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[bookmark: _GoBack]A critical reflection on the benefit of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements; and a critical analysis of methods of quality assurance with a focus on a minimum of two types. 
Nurseries and private childcare settings have a national minimum standard that need to be adhered. These are exactly what they state, ‘minimum’. The National Minimum Standards (2016) are the least that you must achieve to run a childcare establishment. With the amount of competition surrounding childcare provision, a minimum is not necessarily the best place to ensure that your child is receiving excellent care. Lindon and Trodd (2016) encompasses this well, highlighting that the understanding of working with young children should bring a crucial professional outlook of striving for best practice, not being satisfied with meeting only minimum standards or cruising through days by doing just enough. Benefits of achieving high quality include improved outcome of the children, teamwork and communication as well as standing out from the competition (NDNA, 2019). From a business perspective, staff moral should be high, with turnover at a low level to ensure consistency within the working environment for both practitioners, children and their families. Kelly (Early Years Careers, 2016) discusses the damage that high staff turnover can cause towards young children, having a significant effect on their development and early attachments; which are key to increasing confidence and developing early learning goals.  Unfortunately, Welsh Government do not currently have a quality assurance for Early Years, they adhere to the National Minimum Standards. 
On completion of training, practitioners should comply to the format of continuous professional development (CPD), aiming to achieve further training. Worsley (2011) cites the Children’s Workforce strategy (DfES 2005) who ‘recognizes that a highly qualified early years workforce leads to improved quality provision for young children and their families’. However, McDonald (2019) identifies that curriculum for children under the age of three years is overlooked, with the provision being recognised as a ‘crucial element of a child’s education’. Through this, the practitioner for children of these ages should be an integral part of the child’s upbringing, supporting cognitive and social development. A recent plan by the Welsh Government (2017)  linking to the new national strategy ‘Prosperity for Wales’, emulates Worsley (2011) with this plan aiming to accommodate proposals to the needs of each part of the workforce, while ensuring collaborative forward movement towards a similar goal of providing higher quality care and early years’ education for children.   Bayliss and McDowall Clark (2010) discuss standard 24 of the Early Years Professional (EYP) which states that EYP’s are specifically required to demonstrate their delivery of high-quality provision. High quality can be achieved by attaining the long-term standards for children’s outcomes, whereby minimum standards equate to achieving the short-term necessary requirements; ensuring that the care provision is ‘fit for purpose’ (NMS, 2016), rather than aiming for quality of provision.  Unfortunately, practitioners are expected to deliver high standards; this proves difficult when children under three do not have a set curriculum to follow. Bakken, Brown and Downing (2017) cite experts such as Trawick-Smith (2014) who indicate that from birth to 5 years, children’s social, cognitive, regulatory, linguistic and emotional skills develop, which in turn outline their future lifetime functioning. A study of 18 early years settings by Alexander and Cottle (2012) found that sustained shared thinking (SST) seemed to occur more readily in Children’s Centres and nurseries rather than in school-based settings. This further confirms the importance of early years provision. Kensington, Melhuish and Siraj (2015) quote Esping-Anderson (2005) who states, ‘if the race is already halfway run before children begin school, then we clearly need to examine what happens in the early years.’
Howard et al, (2010) citing Siraj-Blatchford & Wong (1999) who define the notion of ‘quality’ being a contested term. Alexander and Cottle (2012) cite Moss, 1994; Penn, 2000; Tanner et al., 2006 and Dahlberg et al., 2007 (p.179) stating that the overall concept of ‘quality’ has also been an international debate for decades. Due to the difficulty of defining quality, how can we as educators and external inspectors measure quality as a provision? For the basis of this paper the 2 following measures will be critiqued, the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS). 
Currently, the Welsh Government do not have quality assurance tools for Early Years. Both the SSTEW and ECERS are optional, however the SSTEW scale was developed recently to assess interactional quality in early childhood and care (Howard et al, 2010). ECERS are a set of standardised tools guided by the Effective Provision of Pre School Education (EPPE) to improve the provision in early years care (A+ Education, 2019).  Both scales accompany each other well side by side using subscales as a platform to assess quality within a setting.  
Looking firstly at the SSTEW scale, this scale has been developed from evidence generated by the Research Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) and is constructed by ‘principles and practices that reflect the evidence base around effective practice’ (Howard et al, 2018). Kensington and Siraj (2015) wrote a presentation outlining how the SSTEW scale supports quality improvement, identifying the need for the adult to tune in and show interest whilst respecting the child’s decision and encouraging them to elaborate. Flewitt (2012) cite Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) who clearly state that children have the right ‘to express their views on all matters that affect them.’ Jackson (2010) highlights that Early Years Practitioners (EYP’s) are faced with multiple demands to provide a ‘quality’ service. She cites Moss (1994, p.177) who claims that when evaluating quality, many researchers have turned to indirect measures, considering services such as ‘child-led interactions’ and aspects such as ‘staff ratios and training’. Requirements from external forces such as the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW), Office for Standard Education (OFSTED) and the Education and Training Inspectorate for Wales (ESTYN) which can impact the practitioners knowledge about the needs of the children with whom they work, placing high demands to achieve and maintain a required status (Alexander and Cottrell, 2012).  The purpose of the SSTEW is to ensure that quality is maintained for all involved, viewing interactions and responses from the children in the care of the setting to evaluate and measure the effectiveness of the provision. This is highlighted in their 4 subscales which include building confidence, well-being and supporting learning (Kingston, Melhuish and Siraj 2015).  Unfortunately, although it is a recognised quality assurance measurement, not all settings are required to have this scale completed within their premises. These additional scales have been put in place to measure those that are aiming above the minimum to enhance their provision, help them stand out from the rest and ‘offer a clear guide to moving to the next level (NDNA, 2019a). Quality Management Resources (2019) state that a driving force behind quality control is customer feedback. This is supported by Jackson (2010) who notes that the Committee for Economic Development Report (CED, 1993) stated when most parents respond to surveys, quality was the most important factor they aspired for their children within a professional setting.   Lindon and Trodd (2016), who imply that the catalyst for change often arises from ideas experienced elsewhere. This can be reiterated through training and visiting other professional settings with a high quality of care, ensuring that the children’s well-being is at the forefront. 
