015b), which emphasises the importance of well-being. A similar emphasis on well-being has also been highlighted as a key area in CIW’s Quality of Care Report and the Joint Inspection Framework (Estyn, 2019).  
In addition to this, the scale is divided into five subscales: “trust, confidence and independence, social and emotional well-being, supporting language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking, and assessing learning and language” (Siraj-Blatchford, 2017, p. 12). As part of the New Curriculum for Wales, the Welsh Government (2017) emphasises children becoming “ethnical and informed citizens of Wales and the World” which highlights SSTEW’s fifth subscale “supporting and assessing language”. The New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2017) also focuses on children becoming “ambitious, capable learners” which collrelates with SSTEW third subscale “ independence”. Furthermore, the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2017) also adds that children must be “healthy and confident individuals” which supports the second subscale of SSTEW “confidence” alongside the third subscale “social and emotional well-being”. In addition, standard 8 of the National Minimum Standards also supports the five subscales, highlighting how settings are crucial to creating an environment that fosters children's feelings of safety, security, happiness, conformability, as well as fostering warm relationships, self-esteem, and self-confidence (Welsh Government, 2016). 
In order for settings to achieve high scores on the SSTEW scale, settings must support children’s discussions, curiosity, thinking and questioning when contributing to appropriate activities such as risk taking (Howard et al., 2018). Despite these findings, Siraji-Blatchford et al.  (2002) and Sylva et al. (2004), both cited in Howard et al. (2018, p. 2-3), have revealed that early years settings associated with SST are generally poor and are difficult to obtain. In light of this, Howard et al. (2018) asserts that practices related to SST need to be clarified, supported and improved. As a result, this could potentially home in on practitioners, since Fumoto (2012, cited in Purdon, 2014, p. 4 ) claims practitioners propose a challenge to SST; therefore, potentially focusing too heavily on the role of the practitioner. However, there are no findings to suggest this to be a limitation, but at the same time, this could be a potential limitation for the future as SSTEW may focus too heavily on the role of the practitioner rather than the child or the interactions that take place. But on the contrary, the role of the practitioner in  is vital for a child’s learning and development says Vygotsky (Ford, 2009, cited in Purdon, 2014, p. 2).
Another limitation to the scale could also be affected by the duration, as it may be hard for practitioners to find the time to plan observations and to the finish the activity.  (DfE, 2012, cited in Purdon, 2014, p. 11). This supports Howard et al. (2018) findings, who already mentioned how generally poor and hard it is to find effective practices with SST. Since every child plays a unique role, and some of them may come from disadvantages backgrounds, not all children may be ready to play therefore another limitation may arise (Jarvis, 2018). This suggest the direction of SST is uncertain on its success as it depends hugely on both the adult and child. As a result, perhaps SSTEW does not present a limitation, but an area of critique, and an opportunity to focus on finding a balance between the role of the adult/child and the duration of the interaction and how these can be accessed.
Compare and Contrast 
To compare and contrast, both quality assurance methods focus on enhancing high-quality provisions/curriculums. Similarity, both methods incorporate statutory requirements and curricula in Wales, as both scales rely on local authority support and guidance to ensure settings improve their rating level. In the same way, both methods consider the child and their learning as a whole. Although both methods have a focus on high-quality provision and the learning environment, both are focused in different aspects, ECERS being a focus on the quality of educational curricular and SSTEW focusing on interactional quality within education (Howard et al., 2018). There is a slight difference between the two methods, but both focus on a single aspect such as ECERS focuses on the physical environment and SSTEW may focus on the role of the adult/child in early years. While ECERS has limitations, SSTEW could potentially have limitations, although both have proven to be effective methods for enhancing quality experiences and positive outcomes for children within early years.  
Conclusion:

This reflection has attempted to explore the variations of quality definitions as well as acknowledge the importance of high-quality methods namely ECERS and SSTEW. While, the reflection looked at definitions, the benefits and limitations of both ECERS and SSTEW, it does additionally looks at the statutory requirements. Findings of the reflection, highlight that in order for high-quality to be achieved in early years, the above-mentioned quality methods need to be present; which can be used as a framework to guide settings on how to monitor and evaluate high- quality. Despite benefits of both methods,  findings of quality interactions can be difficult to calculate, as there is a shortage of providing an in-depth analysis of quality interactions as these can be short, and can therefore be hard to access. Furthermore, this reflection is limited to finding a limitation of SSTEW but it does highlight an area of critique and a opportunity. Both methods do however, find similarities, in the main, focusing on the ‘whole child’ as well as the increase awareness of quality methods that highlight good educational practice and curriculum targets. 
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