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	Critically reflect on the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above the statutory requirements. Critically analyze methods of quality assurance with a focus on at least two types. These may include official Quality Assurance Goals or research-based professional development tools.



There are various additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements. This discussion will include Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale and Quality First (NDNA). The Welsh Government National Minimum Standards (2016, p.43) standard eighteen, states that to ensure that children and families are receiving high-quality services, early childhood settings should put in place efficient policies and quality assurance procedures that are regularly reviewed and updated. The Welsh Government revised National Minimum Standards (2023, p.10) also suggests that, to provide the best opportunities for children and families in Wales, high-quality early childhood, childcare, and play work services must strive for more, beyond basic requirements and exceed the National Minimum Standards. They should be continuously making improvements, ensuring reflective practice and applying further additional quality assurance provisions. Quality however is difficult to define, Katy Sylva (Spreeuwenberg 2017) suggests that the government defined that quality had a common thread through all settings which was the use of sustained shared thinking. Irrespective of the setting, which it was a playgroup, mother and baby group or nursery school. Practitioners within a quality setting were sitting down with the children, talking to them, and spending time engaging in a prolonged dialogue about ideas together. One such professional development tool is the sustained shared thinking and wellbeing scale. The SSTEW (Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale) is an innovative approach for evaluating the pedagogy and early years education environment's process quality. It encourages practices where practitioners enhance children's social, emotional, and communicative development through attentive, responsive partnerships and high-quality interactions (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2024). Siraj-Blatchford et al (2008) cited in Hayes et al (2017) states that sustained shared thinking is the process of adult awareness of a child's interests and levels of understanding whereby an interaction between the two to develop and forge an idea. The scale itself includes elements that promote the ten competencies stated within the World Economic Forum (2020) which includes, critical thinking, creativity, reasoning and collaboration. The scale also supports educators' provision in identifying lifelong skills (Hummel, 2024), by helping children think critically, solve problems, and develop reasoning skills which in turn supports the competencies. Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2024) state that the SSTEW Scale itself is a tool to aid the implementation and support for practice improvement, auditing, and research in settings. The scale itself is intended to assess and encourage activities that aid in the development of SST and emotional health in children between the ages of two and five. Good communication, connections, self-regulation, and growth are promoted within its ethos. The quality of interactions between adults and children as well as between the children themselves is a key focus of the SSTEW scale. The scale considers how attentive adults are to the needs of the child and how they consciously aid in the growth and learning process (Kingston and Siraj, 2015). It is an added resource for practitioners or settings to develop and further best practice when conducting inspections, to evaluate and enhance the quality of services provided. As children engage in more complicated Sustained Shared Thinking while at play with adults this moves on to reciprocal peer play, and finally in complex collaborative play. As this occurs their development advances. These forms of development taking place can be further assisted by giving children harder Sustained Shared Thinking exercises and more complex and abstract scaffolding props (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009, p.10). A study conducted by Siraj-Blatchford et al (2002, p.10-11) states that of the fourteen case study settings chosen those considered excellent had the most use of sustained shared thinking interactions between adult and child compared to settings deemed good which used increasingly less. When sustained shared thinking does take place, children's thinking has been shown to evolve and develop. Siraj-Blatchford et al (2002, p.11) also states that the study of adult-child interactions using sustained shared thinking is an essential prerequisite for the most successful early years settings, particularly when this is supported at home by parents. The REPAY (Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years) study conducted by Siraj-Blatchford et al (2002, p.11) states that there is a definitive link between children's long-term achievements and the standard of ECEC (Effective Early Childhood Education and Care) services provided. Practitioners within the settings deemed excellent also showed the highest levels of interactions promoting sustained shared thinking. Siraj-Blatchford et al (2002, p.51). This suggests that the excellent settings encourage children's intellectual growth through dialogues in which practitioners and children jointly develop a concept or task. This was compared to those settings classed as good, where monitoring was found to be the most often applied form of interaction. Gealy et al (2020) state that continuous professional learning and development created in response to SSTEW as an evaluation tool would offer an effective and targeted approach to professional learning in the current economic climate, where local authorities may need to consider funding availability to support such professional learning within the ECEC sector. It is important to note however, in order to create connections between a child's existing knowledge and what they are capable of learning, practitioners must have an awareness of the child's culture, cognitive and social perspective. The practitioner has a crucial role to play in getting to know the child, gauging their developmental stage, and utilising sustained shared thinking (SST) as a tool to enable them to advance their critical thinking skills (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004, p.725). Challenges to the application of sustained shared thinking within practice may include the level of understanding and quality provided by the practitioner involved. Learning Journals (No Date) suggests that the most effective questions involve adults engaging with children and repeating the questions, this helps the children to actively internalise new ideas and concepts. Additionally, asking questions needs the diligence and support of the practitioner. Sylva et al (2004, p.6) states that, staff members with the highest levels of qualifications were also more proactive with instructions