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There is an abundance of research and testimony’s confirming the benefits of quality education and care within the early years sector (Department for Education and Skills, 2002; Sure Start, 2004; Applebaum et al., 2009; Campbell-Barr et al., 2010; Brandi et al., 2013; Speib, 2013; Welsh Government, 2014; Welsh Government, 2015; Duursma et al., 2018) particularly the positive effects these can have on disadvantaged children (Campbell-Barr et al., 2010; Welsh Government, 2014 and Hall et al., 2017). It is suggested that children’s long term outcomes are directly linked to their experiences and education within their early years, and these in turn have positive effects on their attainment throughout education and into adulthood (Sure Start, 2004). Therefore, the benefits are not only for the individual, but also from an economical perspective, with individuals going onto further education and better job prospects (Bertram and Pascal, 2006 and Applebaum et al., 2009). 
The term ‘quality’ can be defined in a number of ways and can be subjective to the individual (Campbell-Barr et al., 2010 and Alexander and Cottle, 2012). What aspects of a setting that are perceived as good quality to a parent or carer, may not be the same as an early years practitioner or regulating authority (Kisker and Maynard, 1991). Various authors view different aspects of a settings as the reason for achieving high quality status, these include highly qualified and trained staff (Rolfe, 2005; Applebaum et al., 2009; Alexander and Cottle, 2012 and Welsh Government, 2014), partnership with parents (Alexander and Cottle, 2012, 2014), opportunities for ongoing professional development (Alexander and Cottle, 2012) and high staff retention (Applebaum et al., 2009) to name a few. 
[bookmark: _Hlk5021189]A common denominator, however, is based on a settings ability to provide high quality interactions with their service users, the children (Sure Start, 2004 and Duursma et al., 2018). These interactions form the basis of positive relationships and are used to scaffold children’s independent learning through problem solving, exploratory activities and joint learning opportunities, also known as Sustained Shared Thinking (DFES, 2002 and Sure Start, 2004). 
Due to the need to provide a high-quality service, early years settings strive to achieve high quality status through a variety of inspections (CIW, 2019 and Estyn, No Date), ratings scales(Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R), Infant and Toddler Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ITERS-R), Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW)) and quality assurance schemes (Bertram and Pascal (Baby Effective Early Learning Program), 2006; Wales Pre-school Providers Association (Quality For All), 2011 and National Day Nurseries Association (Quality Counts), 2019). According to Alexander and Cottle (2012) the concept of quality is hard to prove, this in part could be because quality is a subjective term (Duursma et al., 2018) and can only be interpreted by an individuals own beliefs and values. As settings have such a broad range of stakeholders, it is therefore acceptable to view quality from a range of perspectives (Alexander and Cottle, 2012). 
One quality assurance scheme available within Wales is the Quality For All (QFA) scheme offered by Wales Pre School Providers Association (WPPA) which can be used by playgroups, day-care nurseries, creches, childminders and out of school clubs (WPPA, 2011). The scheme offers settings the opportunity to critically reflect on their own practice and put forward plans for future improvement. The settings must first complete the assessment forms before an assessor can then visit the setting to be awarded one of three ratings (WPPA, 2011). 
The benefits that can be seen from achieving such accreditation include publicising a settings grade, which can lead to maintaining current service users, attracting new ones and being able to create a positive marketing image (Nwankwo, 2000; WPPA, 2011 and Spangehl, 2012). Furthermore, it gives practitioners the confidence in knowing that their best practice is contributing to childrens outcomes in the best possible way (WPPA, 2011) and in turn increases staff morale and teamwork. 
WPPA (2011) suggests settings should complete the self-assessment together, delegating sections to different staff personnel; this demonstrates a unifid setting and highlights the ethos of collaboration and team values. This could also help staff members gain a better understanding of the setting Nwankwo (2000) as they are being directly involved in the process. The NDNA Quality Counts Scheme also suggests this and Campbell-Barr et al. (2010) research confirms that it is with active participation from all stakeholders that is the key to successful improvement.  
