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The aim of this essay is to identify what is quality in relation to early years childcare and education.  The writer will examine how quality is defined and describe why it is important.  Methods of quality assurance which are used to support early years practice will be analysed and compared.  The writer will reflect upon quality assurance methods used in practice and identify how they intend to develop their practice further following the knowledge gained while studying this area.
Moss (2016) suggests that quality is something that is desirable and therefore people seek to go beyond what is considered to be quality. Cottle and Alexander (2012) explain that quality in early years settings can often be personal as each stakeholder will view what is important differently. Similarly, according to Moss (2016) the meaning of quality is subjective, and therefore it is difficult to recognise what exactly quality provision in early years looks like.  Cambell-Barr and Leeson (2016) suggest that quality in terms of early years provision is desirable politically as well as locally, as the education and care that a child has when young impacts upon them lifelong which ultimately has an affect on society in general. 
Moss (2016) considers that quality in early years education can often be viewed in terms of return and human capital.  Despite the consequences of the lockdowns and aftermath of the global Covid19 pandemic, Christie and Co’s (2022, cited in Nursery World, 2022a, p.10) states that in 2021 there was a 21% increase in the sales of childcare settings, and on average sales have achieved 102% of the asking price.  Key to this, however, was the competition to purchase recognised ‘high quality’ sites.  Nursery World (2022b) notes that the third largest nursery group in the UK, Kids Planet, are searching actively for high quality settings to add to their operation and has recently purchased a setting which won a Nursery World Health and Wellbeing Award in 2019.  Recognised quality of a childcare setting therefore holds a notable financial benefit to be considered.  
Akehurst (2019) states that quality of education should directly demonstrate how children progress in relation to learning and assessment.  Quality assurance in early years education have a responsibility to provide quality experiences for children to learn and develop.  The quality of the environment, resources, policies provided need to be monitored as well as the child and adult interactions. (Anderson and Soonarane, 2021).                                                  Anderson and Soonarane (2021) therefore recommend that they type of quality assurance tool used, how results are then monitored and reflected upon are used to implement positive changes should be decided upon and structured by Government to ensure equality for all children.  Similarly, according to Tayler (2015), it is widely recognised that the early years area such a crucial time in a child’s life that all governments will have policies related to the care and education of young children. Welsh Government (2022) states that it recognises that high quality early years provision is fundamental to children’s sound development in Wales.                     
Johnston et al. (2018) considers however that all agencies working with and for children all have the goal of supporting children to develop into well balanced individuals who are happy, safe and can contribute effectively to society in the future. According to Sylva, et al. (2012) and Tayler (2015), attending quality early years provision is even more important for children who would usually not be able to obtain quality provision, for example, those living in areas of deprivation or for children with additional needs who require extra support. Furthermore, Macdonald, Gealy and Tinney (2018) puts forward that children who have (or are) experiencing adverse childhood experiences can require significant intervention in the early years and therefore the Welsh Government (2012) initiative Flying Start multidisciplinary programme for children living in areas of deprivation in Wales can offer the much needed support children require to thrive. Similarly, Grenier (2020) states that pre-Covid pandemic, children from disadvantaged backgrounds were on average four months behind their fellow pupils starting school and this is now likely to increase. Quality early years provision therefore is essential.
The inspection process of settings according to Pilcher (2021) is essential to ensuring that all children attending early years settings are safe and given the greatest achievable care and experiences.  In Wales, early years childcare and education is regulated by the Care Inspectorate Wales and all settings must work in accordance with the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016).  The National Minimum Standards is a statutory legal document that all registered settings must adhere to, which references the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 and 2016.  Welsh Government (2016) state that these are the minimum requirements for registering a childcare setting however the aim should always be to surpass these to demonstrate higher quality provision. Standard 18 of the NMS require settings to demonstrate that they have quality assurance methods in place which are regularly reviewed to ensure that settings are striving to provide the best care and education possible for every child (Welsh Government, 2016).  Dooley (2022) suggests that early years settings should always strive each day to go above and beyond, to confidently show passion, commitment and own ethos, but ultimately they must always work with children’s unique needs in focus.  Comparably, according to Grenier (2020), early years quality assurance documents and curriculum guidance should be seen as the basic outlines, a starting point, and then leaders must look to exceed this to provide good practice.    