NDNA (2019a) explains 'Sustained shared thinking' occurs when two or more individuals 'work together' in an intellectual way to solve a problem, by analysing a concept, evaluating an activity and extending a narrative. Both parties, either through 1:1 interaction with an adult or peer, must contribute to the thinking, developing and extension of the understanding. To use this scale, a book can be ordered for a small fee, however the NDNA do offer the option of a half day training course as ‘nursery owners and managers have been reporting to the NDNA that more guidance is required.’  This scale is also aimed at children for 2 to 5 years only whereas nursery settings can host children from birth to 12 years, however, it does delve deeper into the understanding of what the practitioners achieve with the children, which effectively has a positive outcome in their later years. McDonald (2018) cites Sammons et al., (2004) and Sylva et al (2014) who highlight this when discussing the Effective Provision of Preschool Education/Effective Preschool Primary and Secondary Education (EPPE/EPPSE) studies, outlining the importance of early years provision and how it impacts positively on literacy, cognitive and social development at age 5, with progressive outcomes at GCSE level aged 16 years. Hammer et al (2018) also support this factor stating that results from their study suggest that diverse factors in early childhood are critical factors for later academic achievements and could benefit in programs to support parents and educators. This implies that the better the provision, the better the outcomes. 
Linking this with the attainment of the SSTEW scale, the provision can prove that they are using SST and CPD to a productive level, in theory offering a higher established provision for children. Stanley (2011) cites the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (2007) who state that the new statutory Early years Foundation Stage (EYFS) includes SST as one of its core ‘Principles of Learning and Development’, with the expectation that this be delivered to young children under 5 in England.  Quality Assurances such as Autism Aware, Design to Smile and NDNA Nursery of the Year award, show that the provision is providing a continued level of development while supporting the needs of the children. 
Moving onto the ECERS, this scale highlights the importance of the environment for a child to develop. The ECERS were developed with assistance and feedback from hundreds of researchers and practitioners around the world, and are now used in many countries for research, self-assessment and quality improvement (A+ Education, 2019). Quality Assurances such as Eco Schools and the Healthy and Sustainable Pre-School Scheme could be additional tools for the setting to enhance their environment. Canning and Reed (2010) highlight that revised scales have taken into consideration some missing factors including parental involvement and interpersonal interaction, which is not dissimilar to the SSTEW. 
This scale is designed also using sub-scales considering the settings ‘furnishings, personal- care routines, language and reasoning, activities, interaction, programme structure, parents and staff.’ As with the SSTEW scale it is aimed at children 2 – 5 years of age, however, does boast a provision for younger children named the Infant Toddler Environment Scale (ITERS) (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). They also both use a numerical scoring method, highlighted for each subscale, with ratings named, inadequate, minimal, good and excellent.  The difference being that the SSTEW scale is aimed at the child’s well-being and SST, and the ECERS scale focuses mainly on the environment that the child is learning from. 
To complete the ECERS scale within a setting, 
“The authors of the Environment Rating Scales offer three or five day intensive workshops to help familiarize individuals with the use of the Environment Rating Scales.  Additionally, video training materials are available for each scale, and resource guides are available for the ECERS-R and ITERS-R with in-depth information about each item and indicator.  While there is no certification available for the use of these scales, it is important that users have a complete understanding of the scoring system and meaning of each indicator in order to reliably complete the scoring system.”                                                (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach 2010).
This would mean that a leader within the workplace would be required to complete this training in order to be able to deliver the ECERS within the setting. 
Both the SSTEW Scale and the ECERS could benefit from Clark and Moss’s mosaic approach, which was designed within a study to include the ‘voice of the child’. Using studies such as ‘Spaces to play’ the child’s voice becomes paramount when listening to young children about their outdoor environment using the Mosaic approach (2001 and 2005, cited in Clark, 2012, p.11). Lindon, J and Trodd, L (2010, p.204) cite Claire Warden (2006) who describes using a wide range of visual methods including consultation boards and mind mapping.  
A study completed by Howard, et al (2018) depicted that the ‘ECERS is an established scale focusing on quality of educational curricla, whereas SSTEW focuses on interactional quality and has started to be used only in recent research contexts.’ However, Howard, et al (2018) also state that the scales do boast some similarities when focusing on the quality of the educator's role in supporting children’s learning.  Baylis and McDowall Clark (2010) dictate that the role of the Early Years Professional is key to increasing the quality of early years provision, as ‘agents of change and improving and promoting good outcomes for children’. Essentially, the scales can be completed within a setting, however unless the ethos of the setting shows collaborative working with excellent leadership, the scales will not depict a good report overall. Messenger (2010) highlights the importance of effective leadership in order to deliver a clear vision and overcome multiple challenges of interagency working. Standard 39 of the CWDC (2007) states that EYPs should ‘Take a creative and constructively critical approach toward innovation, adopt practice if benefits and improvements are identified. (Baylis and McDowall Clark, 2010). 
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