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Assignment B.
The following critical reflection will focus on additional methods used to promote quality above the National Minimum Standards for regulated childcare. To begin, there will be an explanation of what quality is and why it is important in childcare settings. There will then be a critical analysis on two types of quality assurance and an in-depth discussion on how these ensure a beneficial outcome for both children and staff in regulated childcare settings. Finally, there will be a personal reflection on what I have learned during the module and what I will take forward with the knowledge I have gained.
Section 1
Cambridge Dictionary (2022) defines quality as “the degree of excellence of something, often a high degree of it”. Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY) (2022) state that childcare settings must be of high quality to ensure children fully benefit from the setting. PACEY (2022) advise that signs of a quality childcare environment include a safe and sanitary environment, nutritious meals and a wide range of resources including toys, books and an outdoor environment. However, Moss (2016) informs that quality is a subjective concept which makes it difficult to measure due to differing ideas and opinions. High quality relationships between children and practitioners are associated with increased verbal ability and higher social competence, therefore demonstrating a positive correlation with high quality settings (Oades-Sese and Li, 2011; Mashburn et al. 2008, cited in Tayler, 2015). 
Cottle and Alexander (2014) discuss research that found practitioners believed parent partnerships are fundamental in providing high quality provision. This is due to the importance of effective communication when caring for children. Furthermore, practitioners felt that without positive partnerships and shared values, providing quality care was not possible. An international consultation that took place between numerous organisations including UNICEF and International Step by Step Association (ISSA) focused on the importance of measuring quality in Early Years settings and the significance of facilitating improvements where needed to ensure all settings offered a high-quality service (Save the Children, 2014). 
When considering childcare settings, high quality is expected to ensure that children are receiving the best care and support. Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) discuss the importance of the child’s voice, provided they are of an age to verbalise their perspective, as it is them that attend the settings. However, there is limited evidence that children’s opinions are considered when assessing quality in settings. A study conducted by Mooney and Blackburn (2003) cited in Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) discovered that children valued friendship, access to the outdoors, a wide range of activities and friendly and playful staff. However, this research is significantly out of date which suggests that it is no longer reliable (Pontis et al., 2017). The implication of progressive research ensures that any changes or updates are reflected upon and relevant (Pontis and Blandford, 2015, cited in Pontis et al., 2017). Moreover, Sommer et al. (2013) cited in Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) state that the child’s perspective is often constructed by an adult and therefore is not a true reflection of the child’s views. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states that every child has a right to express their feelings, opinions and views. This should be considered when settings request feedback from parents as the child’s voice is paramount in understanding how they feel within the setting.
A high-quality setting provides children with a positive environment to aid in their development (Early Years Careers, 2016). This is supported by Melhuish, Gardiner and Morris (2021) who state that there are both short term and long term benefits for children in a high-quality provision. Furthermore, children who are from a low socio-economic background are provided with support and resources that may not be available to them outside of their setting. Cottle and Alexander (2012) inform that the National Childcare Strategy announced in 1998 aimed to reduce child poverty and invest in child services. However, Save the Children (2019) informs that child poverty in the United Kingdom is increasing. This can have a detrimental effect on a child’s early learning. Therefore, access to high quality childcare settings is invaluable to ensure they receive the best start in life. 
MacDonald, Gealy and Tinney (2019) support that following results from the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale, a good quality childcare setting provides children from deprived areas with more positive outcomes. Furthermore, Siraj and Mayo (2014) cited in Siraj et al. (2019) inform that high quality care can reduce the chance of inequalities caused by socio-economic status. Flying Start is a service offered in Wales to children from disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, no date). It is recognised that all children should be entitled to high-quality childcare and equal opportunities to children from more affluent areas. 
