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Education is said to play a key role in the future of modern economies (SpieB, 2013). Early Years settings are the first encounter children have with Education and can pave the way for their future. Research carried out by the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) case study (Siraj et al., 2002); Effective provision of Preschool Education/ Effective Preschool Primary and Secondary Education and (EPPE/EPPSE) studies (Sammons et al., 2004; Siraj-Blatchford at al., 2008; Sylva et al., 2014) and the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) (Melhuish, 2016; Melhuish et al., 2017) indicate a strong correlation between  quality Early Years provision and long lasting positive outcomes for children. The first three years of a child’s life are crucial for development due to the fast rate of neurological growth. Children experience rapid growth and their physical and mental development can be affected by the environment in which they are placed (Children in Wales, 2014). Leisman et al. (2015) discusses how early events in a child’s life can have a strong influence on the pattern of brain architecture and that early experiences can contribute to the wiring diagram of the child's brain. The Early Years practitioner’s role can be critical in establishing this development through dynamic interactions and an enabling environment (Friederic, 2006). The environment in which a child is placed can have a significant impact on their brain architecture, relating to the nature and timing of gene expression (Leisman et al. 2015). Gene expression is when genes are activated to do certain tasks, it was once thought that genes were set in stone but scientists have recently discovered that a child’s environment can determine if genes are turned on, off or expressed at al. (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2007). This discovery has shown the importance of creating an enabling environment and a range of experiences where children can develop their brain architecture (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2010). This growing scientific evidence underpins the need for Early Years settings to examine the way in which they provide a quality environment and range of experiences for children to thrive. 
The concept of quality in the Early Years sector has been subject to debate for many years (Dahlberg et al. 2007). Cottle and Alexander (2012) discuss how the concept of quality is often used but rarely defined which may suggest that there is an agreed model of what quality childcare should look like. However, it is well documented that the view of quality in the Early Years may differ substantially by different people as they value different aspects of provision (Penn, 2011). The stakeholders involved in an Early years setting can include parents, practitioners, governors and the government, all of which are likely to hold a broad perspective of what quality constitutes (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). 
Quality improvement is part of an evolving process of innovative ideas and how they can be implemented (Reed and Canning, 2010). The ‘quest for quality improvement is high on the agenda of education reform in many countries’ (Ho et al., 2010:243). Early years professionals are deeply involved in improving quality practice through evaluation and reflection, however a myriad of Government  directives and changes in Early Years policies are placing increasing demands and strains on Early Years settings and the professionals who work within them (Reed and Canning, 2010). The ever changing policies may place the child’s welfare at the heart of the reform but great importance is placed on meeting the regulations and professional expectations which are deemed as marks of quality (Grigg, no date).   
Sylva et al. (2004) define that the quality of children’s learning and development in the Early Years setting is related to the support and enhancement of children’s outcomes. The Researching Effective Pedagogy on the Early Years (REPEY) (Blatchford et al, 2012) study would confirm this as the findings suggest that quality lies in adults offering high quality interactions, warm responsive relationships and having clear educational goals and planning.  There are measurements in place for assessing the quality of a setting, CSSIW and Estyn are responsible for inspecting quality and standards in education and early year’s settings (ESTYN, no date). However, for a setting to truly stand out, they need to go above and beyond the statutory requirements, ergo, quality assurance.
Quality assurance is a fairly new term being used in Education but is rapidly becoming very important. Quality assurance originated from manufacturing in the second half of the twentieth century. Keeping track on production quality became very important and factory owners introduced inspectors to insure the products being created were of ‘quality’ (Allais, 2009). Quality assurance in the early years often involves schemes which are aimed at enhancing standards and encouraging staff to assess, compare, reflect and aspire (Nursery World, 2000). Quality assurance schemes can offer early years practitioners the opportunity to gain recognition for the quality of service they are providing (Childcare Partnerships, no date). However, to gain this recognition often involves auditors or inspectors coming in to the setting to evaluate the practice. Allais (2009) discusses the dangers of organisations spending too much time on trying to comply with the system to gain accreditation, instead of focusing on being conscious of quality and thinking creatively. Mercer (2010) would agree as she suggests that teachers may feel an additional burden when they already face being scrutinised by CSSIW and ESTYN. Allais (2009) also points out that there is little research in to the effectiveness of quality assurance in education, and that such schemes can be costly for educational institutions to implement. 
