2009196	ECEY6011	Word Count: 1876
Reflective paper
Introduction
This paper will critically explore why quality is important in the early years by reflecting on the advantages of quality assurance methods in order to promote and ensure quality that meets statutory requirements. This paper also aims to critically analyse different methods of quality assurance, focusing on two types, the SSTEW Scale and questionnaires.
Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) discuss that although leadership and quality service is greatly sought out for throughout Early Years settings, there is little to no clear indication to what it is. Supporting this idea, Mswela (2019) states that while experts such as Heckman (2011), Heckman, Pinto & Savelyer (2013) and Litjens & Taguma (2010) agree that children require quality education, they differ on what quality is, what constitutes a quality setting, which programmes are of high standards, which schemes are more probable to satisfy the requirements for quality, and which programmes fall short of the standard for quality. 
According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), a child's potential academic success as well as their cognitive, social, and emotional development can be greatly influenced by receiving high-quality early childhood education (NAEYC, 2021). Furthermore, studies indicate that young people who participate in excellent early childhood programs are more likely to complete high school, enrol in college, and achieve more as adults (Bai et al., 2020). Moreover, early years settings play a critical role in fostering children's socio-emotional skills, which are crucial for their overall well-being and future success. Supporting this statement, further research indicates that high-quality early childhood programs can support the development of children's social skills, emotional regulation, and problem-solving abilities (Zins et al., 2004).
Furthermore, the importance of quality care in Early Years settings has been recognized by policymakers and professional organizations. For example, the UK government has set out minimum standards for early years providers through the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework, which aims to ensure that children receive high-quality care and education, covering areas such as learning and development, safeguarding and welfare, and assessment and reporting (Department for Education, 2021). Similarly, the NAEYC has established a set of accreditation standards to promote high-quality early childhood education programs in the United States (NAEYC, 2021).
There are several legislations and policies put in place to ensure that practitioners provide high-quality care and education in Early Years settings including Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004, Education Act 2011 that are put in place to give all governing bodies, local education authorities and any organisations working with children the duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of children. In order to further eliminate barriers in Wales, the Additional learning needs and educational Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) was put in place to provide better understanding and guidance to practitioners of what needs to be done to support ALN children and adapt settings in order to adhere to their specific needs, ensuring quality provision.
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 was put in place to create a sustainable Wales, looking at 7 different aspects. It can provide support in order to break generational cycles of poverty, helping children’s well-bring to be maintained and to give them quality education and care. It is recognised that children’s individual needs, preferences and circumstance are to be considered under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 in order to ensure their well-being is maintained and a high standard quality of care is provided. Children and family’s wellbeing is the basis for how they perform daily, and prioritising it ensures a better and more positive way of working (Bonell et al., 2014). 
In addition to the legislations and policies mentioned, the new Curriculum for Wales (2022) has also been introduced by the Welsh Government (2022) to ensure high-quality care and education in Early Years settings in Wales. The new curriculum is a statutory framework for all schools and settings in Wales, including those that provide education for children in the Foundation Phase, which covers children from three to seven years old. The new Curriculum for Wales (2022) places a strong emphasis on child-centered learning, promoting well-being, and developing children's skills and knowledge. It also emphasizes the importance of creating learning environments that are inclusive, safe, and supportive for all children. The curriculum is designed to ensure that children in Wales receive high-quality care and education in Early Years settings, which will support their development and enable them to reach their full potential.
The SSTEW (Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being) scale is a method of quality assurance in the Early Years that aims to assess and improve the quality of interactions between Early Years practitioners and children. While the SSTEW scale has been widely used in the UK and has received some positive feedback from practitioners, it has also been subject to some criticism. Siraj, I., et al. (2023) believe the SSTEW scale can be used to successfully improve the quality of care and child development. Following sub section 2 of the SSTEW subscale 2 ‘supporting social and emotional wellbeing to review practise’ it is the practitioner’s duty to ensure all children’s social and emotional well-being is maintained. By tracking progress to analyse room for improvement in practise, this is in line with the Care Standards act 2000 which sets the standards for care services. By tracking results and progress, it means that high quality care is being provided. Also, in line with the UNCRC Article 24 published by UNICEF (2019), governing bodies and local education authorities must allow children the right to be healthy, safe and have their wellbeing maintained. By monitoring progress of interventions to ensure that children are cared for and that their well-being is maintained, the quality of care provided for children in Early Years settings is better understood (Ishimine and Tayler, 2014). 