based around sustained shared thinking effectively and when less qualified employees collaborated with those qualified, they were significantly improved. This suggests as per recommendation that enough qualified staff should be employed within a setting (Sylva, 2004, p. 6). Implementing skilled and sufficiently qualified members of staff would not only need funding but proactively administering in practice may be difficult, as suggested by Spreeuwenberg (2017). Spreeuwenberg (2017) also suggests that facilitating such a method of practice with peer involvement and participation as well as navigating such a programme with a class full of children would require the involvement of external meetings and discussions prior to such implementation, which may prove time consuming. Kingston and Siraj (2015) also state that in order to be an effective and proficient educator the practitioner must get to know the child and build a strong relationship to effectively participate in sustained shared thinking; this is fundamental to the SSTEW scale. Practitioners should also understand the child’s present developmental stage, cultural background, emotions, behaviours, and learning styles. Waters and McDonald (2020, p.10) suggest that in a study conducted to explore the use of rating scales with early years settings emotional reactions like exposure, dread, and anxiety were reported by participants as well as the potential for receiving unfavourable feedback. It was also determined however that the use of an objective scale de-personalises the process, fosters confidence in the decisions made, and focuses attention on the behaviours being seen in practice rather than the individual (Waters and McDonald, 2020, p.10). Ball (2003, p.215) also argues that as people and organisations become more meticulous in the creation and upkeep of provisions performativity may produce opacity rather than transparency. Therefore, settings and practitioners should be careful not to unintentionally encourage opaque performance over thoughtful, engaged professional development. Water and McDonald (2020, p.12) agree that thorough consideration on how the SSTEW scale should be used in practice.
In comparison to SSTEW, the quality counts national day nurseries association (NDNA) is an improvement scheme for quality in early years. Bland (No Date) states that defining quality within the early years can be challenging. A person's conception of what quality looks like may vary depending on their own pedagogy, background, education and other personal factors. Together within a setting however you may develop your own mutual definition of quality. The quality counts programme offers a framework for ongoing development, with an emphasis on guiding staff through the learning process and assessing the quality of a settings childcare services and provisions (National Day Nurseries Association, No Date). The framework itself is a research-based tool developed in conjunction with the UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child). The quality counts is a holistic approach involving the whole setting based upon four sections and key areas to be reflected on within practice. These are; play based learning, the workforce, leadership and management and health, safety and wellbeing. Quality counts aims to review the settings quality of experiences provided to children and families, focusing on identifying areas for improvement and development of skill sets for practitioners to enhance the quality of provisions in place within the setting (National Day Nurseries Association, No Date). There are two processes of which the setting can choose. The first is an online audit and review and the second is a more comprehensive certification mark. The online audit offers settings and practitioners access to an online portal with documents of exemplification to complete. In completion review and feedback information is provided for improvement purposes and a twelve-month period is provided to implement these areas of development. The online tool provides critical feedback from an impartial early childhood specialist to help identify areas for development while also assisting you in evaluating your team’s approach to quality and your own internal quality processes The certification mark provides a qualified mentor to support the setting through improved quality development, reflective practice, audits and surveys as well as onsite assessment. Further recommendations will subsequently be made upon the review process and an award mark will be provided (National Day Nurseries Association, No Date). This form of mentorship and practice audits unlike SSTEW offer settings a more hands on approach to best practice processes and provisions amongst staff within a setting. The setting staff members are encouraged to assess practices currently undertaken more critically by using the framework, created by early childhood specialists based on research and findings including the United Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child. The criteria examine not only activities, children’s health and wellbeing, but also staff capabilities and leadership practices. By following the standards, the aim of the quality counts system is to promotes team collaborations to enhance practitioner's abilities and ensure quality assurance is upheld (National Day Nurseries Association, No Date). The benefits of using such as programme according to Taylor (2012) include having an online platform that can be accessed by several people and allows for a less stringent time frame. The project undertaken by Taylor (2012, p.9) stated that those interviewed claimed the use of quality counts within their setting provided clear, focused aims and objectives as well as more efficient communication between staff in order to support a quality driven workforce. The participants also suggested that the systems of development put in place due to the programmes implementation had become a permanent fixture to ensure quality assurance (Taylor, 2012, p.10). It was however acknowledged that challenges to the implementation of the quality counts system, according to participants included time constraints, capacity to implement and level of understanding from all involved. Though the Quality Counts initiative provided a variety of resources to assist settings in managing and understanding the time-consuming nature of putting in place a quality assurance system, many nevertheless found it particularly difficulty in overcoming this obstacle (Taylor, p.14). 
In conclusion and as discussed, both the SSTEW scale and quality counts (NDNA) have their place with the early years sector. Both provide practitioners and settings with tools and an informative knowledge base to provide quality to those within their care. The use of both such tools is as shown within the findings is dependent upon not only the basic levels of understanding of the methodology within the programme but also the benefits it may produce. A practitioner confident, supported navigation and implementation of the programme itself is of critical importance to the overall success of the quality assurance method implemented. 
