Early years setting and primary schools can be very competitive. Having a clear vision and a strong ethos can attract parents and staff who share the same values, thus strengthening and supporting the success of the setting as everyone shares the same ethos and vision (Victoria, 2018). 
As previously discussed, Estyn, the care inspectorate for Wales and CIW are responsible for inspecting the quality and standards in education and training providers in Wales. However, further quality assurance marks or accreditations can set a setting aside from others. One way in which Early Years Practitioners can ensure they are providing good quality care is through continuous evaluation of the environment and their practice. This can be done using environmental rating scales.
Environmental rating scales are a set of standardised tools for measuring and improving the quality of Early Years provision, and offering a structured approach to quality improvement and self-evaluation (UK ECCERS, no date). They can be used to measure important aspects of quality within the Early Years setting, the processes of standardization they have undertaken and the congenital psychometric properties, for example the reliability and validity (Howard et al. 2018). ITERS and ECERs mainly focused on the environment and only briefly touched upon the quality of interactions between practitioner and child and the relationships which were formed (NDNA, 2019).  With an emphasis being placed on the wellbeing of children, through documents like the Well-being of Future Generations Wales Act (2015) and the already well documented importance of child-adult interaction and sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2012)  the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale has received a welcome response and a worthwhile addition to the Early Years field (NDNA, 2019). Sustained shared thinking (SST) is acknowledged in many countries across the world and involves an interaction with two or more individuals collaborating to clarify a concept or solve a problem (Howard et al, 2018), however, despite the practice of SST being associated with the development of the foundation stage (Department for Education, 2012) and the Australian Early Years Learning Framework (Department for Education, Employment and Workplace relations, 2009) practices related to SST are still hard to find (Siraj-Blatchford eet al, 2002; Sylva, 2004). Giving it more validity, the SSTEW scale builds on thirty years of evidence from the findings of the ECERS-R, ECERS-E and ITERS-R and REPEY, all of which are environmental scales developed to improve quality and outcomes within the setting. The SSTEW scale is different in that it focuses on the pedagogy with in the setting and the role of the adult in supporting and developing the child (Hoare, no date). Based on the findings from the REPEY study (Siraj-Blatc ford et al, 2012) and underpinned by current thinking and developmental theorists, the scale considers pedagogy and practices in which the practitioner engages in affectionate interactions which the child (Ainsworth, 1979) in a way which allows for an extension of critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving (Vygotsky, 1978; Bodrova ad Leong, 2007). Its use can build on the quality of what children experience in a setting, allowing practitioners to support children’s learning and development and focus on what they need to do to their provision to make a difference (Thomas, 2015).  Completion of the scale allows practitioners to recognise where their qualities and limitations lie; gaging an awareness of what is appropriate practice to support children in developing their autonomy, as the SSTEW scale recognises the importance of developmentally appropriate and child-centred practice for progression in learning (Howard et al, 2018).
There has been criticism that the SSTEW scale doesn’t look at the environment, however the ECCER and ITTERS are already doing this, therefore the SSTEW scale should be used in conjunction with the ECCERS and ITTERS to gain maximum effect (Siraj et al, 2015).
There are no requirements to use SSTEW which could have both its advantages and limitations. Whilst undertaking the SSTEW scale can be advantageous for assessing the role of the practitioner in supporting the child’s learning behaviours and attitudes and emotional well-being (Thomas, 2015),  practitioner’s and nursery managers have voiced concerns that there is little guidance available to ensure they are undertaking the assessment successfully (National Day Nurseries Association, 2019). There is the option of partaking in training though the course lasts for two days and is costly which can be off putting for settings and schools who are increasingly facing a deficit in the budget.

 To be able to provide a quality service for young children, it is important for practitioners to reflect on the practice of promoting and ensuring quality which goes beyond the statutory requirements. Welsh Government (2017) proclaims that excellence in teaching and leadership should be promoted to raise standards. In Septemeber, 2018, the new professional standards for teaching and leadership came in to place. 
