Quality Assurance   	
Quality Assurance Schemes give early years practitioners the chance to gain recognition for the quality of care that their provision provides (Teeroovengadum et al, 2016). By design they aim to promote the highest levels of care, education and experience that the child can receive. This is achieved by giving the childcare provider a system to evaluate and reflect upon their service and then take steps to improve (Tonyan et al, 2017). 
Quality assurance should be of utmost importance to a childcare practitioner (REF). The customers, children and their parents will expect practitioners to deliver a quality service. If this is not the case, they will quickly seek an alternative setting or provider. Providing a quality service will ensure the retention of a client base and retention of custom. This will then contribute to the profitability and revenue generated by the service(REF).
Many childminders survive or fail by the way that they manage their reputation (Roberts and Speight, 2017). With the growing popularity and importance of social media, it is easy for clients to share their opinions on the quality of a service very easily. A bad review of a service could have a seriously detrimental effect (REF). Maintaining a strong reputation through continual Quality assurance can be a major influencing factor on a client’s choice of provider (Dolan and Frost 2017). 
Childminders are legally bound and are inspected by the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) to adhere to the National Minimum Standards (DATE)(REF).  Every childcare setting in Wales that is registered will be inspected and will be expected to be meeting these standards. If the service does not meet these standards, steps will need to be taken to rectify them, the service could be suspended or even closed. The National minimum standards are the very minimum that is expected to be achieved within settings. These standards set out to ensure that Children receive a level of care that allows them to develop and flourish into well rounded successful individuals(REF). Continual Quality Assurance measures will enable the practitioner to monitor their service levels and ensure they receive excellent results during inspections.
There are many ways in which a setting can monitor Quality Assurance. Two that will be looked at will be The Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) part two, and The Healthy and Sustainable Pre-school scheme. 
The SASS part two is a legal requirement that the Registered Person or Responsible Individual in all settings registered with CIW must complete (REF). For a childminder these would be Regulation 16 of the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010, and Section 44 of the Child and Families (Wales) Measure 2010. Part 2 of the SASS requires settings to give information regarding their Quality of Care Report. The information contained here relates to several areas of the practitioners service  
CIW use SASS part two and the Quality of Care Review to assess compliance with the legislation and to assist the CIW with the inspection of the service. The information taken from the SASS form is used by inspectors to prioritise areas for further enquiry as part of their inspection planning. The SASS will provide evidence of the quality of the service. 
The CIW carries out these inspections on behalf of Welsh ministers to meet certain legislation including the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016. This Act made changes to the way care providers in Wales are inspected and regulated. The 2016 Act replaced the powers that were given under the 2003 Act and the 2000 Act and made further provisions in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014  which specifically dealt with Code of Practice for Inspection. 
Quality of service and service improvement is at the heart of the 2016 Act. The regulations within the Act seeks to ensure that those using early years services are protected if needs be. It ensures that services deliver the highest quality of care possible. This aim works in conjunction with the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 which highlights the rights that people using support and care services in Wales are legally entitled too.
CIW uses the information that the practitioner gives within the SASS form as evidence to base judgements (and ratings) about the service provided. Starting with full day care and sessional day services in 2018 the CIW began to issue ratings of Excellent, Good, Adequate and Poor. From 2019 these grades will also be issued for other services (including Childminders) who are currently given an informal or “silent” grade meaning that the grade is given but not currently published. The Inspector will not record the grade in the written report. . However, the inspection report will be clear about the quality of the care CIW found and how this contributes to the well-being outcomes for children within the setting. Ratings are given against each of the four inspection themes (Well-being, Care and Development, Environment and Leadership and Management).
The outcomes of the SSAS give practitioners a baseline that needs to be met to allow them to continue to provide a childcare service. This is important as it gives all stakeholders a quantifiable standard that they can expect of the care that they will receive. This grading of the quality of service will also allow interested parties to look at comparable services and make an informed decision based on these grades (N. N. Hui et al., 2017). Although a grade of Adequate is all that is required to continue providing care, the new grading system should give childminders and other care providers the incentive to strive for higher grades and therefor provide a better quality of care(REF). This will in turn secure the business and livelihood. Furthermore, it will also ensure that the children are given the best service available that will benefit them in later life (Ritchter et al, 2017.).
The new grading system is only in its early stages so little evidence exists about any positive relationships that exist between CIW grades and positive outcomes for Children. However, studies based on the Office for Standards in Education, Children Services and Skills Department (OFSTED) (which is the English equivalent of the CIW and also use a similar inspection and grading process) have found that grades can predict children’s progress (Sammons et al, 2008). However, a study by Hopkin, Stokes and Wilkinson (2010) shows that the grades achieved by an early years setting would not predict the score a child received on their Foundation Stage profile completed at the end of their final foundation stage year. 
It is important to note that this type of quality assurance method is based on opinion. Although driven by policies and standards, inspectors will still have an opinion on what they deem is excellent or simply good (Moss, Dalhberg and Pence, 2000). This could place some providers at a disadvantage. They may be providing an excellent service in one inspector’s eyes but only good in another’s.