In Wales early years education and school education are monitored for quality separately.  This is a notion which is questioned by Macdonald (2018), who considers that there is a wide divide between quality of care and education regulated for the early years by CIW, while schools are monitored for quality through curriculum and assessment by Estyn. CIW (2021) highlights that their inspections are a strict regulatory model which focus upon what matters the most to children’s development and the well-being of children is top of the inspection agenda. In contrast for Estyn (2022) the inspection process is focused upon learning outcomes. However, Welsh Government (2021a) sets out a well-being statement as part of its programme for 2021-2026 and its statutory duty in line with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, that well-being is focused upon as part of the curriculum reform.  Furthermore, Health and Well-being has been identified as one of the main areas of learning in the new Curriculum for Wales (2020) which states that positive holistic health and well-being is essential for children to be able to access all areas of the curriculum, to learn and develop in preparation for their future lives and employment, indicating that this will be an important area of quality assurance in schools going forward.  There are many types of reflective and evaluative tools that can be used to evidence that a setting is aiming to provide high quality.  Two such tools will now be reviewed.  
The aim of the Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale-R (Harms, Cryer and Clifford, 2003) more commonly known as ITERS-R, is to identify how well an early years setting is meeting the needs of the children.  It uses subscales for monitoring protection, learning opportunities and positive relationships which are deemed to be important for supporting child development.      (Cryer, Harms and Riley, 2004).  According to Evans (2012) using the ITERS scale can enable practitioners to reflect upon their daily practice, highlighting practice that should be celebrated and praised and also identify areas of development that they may not have considered before.  Baustad (2012) states that a benefit of ITERS is that it allows a holistic approach of assessing the setting and practice.  ITERS can also be useful in looking at specific areas, of the environment, resources within it and/or early years pedagogy. Torr (2019) for example, highlighted how the ITERS scale was useful in identifying how children were accessing and using reading materials and was able to link this to the children’s language development assessments and consider improvements to be made in practice to support children. The ITERS requires first-hand observation which Baustad (2012) suggests can be an advantage as it indicates what is happening and not what is being reported as happening, therefore it can be considered as a true representation. According to Cryer, Harms and Riley (2004), to try to gage an accurate picture, the ITERS requires a group of observers sitting in different areas of the setting not participating in the day, the observations should be carried out for at least three hours, including various parts of the experiences and routines offered during the day. 
However, there can be challenges that present when using the ITERS environment scale.  Evans (2012) identifies that the scale can identify areas of development that practitioners may not feel is necessary or they disagree with. Cryer, Harms and Riley (2004) states that there is a risk that the scale users may interpret the guidance differently and therefore it is important that scale users are trained accordingly and that for best practice a group of observers should assess a setting together for a fair assessment to be made.  A research study by Bjornestad and Os (2017) found that despite the high-quality reputation of Norwegian early years education which focuses upon the wellbeing, learning and development of the child, settings scored low in the ITERS and this was often due to the traditional Norwegian learning environments. Cryer Harms and Riley (2004) suggests that cultural preferences, values and beliefs, the curriculum, finance, physical environment and any staff issues can all pose a threat to scores using the subscales, however they note that ITERS scores should be used as an opportunity to consider if changes are needed in the areas identified.  According to Baustad (2012) the ITERS will only assess a snapshot of the practice at the setting, and therefore it cannot be considered conclusive. Furthermore, Evans (2012) considers that using the ITERS in conjunction with other quality assurance methods such as parent and practitioner questionnaires will enhance accurate reflective practice for the setting.  Bjornestad and Os (2017) notes that while the ITERS can provide a general impression of care, it also only represents one perspective of quality, and therefore it is not objective and can be considered to have a cultural bias and recommends that a combination of quality assurance approaches should be utilised.  
According to Bjornestad and Os (2017), scores for interaction when using the ITERS scale were higher when there was a qualified teacher present and therefore this indicates that practitioner qualifications and interactions are important factors for quality assurance in the early years.  Similarly, the longitudinal EPPE (Taggart, et al., 2000), and the REPEY projects (Siraj-Blatchford, et al., 2002) revealed that high qualified staff and the quality interactions that take place between children and practitioners has the most significant impact upon children’s learning and development.  