Brandi et al. (2013) discusses the importance of quality ratings as these can be used as a benchmark as to what is viewed as quality within childcare and education, also offering information on quality to create awareness. However, Nwankwo (2000) would argue that just because an organisation is able to obtain a high quality accreditation, it does not mean that they are consistently committed to quality improvement. As the QFA scheme encourages an annual accreditation, this could be used to ensure constant improvement, however this can be costly (WPPA, 2011).  Furthermore, settings who have already been accredited a high rating, may feel that there is no need for improvement in the future (Campbell-Barr et al., 2010). Research undertaken by Brandi et al. (2013) also found that out of the 150 child care sights reviewed there was no comprehensive link between improvement and participation in the Quality Improvement System, therefore, it could be argued a needless process. 
QFA scheme advertises that their quality assessment is directly linked to CIW requirements, it is therefore similar to that of the Self Assessment of Service Statement (SASS). However, customer feedback highlighted the fact that settings found the assessment time consuming and costly, in response to this, WPPA amended their process and have made the forms more user friendly and offer settings a way to spread the cost (WPPA, 2011). 
Cost can be seen as a contributing factor when undertaking quality assurance schemes. The QFA for example charges first for an initial guidance pack and then again to complete the assessment. Settings are also asked to pay an annual fee for reaccreditation, however members are able to receive a discount (WPPA, 2011). 
Brandi et al. (2013) discusses Quality Improvement Systems (QIS) in the USA and explains that local authorities offer technical support and funding to those providers who wish to undertake the assessment. Similarly this can also be seen locally as Caerphilly council also offers incentives for settings to undertake their own quality assurance scheme, known as Caerphilly Quality Standard (CQS) and will also offer financial support for these wanting to embark on a national award. Caerphilly (No Date) also states that funded settings offering free childcare and education must achieve these awards and higher to deliver the offer. They insist on settings using Environmental Rating Scales like ECERS, ITERS and SSTEW, this can be seen as a testimony to their effectiveness. 
Although settings are encouraged to undertake some form of quality assessment, Brandi et al. (2013) states that there is very little research to confirm that undertaking QIS has any positive impact on childrens outcomes. Even though there is research that links quality settings to better outcomes for children (Sure Start, 2004 and DFES, 2002), this is not directly linked to an accredited rating. It can therefore be seen as a wasted and costly resource. However, NDNA (2019) would disagree as they claim research has demonstrated that those settings who are working towards a Quality Counts accreditation go on to achieve better inspections with particular reference to positive outcomes for children. 
One aspect of the QFA is to firstly complete a self-assessment form and discuss future plans and improvements. According to Hallet (2013) it is through the process of self-reflection that leaders are able to improve their practice and solve problems.  This can be seen as a beneficiary task (Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years, 2016) as it allows for settings to analyse and critique their practice, however, Spangehl (2012) would argue the process of self-evaluation can not always be trusted. Practitioners could be at risk of under presenting themselves, or not having the skills and knowledge to really appreciate the positives of what they do. On the other hand, could settings be too presumptuous and feel there is little or no need for improvement and refute any critique or advice? Furthermore, the information could be biased as staff could answer in favour of the setting (Bennett et al., 2010). 
Hall et al. (2017) supports this by saying that quality is best measured through direct observation rather than through self assessment, much like the SSTEW scale, with Nwankwo (2000) stating that it is external assessment that drives the necessary change towards improving the quality of a business. However, observational assessments can also pose challenges when grading a setting as a whole (Bennett et al., 2010). For one reason, what is observed in one area as best practice, may not be seen in another, perhaps between class rooms. This could then have an affect on the overall rating given (Bennett et al., 2010) and possibly seen as unfair. 
The SSTEW scale is a relatively new form of quality assessment within the early years (Thomson, 2015). SSTEW has been developed to directly asses interactional quality within early years settings and is underpinned by principles related to best practice (Duursma et al., 2018). 