[bookmark: introduction]In 1999 the Welsh Network of Healthy Schemes was launched, this followed a successful 4 year pilot scheme as part of the World Health Organisation initiative instigated by the European Network of Health Promoting schools 1992.(REF)
The scheme aims to encourage providers to take an active role in promoting, embedding and protecting the mental, social health, physical and well being of the community. It achieves these goals through staff development, strategic training and policy development, positive community relations and a strong ethos of healthy and sustainable living and ensuring quality across providers.
[bookmark: pre]Under the initial scheme a “Healthy School” would be one that was considered to take responsibility for promoting and maintaining the healthy lifestyle of all who ‘learn, work play and live’ within the school by teaching pupils and other stakeholders how they can go about leading healthy lifestyles and giving the children the tools to alter the school environment to have a positive impact on their health.
As an extension of the Welsh Network of Healthy Schools scheme (WNHSS), the Healthy and Sustainable Pre-school scheme was nationally launched in 2011, This scheme had clear parallels and criteria to the WNHSS National Quality Award.
Currently over 575 organisations in Wales are members of the scheme, any organisation that operators within a preschool setting can express an interest in joining the scheme these include full day care nurseries, Childminders, playgroups, sessional childcare and flying start child care settings. 
As part of the scheme anyone joining will be expected to introduce improvements to four health related areas: Planning and Delivery, Ethos and Environment, Family and Community involvement and Leadership and Communication over several topics Hygiene and Workplace Health and Wellbeing, Physical Activity/Active Play, Mental and Emotional Health, Nutrition and Oral Health and Wellbeing and Relationships.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Practitioners who choose to undertake the Healthy and sustainable Preschool scheme will be committing to at least 4 years of assessment. This period of time is the minimum required to be able to achieve the goal of becoming a setting recognised as a healthy and sustainable Pre School. The scheme is ongoing after this as annual reviews aim to ensure compliance and suggest further ways the service can improve. The scheme makes ties to the foundation phase and the National Minimum standards. Practitioners should use this as a tool to prove they have commitment to improving the quality of care that they provide. Undertaking this scheme is a major commitment and shows a willingness to go above and beyond what is considered the minimal standard that has to be met to provide a childcare service. 
Each quality assurance scheme will not be designed to specifically meet the diverse requirements and needs of the service or setting being assessed. However, the goals and objectives of all quality assurance schemes will be similar (Beerkens 2015). Broadly, the objectives of these schemes will be to ensure that the children within the setting are benefiting from positive interactions and experiences that will enhance all aspects of their development.
Jones (2012) states that one of the many benefits of the healthy preschool scheme is its ability to allow the incorporation of other resources and build them into the scheme. Working with multi agency teams, childcare settings that sign up to the scheme will then work to incorporate the health aspects of the schemes criteria. Settings will be trained and supported and given access to resources to assist them in achieving this goal. They will help the practitioner to get the most out of following a quality assurance scheme. They will encourage the participation of all involved with the child, parents, staff and the management of the setting to generate a positive outcome for the child (Mihalic and Elliot, 2015).
There are other aspects to consider when looking at a way in which a setting is tested for quality. These processes are time consuming; many childminders work alone and cannot spend large amounts of time filling in paperwork during their working day. If a practitioner finds this process laborious, the data they give may not reflect the service they provide. As the outcomes of both the SASS and the Healthy and Sustainable Preschool scheme are based not only on the inspection or assessors visits but also the paperwork provided. Any task that a person finds a chore will be negatively affected (Duncan 2013).
It can be argued that one of the main benefits of these methods of Quality Assurance is self-evaluation (O’Brien et al, 2017). The process of quality assurance and self-assessment are closely linked (Podgornik and Mazgon, 2015). The SASS part 2’s requirement that a practitioner is responsible for the quality of their service should make them more motivated to achieve high standards. Self-evaluation is a process that allows us to establish the way in which we achieve our goals and how close we are to achieving them. It allows practitioners the chance to reflect upon how their service meets the standards required by the CIW and that of the Healthy Sustainable Preschool Scheme. Through self-evaluation the practitioner will be able to plan and implement change that will improve their standard of service. Furthermore, it will highlight any areas for personal professional development (Leiber, Stensaker and Harvey, 2015).
Overall the SASS and the Healthy and Sustainable Preschool Scheme give practitioners and other interested parties a good baseline to make decisions relating to the quality of the service, and whether or not it meets the needs of the child.(REF)
To conclude, as professionals it should be recognised that there is evidence that supports the fact that a high quality childcare provision administered during the foundation phase will have a lasting impact on life chances, future learning and children’s outcomes (Yoshikawa et al, 2015). 
To ensure a quality provision is provided practitioners need to be confident that they can engage with parents, understand child development and the importance of pedagogy and ensure that national policies high expectations for children to achieve the best outcomes are realised. (REF)
Improving the quality of the service offered is about how to best create, improve and maintain a provision that offers children the highest standards of developmental and learning experiences possible. A poor quality service will not only be unsuccessful in meeting and supporting the needs of the children, but could result in a failing business (Elassy 2015). 
 