The standards have been devised to assist in the development of educators as they move along with the transforming education system in Wales. Driven by findings from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) which puts Wales at the lowest position in the UK for English, Maths and Science scores, there is an evolving revolution in Wales (Macdonald, 2018). There has been an abundance of change to policies and curriculum over several decades (Melhuish, 2016) which have seen teachers overloaded with initiatives (Grigg, no date). A study by the Institute for Policy Studies in Education (IPSE) concluded that schools were experiencing to many changes and at a rate where there was not enough time to assimilate the changes (Hutchins et al., 2006). This is reinforced by Berlinger (2011) and NUT, (2004) who also criticise the pace of the curriculum change and initiative overload. Nevertheless, change continues to occur, with the latest change entailing a radical overhaul of the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2013). Donaldson’ (2015) Successful Futures outlines the importance of an education reform which aims to raise standards, close the attainment gap and create a curriculum which creates national pride. It will allow teachers to have the freedom to
 ‘Teach in ways they feel will have the best outcomes for their                                              learners. d define it through a broad set of duties which provide the freedom for practitioners  to use their professionalism and creativity to meet the needs of all learners’  (Welsh Government, 2019:9).   
Donaldson recommends an end to subject based national curriculum which will result in the curriculum becoming easier to maintain, it will give the practitioner autonomy and allow them to teach without the constraints of the curriculum (Grigg, no date). Like the simplified version of the curriculum, the Professional Standards for Teachers and Leadership now entail five key standards which have replaced fifty five standards from the previous ‘Revised professional standards for education practitioners in Wales document’ (2014).  The changes to the professional learning standards have occurred due to new curriculum and the introduction of the new initial teacher education system (National Assembly for Wales, 2018).
 The standards focus on a set of five values and dispositions which should be incorporated by anyone who works with learners, focusing on pedagogy, collaboration, leadership, innovation and professional learning (W.G, 2018). The focus on professional learning is also incorporated in the Education Reform Journey (2017:7) which recommends 
 ‘developing a national approach to professional learning across all career stages and build capacity for implementation of the new curriculum, focusing on teachers’ formative assessment and differentiated teaching skills’.
Findings from ESTYN (2017) also acknowledge that the quality of teaching is the weakest aspect of provision across most areas of learning in Wales; they recommend that leaders should be creating better opportunities for practitioners and teachers to develop their professional skills. Hanushek and Rivkin (2012) would agree as they state that the most important school based factor for raising standards lies in the quality of teaching. The Hill review (2013) suggests that schools should be taking responsibility for their improvement and should offer opportunities for teachers to learn from each other through a culture of ‘open classrooms’. This is embedded in the professional learning element of the Professional standards for Teaching and Learning which state that the practitioner should consistently extend their knowledge through an openness to challenge and support which informs professional learning to progressively develop pedagogy (Welsh Government, 2017).
Standards in teaching can play a key role in achieving excellent practice by supporting professional growth and describing the skills, knowledge and behaviours needed to achieve excellent practice (Welsh Government, 2017). However, a lot of teachers’ work is shaped by the requirement to cover individual standards which can have the adverse effect of constraining teachers to learn about their work. Talbot (2016) suggests that standards are only useful in a peripheral way to most classroom teachers, suggesting that engaging with the needs of their students was more of a driving force for their professional learning. A survey carried out by WISERD (Grigg, no date) identifies that teachers were feeling an increasing level of over accountability due to too many initiatives and a continuous shift in priorities, namely standards and policies. These findings raise questions about identity and professional autonomy. Day (2002) points out that professional identity of practitioners has suffered by the continuous pressure of complying with external demands; he proclaims that the process of reform is questioning what it means to be a professional and the attributes are being redefined.


 Conclusion
The Early Years of a child’s life are fundamental for development and long lasting attainment. The Early Years setting can play a key role in providing an environment for children to thrive through offering quality provision that goes above statutory requirements. By participating in environmental rating scales and joining up to various quality assurance schemes, settings are able to evaluate their practice and showcase their strengths to the stakeholders, although there remains to be a broad perspective of what quality constitutes. The SSTEW scale which focuses on interactions between practitioner can be advantageous for assessing the role of the practitioner in supporting the child’s learning behaviours and attitudes and emotional well-being (Thomas, 2015), however a lack of training and guidance has resulted in some practitioner’s and nursery managers having concerns that there is little guidance available to ensure they are undertaking the assessment successfully (National Day Nurseries Association, 2019). 
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