The National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare aims to ensure that quality childcare is provided, and basic standards are met (Welsh Government, 2016). These standards are monitored through inspections by the Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) (Where you stand, 2022). However, there are additional frameworks that provide settings with the ability to ensure a higher quality provision. Howard et al. (2018) discusses the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale which aims to assess the quality of interactions between children and practitioners in childcare settings. Research from Researching Effective Pedaogy in the Early Years (REPEY) discovered that Sustained Shared Thinking provides both adults and children with high quality interactions (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2001, cited in Mackenzie, 2016). In support of this, Fukkink and Lont (2007) cited in Howard et al. (2018) state that the practitioner’s ability to provide high-quality environments and interactions for children have a significant impact on their development. Additionally, the practitioners’ ability to respond appropriately to children and extend their interactions facilitates children’s social and emotional development, therefore providing a high quality learning environment (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2012, cited in Howard et al., 2018). 
Section 2 
As previously discussed, all regulated childcare settings are required to meet the National Minimum Standards as provided by Welsh Government (2016). However, there are quality assurance tools that settings have access to which aid in measuring quality that goes above the National Minimum Standards. Education Policy Institute (2018) states that there are 2 interrelated focus areas when measuring quality. These are structural quality, which is more easily observed as it focuses on group size, practitioner training and child-practitioner ratios. Secondly, there is process quality which focuses on the well-being of the children, activities and child-practitioner interactions. This links to the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scales. 
Hoare (no date) informs that the SSTEW scale intends to measure the quality of care provided by practitioners in settings. Practitioners are expected to be engaging and show a genuine interest in the child whilst asking open ended questions. This improves children’s cognitive development and can support their language and communication skills (Hoare, no date). Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) inform that the SSTEW scale is closely linked to the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) but has been modified to focus on adult-child interactions and the benefits these present. The design of the SSTEW scale is to focus on practice that develops children’s skills in sustained shared thinking as well as building positive relationships and learning to communicate effectively (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). The indicators of the SSTEW scale are that it benefits the child’s emotional wellbeing, development of trust and confidence, supports speech, language and communication development and supports the development of critical thinking skills (Kruty et al., 2021). Learning Journals (no date) supports that sustained shared thinking enables children to further develop their existing skills. Therefore, the SSTEW scale is significant in Early Years settings as it provides practitioners with the tools needed to implement sustained shared thinking. However, the SSTEW scale relies on the practitioners’ judgement to score the interactions that have been observed (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015). This could imply that the results may be inaccurate due to the practitioners’ opinions on observations undertaken. 
Melhuish, Gardiner and Morris (2021) discuss the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) research project which uses the SSTEW scale and the Family Environmental Rating Scale – Revised to measure quality in settings for children up to the age of 3. The SEED project has benefited from the use of these quality assurance tools as they have provided evidence that high-quality settings are beneficial in aiding in children’s social, cognitive, educational and emotional development (Sylva et al., 2010; Melhuish et al., 2015, cited in Melhuish, Gardiner and Morris, 2021).  
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale - Revised (ECERS-R) is a quality assurance tool that focuses on Early Years environments. Bhagwanji (2011) informs that this evaluative tool provides assistance to settings which aids in improving their environmental education. This includes activities, interactions and experiences that are undertaken within the setting. Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach (2010) cited in Mayer and Beckh (2016) inform that the scale emphasises the importance of the 3 basic needs of children. These are to include health and safety, forming positive relationships and providing a motivating learning experience. Moreover, the scale is not based upon a specific theory or pedagogical idea. The use of the scale is to provide children with the fulfilment of their needs to aid in their development. 
La Paro et al. (2012) informs that the ECERS-R is relied upon to measure quality due to a lack of understanding of what quality is. Additionally, the ECERS-R has become a widespread quality assurance tool that settings use to improve their provision. However, Early et al. (2018) discusses research that found the most recent version of the ECERS-R provided insignificant impact on the children involved in the study. Gordon et al. (2013) supports that the validity of the ECERS-R is not understood and states that there are minimal effects on children and practitioners.
Garvis et al. (2017) discuss the cultural concerns that should be considered when using the ECERS-R. Although many aspects of the ECERS-R are easily transferable, pedagogy differs around the world. This implies that there should be adaptations of the scale, to include the cultural differences, therefore providing settings with the ability to implement the scale effectively. 