A study conducted by Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) indicates that the SSTEW scale is a useful tool for improving the quality of interactions in early years settings. However, it is recognised that there were limitations to the scale, including the need for further research to establish its validity and reliability. Similarly, an article by Melhuish and Gardiner (2019) provides a critical evaluation of different methods of assessing quality in early childhood education and care, including the SSTEW scale. The authors note that while the SSTEW scale is useful for assessing interactions between practitioners and children, it may not be sufficient for evaluating other aspects of quality, such as the physical environment or the qualifications and training of practitioners. In contrast, Bradford (2021) found that the SSTEW scale was a feasible and acceptable tool for use in pre-school settings in England, but however noted that there were limitations to the scale, including the potential for bias in practitioner self-reporting.
In line with the National Minimum Standards published by the Welsh Government (2016), under standard 4, to provide effective quality provision, professionals must validate that all individual children’s needs and requirements are met, and adjustments are made throughout. This can be done by using questionnaires to obtain feedback. Questionnaires are a commonly used method of quality assurance in the Early Years, with the aim of gathering feedback from parents, practitioners, and children to improve the quality of provision. However, the use of questionnaires in this context has been subject to criticism, and there are some limitations to consider. Bhat (2023) believes that open-ended questions in questionnaires allows for answers to be answered in full-depth and not to be restricted to a choice. However, Slot (2015) highlights that questionnaires can be useful for gathering information from parents, practitioners, and children, but may not always provide accurate or reliable data due to issues such as social desirability bias, limited response rates, and cultural differences in attitudes and beliefs. This means that they may not feel confident or have the ability to answer to a full potential (Rubio, 2021).
Questionnaires are found to be beneficial when answers remain anonymous (Munn and Drever, 1990). Under the Data Protection Act 2018, anonymity allows individuals data to be protected. This ensures confidentiality of answers which would allow for openness as parents may be more comfortable answering questionnaire truthfully without judgement (Bartram, 2019). By receiving feedback from parents and recognising any concerns, it will support to improve quality of care. A recent study found that parent questionnaires allow settings to better understand areas that need improving by them sharing their opinions and experiences with us (Lastikka and Lipponen, 2016). Desforges and Abouchaar (2003) emphasize the parental involvement in children's education found that while questionnaires can be a useful tool for gathering parents' perspectives, they should be used in conjunction with other methods of data collection, such as interviews or focus groups, to provide a more comprehensive understanding of parents' views and experiences. Similarly, Agbenyega (2012) explains the use of questionnaires as part of a self- evaluation process in Early Years setting, stating that while questionnaires can be a useful tool for gathering feedback from parents and practitioners, it is important to consider the limitations of this method, such as the potential for bias and the need to ensure that questions are clear and relevant to the context.
Findings show that the SSTEW scale and questionnaires are both methods of quality assurance in the early years that aim to gather information to improve the quality of provision (Macdonald, Gealy and Tinney, 2021). All things considered, both methods of quality assurance differ in several ways. The SSTEW scale focuses specifically on assessing and improving the quality of interactions between practitioners and children (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Differently, questionnaires can be used to gather feedback on a wider range of aspects of quality, such as the physical environment, resources, and parental involvement (Rowley, 2003). Nonetheless, the SSTEW scale involves direct observation of interactions between practitioners and children by an external observer, who then rates the quality of those interactions using a standardized scale (Kazmierska-Kowalewska et al., 2021). Meanwhile, Ali et al (2020) states that questionnaires involve gathering feedback from parents, practitioners, and children through self-reporting or by responding to questions on a survey. Further research shows that the SSTEW scale has been validated and shown to be reliable in measuring the quality of interactions in Early Years settings (Howard et al., 2020). On the other hand, questionnaires may be subject to issues such as social desirability bias and limited response rates, which can affect the validity and reliability of the data collected (Durmaz, Dursun and Kabadayi, 2020).  Moreover, the SSTEW scale may require specialist training for practitioners to use effectively, as it involves direct observation and rating of interactions (Kruty et al., 2021). This means additional resources are required in order to use the SSTEW Scale appropriately. Contrastingly, questionnaires can be administered easily and require less training to implement (Mann,1998). This means that it can be more cost effective that the SSTEW Scale.
In conclusion, it is necessary to evaluate the quality of care in a setting by using assurance methods. The SSTEW scale and questionnaires differ in their focus, data collection methods, validity and reliability, and implementation requirements. Both methods can be useful tools for gathering information to improve the quality of provision, but practitioners should consider the strengths and limitations of each method when selecting a method of quality assurance.
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