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In its simplest form quality can be defined as describing how good or bad something is (Cambridge dictionary, 2022), more specifically, however, and in relation to the early years, quality is used to describe the standard of care and practice provided and maintained within a provision (Education Policy institute (EPI), 2018). 
All childcare provisions should aim to provide quality, however with no set definition of quality in the early years, childcare settings are able to interoperate their own understanding of quality. As long as their interpretation meets the National Minimum standards for regulated Childcare (Welsh Government ,2016), they are able to keep their “high quality” standard as they see fit.  This leads to the question of what actually is a high quality childcare setting and how is it achieved (Mathers et al, 2012)?
According to Moss (2016), quality is something that everybody wants, however Moss (2016) continues to state that it is also something that is taken for granted. The idea of quality leads individuals to believe that they are providing something of a high standard that will be sought after by their target audience. If something is described as being of high quality, it is more likely that they will receive more interest and attention. Education is an extremely integral element of an individual’s life and therefore it is desired that education and care provided to children be that of a high quality (Jones, 2021). 
Children who attend early years settings that provide high quality pre-school care and education are recognised to have reduced gaps in their development (Kelly, 2016).  High quality settings have the biggest impact on children and help to support and drive young people to reaching their full potential. 
The way in which high quality is developed in a setting depends on many factors such as the setting itself, the practitioners and the standard of practice and communications provided says Teager and Bonetti (2018). Practitioner’s practice and attitudes can massively impact upon the quality provided within a setting, high-quality teacher-child relationship are linked to increased overall quality within a setting as well as improved language and verbal abilities for children say, Taylor (2015). 
The understanding of quality and what it entails differs between people, making it difficult to achieve (Srinivasan and Kurey, 2014). In childcare provisions it is crucial that all practitioners have the same perception of quality and a want to achieve it and more, as previously mentioned quality is a choice and not a necessity (Moss, 2016). However, when choosing quality, the approach to achieving it must be shared so that the goal can be achieved. This motivation will benefit the practitioners and their practice which in turn will be reflected on to the children in their care and what they are able to achieve. There has been extensive research into the benefits of attending high quality early years settings and the links to better outcomes for the child in the future (Piper, 2018), a study by University of Oxford (2014) states how children are likely to achieve better qualifications and earn higher wages if they attended a high quality pre-school setting. Such research show that children who attend high quality childcare settings were not only further along in their development when starting compulsory education, but they received lasting benefits. There are however some conflicting responses to such claims such as there not often being strong differences between those who attended early years settings and those who didn’t (Learning Policy Institute, 2019). Despite the conflicting views over the long-term affects of attending a high quality early year setting, there is clear evidence and research which shows that young children do benefit from attending such provisions; and that it does not only benefit them academically but also improves holistic development. In particular improved speech and language skills states Brodin and Renblad (2019). 
High quality settings ensure that the safety and development needs of each individual child are being met through professional high standard care and practice. Activities and tasks in high quality settings are planned in such ways that liaise with the appropriate curriculums, policies and guidance and that they are meeting the developmental stages of the children. Quality is ensured through strong communications between practitioners and the children and their families. Quality is created when setting respect and appreciate the feedback of their stakeholders and work to meet their wants says the Schuyler Centre for analysis and advocacy (no date).  
As we can see a high quality early years setting is something that is creating by combining numerous different elements together; it is achieved by working hard and aiming for excellence in all areas of setting and not just what can be physically seen (Robb, no date). As discussed previously, quality is something that everyone wants but it is also something that not everyone is prepared to work for (Moss, 2016). 
When it comes to measuring quality within early years settings there are a range of different quality assurance tools that can be used, some are compulsory and others optional. They can be both internal resources of quality assessment or external, and the elements that each look at may differ. Some may look at the setting as a whole, such as a Care Inspectorate Wales and others may look at things such as the interactions between practitioners and the children that form the provision (Siraj et al, 2022) or the environment.
The care inspectorate Wales (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022) are responsible for inspecting maintained settings and ensuring that they are meeting the required levels of care within their provisions. The care that is provided needs to be in accordance with the policies, procedures and legislations set by the Care Inspectorate Wales, such as the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 (Welsh Parliament, 2020) and the National Minimum Standards (NMS) (Welsh Government, 2016).  These inspections enable professional bodies to ensure that early year’s provisions are meeting at least the laid out minimum standards for the children in their care. 
On completion of an inspection the early years settings will receive a copy of the quality of care report, the report will also be published on the Care Inspectorate Wales’ website and be accessible to the public (Care inspectorate Wales, 2022). This report will include information regarding an in depth assessment of the level of care and support provided within the setting and will also make recommendations on how the levels of it can be improved. 
[bookmark: _Hlk96265706]During the inspection Care inspectorate Wales (CIW), will assess all areas of the setting and not just the level of care provided. The environment and resources along with their suitability for the age, stage and safety of the children will be looked at. As will the way in which practitioners work with the children. The Care inspectorate Wales will specifically be looking to see how the child is valued and how the setting supports them and their rights (UNICEF, no date). What is inspected is clearly advertised in the self-evaluation template for providers of childcare and play services (Care Inspectorate Wales, no date). Early years settings are able to access this before an inspection and self-evaluate the provision prior, their self-assessment will be sent to the Care Inspectorate Wales and looked over before a visit. The final report will conclude whether the Care inspectorate agrees with the findings found by the provision. However, the quality of care report and the findings of the inspector have concluding statement. 