Reference List: 

Ball, S. (2003) ‘The teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity’.  Journal of Education Policy, 18(2), 215–228. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/0268093022000043065. (Accessed: 18 April 2024).

Bland, F. (No Date) Quality practice – What it means in Early Years. Available at: https://www.teachearlyyears.com/nursery-management/view/quality-practice-in-early-years. (Accessed: 17 April 2024).

Gealy, A. M., Tinney, G., Macdonald, N., & Waters, J. (2022). A socio-constructivist approach to developing a professional learning intervention for early childhood education and care practitioners in Wales. Professional Development in Education, 48(2), 298–314. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2020.1742187. (Accessed: 14 April 2024). 

Hayes, L. and O’Toole, L. and Halfpenny, M. (2017) Introducing Bronfenbrenner: A Guide for Practitioners and Students in Early Years Education. Oxon: Routledge. 

Hummel, B. (2024) What are the 4 C’S of 21st Century Skills? Available at: https://www.icevonline.com/blog/four-cs-21st-century-skills (Accessed: 8 April 2024). 

Kingston, D. and Siraj, I. (2015) ‘Learning & Development: Assessment – Quality time’, Nursery World, 23 March. Available at: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/learning-development-assessment-quality-time (Accessed: 18 April 2024).

Learning Journals (No Date) What Does Sustained Shared Thinking Mean in EYFS? Available at: https://learningjournals.co.uk/what-does-sustained-shared-thinking-mean-in-eyfs/. (Accessed: 14 April 2024). 

National Day Nurseries Association (No Date) Quality Counts – NDNA’s early years quality improvement scheme. Available at: https://qualitycounts.org.uk/. (Accessed: 15 April 2024).

Siraj- Blatchford, I. (2009) ‘Conceptualising progression in the pedagogy of play and sustained shared thinking in early childhood education: A Vygotskian perspective’ Educational and Child Psychology, 26 (2), pp.1-15. Available at: https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10006091/1/Siraj-Blatchford2009Conceptualising77.pdf (Accessed: 9 April 2024). 

Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Sylva, K. and Muttock, S. and Gilden, R. and Bell, D. (2002) Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years. Institute of Education University of London and Department of Educational Studies University of Oxford: Department for Education and Skills. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Iram-Siraj/publication/277292962_No_356_Researching_Effective_Pedagogy_in_the_Early_Years/links/642c16af4e83cd0e2f8dc2e8/No-356-Researching-Effective-Pedagogy-in-the-Early-Years.pdf (Accessed: 9 April 2024). 

Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Sylva, K. (2004) ‘Researching Pedagogy in English Pre-schools’. British Educational Research Journal, 30 (5), pp 713-730. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/0141192042000234665. (Accessed: 14 April 2024). 

Siraj, I. and Kingston, D. and Melhuish, E. (2024) The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale: Supporting Process Quality in Early Childhood. London and New York: Routledge. 


Spreeuwenberg, R. (2017) ‘Sustained Shared Thinking for Meaningful Conversations’, Early Childhood Education Blog, 6 February. Available at: https://www.himama.com/blog/sustained-shared-thinking-for-more-meaningful-conversations-with-children/. (Accessed: 14 April 2024). 


Sylva, K. and Melhuish, E. and Sammons, P. and Siraj-Blatchford, I. and Taggart, B. (2004) The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project: Findings from Pre-school to end of Key Stage1. Available at:  https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/18189/2/SSU-SF-2004-01.pdf. (Accessed: 14 April 2024). 


Taylor, H. (2012) Committed to Quality: An evaluation of the Quality Counts project. Available at: https://www.salfordcvs.co.uk/sites/salfordcvs.co.uk/files/u26/Supporting%20Change%20report%20-%20Quality%20Counts%20project.pdf (Accessed: 18 April 2024).


Waters, J. and Macdonald, N. (2020) Exploring the use of a rating scale to support professional learning in early years pre-school staff: the experience of one local authority in Wales. Available at: https://repository.uwtsd.ac.uk/1254/1/Waters%2C%20J.%20and%20McDonald%2C%20N.(2020)Exploring%20the%20use%20of%20a%20rating%20scale.pdf. (Accessed: 18 April 2024). 


Welsh Government (2016) National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years. Available at: https://www.careinspectorate.wales/sites/default/files/2018-01/160411regchildcareen.pdf (Accessed: 8 April 2024).

Welsh Government (2023) National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-11/national-minimum-standards-for-regulated-childcare_0.pdf (Accessed: 8 April 2024).

World Economic Forum (2020) What are the top 10 job skills of tomorrow- and how long it takes to learn them. Available at: https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/10/top-10-work-skills-of-tomorrow-how-long-it-takes-to-learn-them/ (Accessed: 9 April 2024). 







1
	
	
	



