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Part 2
What is the definition of quality? The California Department of Education (2010) defines quality as a level of excellence, above average, or satisfactory. Harris, Thomphson, and Norris (2007) agree and go on to say that when defining quality, it is frequently defined by the totality of qualities and characteristics of a product or service that bear on its ability to meet a declared or implied requirement by providing services above and above. However, when determining quality in the early years Bonetti and Brown (2018) suggest the definition of 'high-quality' is still contested. The definition of high quality is unclear, making it difficult for practitioners, commissioners, and policymakers to understand. Nevertheless, Silva et al. (2007) suggests it is a widely held belief that high-quality education and childcare promote children's development by involving them in engaging and cognitively stimulating activities, as well as children being provided with an abundance of diverse experiences to support the unique holistic development of each child.
[bookmark: _Int_5qzcY924][bookmark: _Int_Ei3I5jTq][bookmark: _Int_v7fGSfEE]Verhoef, Plagnol, and May (2018) suggest children undoubtedly flourish more in nations where family policies offer stronger support for parents and guarantee high-quality childcare, given the improved child outcomes in high-quality care. Felfe, Nollenberger, and Rodríguez (2015) go on to say that a growing body of evidence indicates that prompt access to high-quality childcare is believed to have favourable long-term benefits on children's social, emotional, and cognitive skills as well as their overall wellbeing. Paat (2013) further states given that many children spend time in formal childcare during childhood, the formal child-care environment in which they are enrolled constitutes an essential microsystem in their lives, therefor plays a crucial role in the child’s development and well-being. Farkas et al. (2013) state that this is recognised around the world and share statistics from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development's study of early childcare, which revealed that children who received high-quality childcare had better cognitive, language, and preacademic skills as opposed to those who received low quality childcare. 
[bookmark: _Int_D5YZ6po5][bookmark: _Int_HrVF2wUl][bookmark: _Int_PaYJB9v9]In light of this, numerous initiatives have been implemented to guarantee that families residing in regions that exhibit statistical deprivation have access to high-quality childcare (Waldfogel and Washbrook, 2011). Underpinned by the children’s rights and the commitment to United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child along with the rights of the children and young person's measures (Wales) 2011, the Welsh Government introduced key programme flying start which aims to support positive outcomes for children in the early years and their families, driven by every child in Wales to have a flying start in life by enabling them to access high quality provision (Welsh Government, 2023). To further support the research on the benefits on quality childcare, studies undertaken by Blatchford et al (2002) were conducted during researching effective pedagogy in the early years. The project consisted of fourteen settings and aims were to determine the difference between good quality and excellent quality. Sylva et al (2005) reports the findings identified that the most effective pedagogical strategies found in those deemed excellent settings made a vast difference in the development of fundamental early skills of the children. Findings further suggested the settings identified as excellent delivering the highest quality of care centred on sustained shared thinking interactions between the adult and child with the adults following the child’s lead during interactions, with many activities being initiated by the child with the enabling adult to support to crucial learning opportunities. 
According to the National Assembly for Wales (2019), the quality of early childhood education and care is measured by a variety of external and internal evaluations, including sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing (SSTEW) and infant/toddler environment rating scale (ITERS), which employ rating systems and quality assurance schemes. These can be targeted at several elements of quality, such as process and end quality. According to the Victorian Government (2024), the assessor can use the STTEW scale to assess the quality of the environment and pedagogy using five subscales all subscales focus on the interactions between staff and children and there is no assessment of any paperwork during this assessment. The subscales include building trust, confidence, and independence, social and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking, and assessing learning and language. The scoring is as follows: 1 and 2 are inadequate, 3 and 4 are minimal, 5 and 6 are good, and a score of 7 is excellent.
Mackenzie (2016) describes the SSTEW assessment tool as "inspirational" for early childhood educators. A useful tool that practitioners may refer to make sure they are providing all children with high-quality care and to have a guide on the kinds of everyday interactions that children should be exposed to through the usage of the scale. Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2023) go on to call the tool "exciting," noting that earlier scales had placed more emphasis on the environment's quality in terms of space, resources, and activities than on the creativity, problem-solving, emotional wellbeing, and educational practices that are noted during the use of the SSTEW scale. An increasing amount of scientific research indicates that the SSTEW scale is essential for establishing strong emotional foundation skills, which will later improve social skills. A noted strength within the SSTEW scale is in line with curriculum for funded non maintained nursery settings, the tool focuses on high quality early education through a slow pedagogy where the enabling adult is key in supporting the unique child’s learning through valuable teaching moments daily following the child’s likes and interests where practitioners can scaffold a child’s learning through the use of both mathematical and scientific concepts as well as enhancing language and literacy skills (Welsh Government, 2023). 