The SSTEW scale was created based upon the ECERS-R.  Therefore, the sub-scales are similar (Brodie, 2015). However, the SSTEW scale covers a wider variety of developmental aspects as it is more closely focused upon child-adult interactions within Early Years settings and the benefits sustained shared thinking provides (Howard et al. 2018). The 5 sub-scales of the SSTEW cover children’s socio-emotional development, ability to develop critical thinking skills and promotes trusting relationships with adults (Yew Chung Education Foundation, 2020). 
While the ECERS-R focuses more specifically on the environment, there is a mention of child-adult interactions within the environment. Environment Rating Scales Institute (ERSI) (no date) discuss that the environment is not just the physical surroundings of the setting. It is also to include children’s personal care and hygiene, meal-times and the resources available to children. Often, settings use the SSTEW scale and the ECERS-R in collaboration to provide the best quality assurance (Howard et al. 2018).
Both the SSTEW scale and the ECERS-R provide a similar format of marking. This can benefit settings who have previously used the ECERS-R as they will have an understanding of how the SSTEW scale works (Brodie, 2015; Howard et al. 2018). Additionally, observations made are based upon the practitioner’s judgement and skills. This could create a challenge should there be disagreements. Brodie (2015) informs that there are support materials included within each of the scales to aid in practitioners use of the scales. This may also promote the practitioner’s continued professional development (Brodie, 2015). 

Section 3
Before the module began, I was aware that quality was an important aspect with regards to Early Years settings. However, I did not realise how many different aspects of quality are involved. On reflection, I have learned that quality is subjective, and opinions differ from person to person. Moreover, high-quality settings strive to offer more than the national minimum standards that they are legally required to meet. Research is being carried out constantly and settings should be using this research to provide children with the best quality of care. I have found learning about quality beneficial as I now understand what CIW and Estyn look for when inspecting settings. However, I believe that there are challenges when using these scales. Inspections take place over a short period of time which prevents a longitudinal study of the setting and can give inaccurate results. Prior to inspections take place, settings are often given the opportunity to prepare for these to ensure that they are meeting the required standards. I feel that they should be able to give shorter notice periods so that they gain a more accurate perception of the setting and the quality provided. 
I have learned about quality assurance tools, and it has taught me how settings can measure quality and continue to add to their provision to provide the best quality of care for children. However, I feel that these tools should be a requirement as settings should aim to go beyond the national minimum standards. The SSTEW scale stood out to me as it focuses on child-adult interactions which provide significant benefits for children. I was aware of the multitude of benefits that sustained shared thinking offers to both adults and children due to prior modules. However, I now understand the research behind the SSTEW scale and why it is so widely used in settings. I also understand why the SSTEW scale is closely used with the ECERS-R as they complement each other when measuring quality in settings. 
I feel confident that in future I will be able to identify what quality looks like in a setting. This will support me professionally should I pursue a career in Early Years settings. I would ensure that settings were aware of the quality assurance tools available and the benefits that they offer. I would also encourage settings to utilise the tools to ensure that the setting is providing a high-quality provision above the National Minimum Standards. The knowledge that I have gained will provide me with the confidence to promote this. Continued professional development is an essential part of a practitioner’s career and the additional knowledge that quality assurance provides can benefit both practitioners and children. 
To conclude, quality is an important aspect in Early Years settings. However, the idea of quality is subjective and difficult to measure. Settings rely on parent feedback to measure whether they are providing a high-quality setting. However, the voice of the child is equally, if not more important, and is often overlooked. Settings are required to meet the National Minimum Standards, and inspections from CIW and Estyn are a legal requirement in ensuring that those standards are met. However, additional quality assurance tools such as the SSTEW scale and ECERS-R are available to support settings in providing a higher quality provision. The SSTEW scale focuses on sustained shared thinking which is beneficial in providing extended learning to children and developing their critical thinking skills. Additionally, using the SSTEW scale aids in practitioners understanding of sustained shared thinking and the importance of its benefits. The ECERS-R, while mostly focused on the environment, also touches on child-adult interactions and the importance of providing a supportive environment for children. 
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