As the SSTEW scale is focused on child interactions, with adults and their peers (DFE, 2017 and Duursma et al., 2018) it can be seen as a highly effective quality measure (Duursma et al., 2018) due to the aforementioned children’s future outcomes. Duursma et al. (2018) highlights the benefits of Environmental Ratings Scales (ERS) and states they are a widely credited form of quality measure. However, most ERS focus on the whole setting with a small focus on adult-child interactions, it is therefore beneficial to use the STTEW scale as an additional tool for in depth assessment (Duursma et al., 2018). 
Another point to consider when participating in the assurance schemes like the QFA, it might be said that managers and leaders of a setting could be spending a considerable amount of time completing administrative procedures and less time working amongst their team and demonstrating best practice on the floor (Nwankwo, 2000). This would not be the case with observational tools like the SSTEW scale. 
According to Campbell-Barr et al. (2010) and Department for Education (2017) there are two main attributes that determine a quality of a setting. These are structural, which looks at the physical environment, the size of the setting (Campbell-Barr et al., 2010 and Hall et al., 2017), what qualifications staff have (Duursma et al., 2018) and adult-child ratios (Duursma et al., 2018) and then also process quality. Process quality focuses on adult-child interactions (Duursma et al., 2018), opportunities for SST (Duursma et al., 2018) and how the children interact with the whole environment (Campbell-Barr et al., 2010).
Bennett et al. (2010) says that process quality has a greater impact than structural quality on childrens outcomes however, some authors claim that if the structure of the setting is of high quality, then process quality will surly follow (Bennett et al., 2010; Campbell-Barr et al., 2010; DFE, 2017; Hall, et al., 2017 and Duursma et al., 2018). Again, concluding that using different scales simultaneously could be the most viable way to measure quality, Bennett et al. (2010) also suggests that in order to measure process quality, more complex and in depth observations are needed like the SSTEW scale.   
The SSTEW scale, like the QFA can also be used a self assessment tool (Duursma et al., 2018) however it is thought by some that specific training in how to use SSTEW effectively is needed (NDNA, 2019), again this could be seen as an expense that some settings may not be able to afford. 
Nwankwo (2000) confirms that with any quality assessment schemes, business’s and settings need to first weigh up the benefits of such accreditation with the costs of registering, implementing and maintaining the system. QFA offers an annual accreditation scheme, however, if a setting should fail to meet the assessment standards, there is a risk they will not be awarded any form of rating (WPPA, 2019), which would then be seen as a waste of financial resources. 
As the need for quality interactions is vitally important to childrens outcomes (Sure Start, 2004), could the SSTEW scale be a better determinant of the settings quality? That being said, (Kingston et al., 2015) confirms that the SSTEW scale is strongest when being used alongside other environmental rating scales like ECERS, to review the structural quality as well as process quality (Kingston et al., 2015). This in part could be, as authors suggest, that high ratings within structural quality enhance the process quality, which in turn affects the whole overall rating (Bennett et al., 2010). 
Another point to consider, is that of the effectiveness of any schemes or ratings scales to actually improve the quality of an early childhood setting. As Nwankwo (2000) suggests, settings who feel inadequate, or who believe they will not qualify for an award, are less likely to undertake such programs. Therefore, settings who may be in the most need of improvement, are left unassessed. However, due to regulatory bodies like CIW (CIW, 2019) and Estyn (Estyn, No Date), all settings must be registered and adhere to a set of basic minimum standards and forgo regular inspections. 
Bennett et al. (2010) discusses quality ratings systems and suggests all schemes should be designed to allow settings to consistently look at quality issues within their practice. Such tools and guidelines also need to be originated from research and theory to enforce their credibility as opposed to an individual’s opinion and values. Both the STTEW scale and QFA scheme show this, with the SSTEW scale having evolved from other scales following the EPPSE project (Thomson, 2015) and QFA created in line with CIW requirements (WPPA, 2011). 
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