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale (Siraj, et al., 2015) more commonly known as SSTEW aims to do address this area, with communication between the child and the practitioner put at the forefront of the observational tool.  Rather than looking at the environment and the resources on offer, it focuses upon the well-being of the child, the enablement of self-regulation, and development of ideas through interactions with others and sustained shared thinking opportunities. It concentrates upon the support and quality experiences and interactions offered to children that will develop focussed thinking and problem-solving skills (Sylva, 2015, cited in Siraj, et al., 2015). Grenier (2020) states that high quality early years care and education must be based upon the practitioner’s ability to know children well, to be able to attune to their emotions and understand their developmental needs. According to Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015) the scale aims to build upon environment rating scales such as ITERS and Howard et al. (2018) states that the SSTEW was developed as an extension of the environmental scales with developmental theory and practice in mind. The scales have been designed similarly to those found in the environmental scales and therefore practitioners who are already familiar with these should find the SSTEW tool straightforward to use.  Siraj-Blatchford (2009, cited in Marbina et al., 2015) explains that the theory derives from Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, relying upon the knowledge of the adult to support the development of the child’s knowledge and vice versa, thinking together, learning together.  Siraj et al. (2015) states that practitioners will learn to tune into children’s needs and thoughts, developing the skill of knowing when to stand back and observe and then when to offer intervention and support.  
According to Marbina et al. (2015) the SSTEW puts emphasis upon the importance of children’s wellbeing and the direct link to their cognitive ability.  This benefits the children as practitioners understand the importance of them being emotionally available to the children in order to not only support the children’s emotional wellbeing but also to support their learning and build knowledge. The role of the adult with this scale in mind is to scaffold the children’s learning through providing what is needed and extending the knowledge. Howard et al. (2018) suggests that the SSTEW scale affords a rare prospect of allowing the reflection of practitioner’s interactions.  Siraj et al. (2015) suggests that while the idea of sustained shared thinking is well known, often in reality, early years practice does not reflect this and therefore the SSTEW will be beneficial for practitioners to understand how and why they should develop their interactions with children to provide valuable opportunities for learning. However, according to Howard et al. (2018) the SSTEW scale can be dependent upon the observer’s opinion and belief and therefore there is a possibility of the scale becoming subjective.  
The EPPSE project (2015, cited in Grenier, 2020) demonstrated that while quality interactions are important for all children, this is particularly needed for children living in poverty and therefore it is vital that practitioners receive quality training to support children effectively. Grenier (2020) states that the Fostering Effective Early Learning Study (Siraj, et al. 2018), more commonly known as FEEL has identified that practitioners need to feel confident in their ability support children’s individual needs. According to Siraj and Kingston (2019), continuous professional development is important, however it needs to be training that will make a positive difference to prevent it becoming a waste of time and money.  The FEEL study has indicated that quality training, led by a highly knowledgeable trainer, is key and that training needs to be substantial and demonstrate practical knowledge (Siraj, et al. 2018). This study piloted the Leadership for Learning PD programme, led by Professor Iram Siraj, with the aim of enabling practitioners to become confident in delivering a quality provision which focused upon children’s wellbeing and learning through an evidence-based model. According to Siraj and Kingston (2019) practitioners who participated in the study reported that there were significant improvements in the quality of learning pedagogy and interactions with the children through sustained shared thinking.  Practitioners reported that they felt more confident in understanding their role and purpose, gained more child development knowledge and had 60% had noticed increased engagement, focus and problem-solving skills from the children in their care.  Siraj and Kingston (2019) state that the study demonstrates that high quality makes a real difference in increasing the quality practice on offer which not only is beneficial to children and parents but also to staff morale and the service.  
According to Canning and Reed (2012) quality in the early years provision must be a continuous reflective process.  Quality assurance tools range from seeking the children’s viewpoints, practitioner, and parent questionnaires to specific early years tools like ITERS or SSTEW as discussed.  However, unless the findings are presented are used to identify and implement areas of improvement, then the process is meaningless.  Quality practice requires quality reflection and the drive to want to continuously improve. 
To conclude, now the writer recognises that to gain a holistic picture of how well the setting is doing, a variety of quality assurance methods will be needed, as using just one may not provide an objective viewpoint.  Reflecting upon the information presented through the FEEL study, the writer now understands the significance of high-quality training and professional development and feels that studying this degree course has enabled the writer to become more confident in their ability to lead the setting competently with the aim to continuously striving to improve.
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