The use of inspections and the quality of care report within the early years is beneficial to early years provisions and practitioners. This is because practitioners can continuously compare their practice to the standards laid out by the Care inspectorate Wales, and therefore be better than the minimum (NMS, 2016). When an early year setting understands that to be a high quality setting, they need to be doing more, it is then that they begin the journey to becoming it state Mercer, (2000). 
The sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being scale (SSTEW scale) is another type of quality assurance assessment tool. However, unlike the quality of care report, the SSTEW scale is an optional early year’s quality assessment tool, and it builds on other quality assurance tools such as the Early childhood environment rating scale (ECERS) (Harms et al, 2014) and the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) (Environment Rating Scales Institute, no date). The SSTEW scale focuses on the practice and role of practitioners in the setting; more so on the way in which they support, encourage and actively listen to the children in their care and give regard to their rights (UNICEF, no date). These characteristics are also sought after during an inspection and are reported on in the quality of care report (CIW, 2022), however the quality of care report is completed externally which differs from the SSTEW scale as this can be used by practitioners in the setting to self-assess the quality of their interactions or externally by a visitor to the provision. 
The SSTEW scale shares its structure with that of the ECER’s, it is a 7 point scale which is split into 5 sub sections, each focusing on the interactions between the practitioner and the child, this structure is similar to that of the quality of care report. It too has main elements, with components in each that need to be asked when assessing the quality within a provision. 
Considering high quality interactions within settings the SSTEW scale aims to improve practice so that practitioners can widely and actively work to enhance the level of communication, curiosity and engagement from children within the setting. This can be both verbal and nonverbal and also with practitioners, other children or the environment and resources. Early years settings benefit from having meaningful and development encouraging interactions with the children in their care, this is because high quality settings respect the views of the children in their care says Taylor (2015) and Moss (20160).
The SSTEW scale is an assurance tool that promotes and encourages interactions which helps to promote a whole range of skills within a child. Practitioners who have strong interactions with children are supporting and enhancing the level of quality they are receiving in their care and education discusses Melhuish et al, (2015). 
The use of the SSTEW scale can help to encourage higher quality practice, through self-evaluation, which will benefit the early years provisions help to excel above the minimum standards required. Such improvement from self-assessment of levels of quality will positively impact on the quality seen during compulsory external quality assurance assessment tools such as the quality of care report (CIW, 2022). 
As discussed, we can see that quality is important during the early years and we can see there are many quality assurance resources that are available to assess standards of quality. Each resource tool is there to ensure that children are receiving appropriate, safe and professional care, that enables them to learn, grow and develop their skills and understanding in a range of different ways through many environments and resources; supported by staff who are interactive, encouraging and willing to continuously assess and improve their practice. Only then will early years setting be a high quality setting with standards that exceed the national minimum standards and aims only for excellence (Welsh Government, 2016).   
On commencement of this module, I had limited knowledge of leadership and management systems of quality; or of how impactful quality was in early years setting on the education and development of children and young people. 
I have gained a range of inciteful and interesting knowledge regarding systems of quality and would now say I am confident in knowing what they are, and how they measure quality within childcare provisions. Learning about the childcare inspectorate for Wales (CIW) and how they inspect and ensure standards are being met within non-maintained settings, was something I enjoyed learning about. Gaining an understanding of the core values of the care inspectorate Wales was of particular interest to me as I realised, I personally share these values and agree that all childcare settings should incorporate them into their provisions (Care inspectorate Wales, 2022). 
It was a surprise to learn how many different quality assurance tools there are available to check that settings are running appropriately. I was unaware until this module how many are readily available and also found it beneficial to learn that they are accessible for all and not just those who inspect or assess settings and practice. This is something I think is very beneficial, as childcare settings are able to access these resources and self assess and evaluate their settings to ensure they are meeting the required standards, this is something that I will be doing to evaluate my own practice in the future so I can ensure I am providing high quality care to the children that I am looking after. 
The national minimum standards (Welsh Government, 2016) are something that I was already aware of prior to this module, I had briefly discussed them with a previous tutor, so I enjoyed learning more about them and what they actually detailed. It was interesting to view the document online and see how it was laid out. I was particularly, intrigued by the mention of the United Nations conventions on the rights of the child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, no date), included in the documents and the links made between to ensure that children are being respected of their rights within these maintained settings. 
The sustained shared thinking and emotion well-being scale is another quality tool that I found very interesting to learn about. I did not know about it before this module but am now pleased to say I am aware of it and how it works. I think it is a very resourceful quality assurance tool and I really like that it is used to assess interactional quality within the early years as I believe that valuing interactions with children within the setting is what provides the information that allows practitioner to aim to be a high quality setting (Siraj et al, 2015). 
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