Waters and McDonald (2020) suggest the scale is not designed to promote 'the obsolete perspective of child development that considers all children as developing in a uniform fashion and at a consistent rate according to age and stage'. However, statistics revealed by United Kingdom parliament in 2022 stated in the number of children who were requiring speech and language intervention had been exacerbated since the pandemic and has risen by 200,001 in the last two years. Children who faced difficulties understanding spoken words as well as being able to verbally communicate with others (United Kingdom parliament, 2022). However, during an SSTEW evaluation, several of the subscale's centre on assisting children in comprehending concepts, staff members encouraging children to share their findings with others, and children helping children solve problems on their own. A contention that is plausible is that if early childhood educators prioritise addressing the needs of each individual child at their stage rather than their age and are seen to assist crucial communication skills during an assessment by using simple language, rather than using concepts that are above the child’s stage of development will this lead to an inadequate marking?
[bookmark: _Int_2WYl4WY0]In addition, early years settings that provide flying start are assessed using the quality assurance scheme, this is made up of three subscales including healthy child, quality of learning opportunities and organisation and management of the setting. These are then scored on a basis of poor, adequate, good, and excellent. By using this scheme, quality assurance officers from flying start can identify settings are competently achieving and working above the national minimum standards as well as acknowledging where excellent practise is taking place. During the assessment, a large number of paperwork is thoroughly checked such as policies, procedures, team meetings and both kitchen and cleaning folders (Welsh Government, 2022). One advantageous aspect of the quality assurance programme that is utilised to evaluate early childhood settings is when following the plan that consists of five steps beginning with the setting self-evaluating their own practise and implementing a base line score allows them to identify areas of strengths and highlights areas for development which is supported by the assurance officer in step two which aligns with the self-assessment of service statement, creating a development plan for the setting to work towards. (Care inspectorate Wales, 2024). According to Rouine, McDonnell, and Hanafin (2022), by using the assessment tool, setting leaders and assurance officers have a solid framework to refer to that allows them to identify any areas of non-compliance, as well as any developments needed, so that both setting, and assurance officers can work collaboratively to achieve purposeful improvements benefiting the organisation.
Many of the subscales align with the goal of the enabling environment, focusing on the resources and conditions seen and found in the many parts of the setting that are consistently provided to each child and continuously promote authentic experiences for all which fosters exploration a key driver in the development for children (Welsh Government, 2022). Rhondda Cynon Taff (2021) further share in order to support these developments, assurance officers offer a variety of training courses, such as Pete Moorhouse's "enabling environments" training, wherein he shares his passion and commitment to encouraging children's creative thinking with attendees and offers them a plethora of ideas on how settings can foster this. This offers settings and practitioners even more benefits of how to provide quality education through factors that are enabling in line with the curriculum for non-maintained settings (Welsh Government, 2022). 
Nonetheless, there may be difficulties in fulfilling the requirements of the quality assurance instrument, for instance as stated in subscale healthy child 3.4, parents and carers have access to policies and procedures via a visual notice board (Welsh Government, 2023). However, many early years settings are currently working in line with the development of sustainability and have added targets to their personal development plans, therefore have produced virtual notice boards for parents and carers supporting the goal of reducing waste and conserving our natural resources (Welsh Government, 2019). Bernadette and Gillian (2013) continue to state that with no flexibility allowed, regardless of the metrics used or the reasons why, do such assessments need to be modified. 

[bookmark: _Int_k28Ln3jY][bookmark: _Int_jXMTnETx]Although both scales on assessing quality in the early years ensures if scored highly, settings are providing care that is above and beyond the national minimum standards, such stresses of an assessment or inspection can cause staff to be left feeling overwhelmed, anxious and diminished, with the question being left, is now the time for an inspection reform and what needs to change? (Clark, 2023). Sammons and Matthews (2004) suggest that both assessments scales should last no more than 6 hours, whilst the assessor carefully observes to mark practises, they have witnessed against the scale being used. This could be viewed as a drawback, though, as staff members who are aware of the standards, they must meet in order to receive an excellent score may feel under pressure to make sure every point on the scale is covered and observed by the assessor. This runs counter to the philosophy of the curriculum for non-maintained nurseries, where staff members follow the children's lead to enhance learning while participating in and enjoying their fun may be seen anxiously providing interactions and services only in order to mark a subscale in the assessment due to time constraints. 
[bookmark: _Int_gUV0kRv2][bookmark: _Int_xSD0iA6T]According to Bradbury (2011), the pressures that are present during these times may have a role in the problem of uneven results during an evaluation or inspection. Penninckx et al (2016) is in agreement and suggests strategic activities to support concerns must be implemented. As stated in the flying start guidance, the childcare advisory team will visit all settings on a regular basis to ensure that they are fully supported in promoting good practise. During such visits, daily provision will be observed, and feedback will be provided to management and setting leaders. The European Commission (2024) claims that external quality assurance observations are already regularly carried out in early childhood settings to assure the provision of high-quality care and services. Does this imply that, as opposed to being observed for shorter periods of time than six hours, the scales utilised for the SSTEW evaluation and observational tool could be noted over a longer period of time that has been consistently observed to gain an accurate reflection of practises that are happening consistently in a more relaxed and less pressured environment. 
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