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The United Nations Convention on the rights of the Child (UNCRC) is the most ratified treaty in human rights history and came into force in the UK in 1992 (UNICEF, 2022). It sets out the rights of every child including the right to protection from violence (article 19) and the right to a name and nationality (article 7). The articles are all equal, and no article takes precedent over another. The UNCRC contains 54 articles detailing these rights and they were made part of Welsh domestic law in 2004 (Welsh Government, 2022). Included in the 54 articles are articles 28 and 29 which outline the rights of children to education. Article 28 refers specifically to states that ratify the convention recognise the rights of children to education, whilst article 29 refers ensuring all children receive education of the highest possible standard and is directed to ensure children reach their potential (UNICEF, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_9aLJ2roV]As mentioned above, the UNCRC has been made part of Welsh domestic law, ensuring that all working in education in Wales have a statutory duty to adhere to the highest possible standards, for the benefit of the children. Alongside the articles of the UNCRC, numerous laws have been passed in Wales designed to ensure the standards of education are as high as possible. One example of such an act is the School Standards and Organisation Act (2013). This act-imposed requirements on schools in accordance with the bodies that they work with. It also gives guidance on factors that should be taken into account by the bodies with the power to reconfigure school provision such as Estyn (Education Wales, 2018).
This is one example of the guidance given to bodies that exist to ensure that education providers are giving the best possible provision to pupils and that they are meeting the statutory requirements required. In Wales, between Estyn and Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) all education settings are inspected to ensure that they are currently meeting the statutory requirements for the provision of education, and to do this Estyn currently inspects 5 areas. These areas are Learning, Wellbeing and attitudes to learning, Teaching and learning experiences, Care and support and guidance and Leadership and management. According to their website, Estyn are committed to improving the quality of education and training and outcomes for all learners in Wales, with a final goal of developing a self-improving and learning culture within schools meaning they have a significant influence on the direction of education in Wales.
One example of the influence Estyn has in education in Wales was its role in the introduction of the Literacy and Numeracy Framework in 2013 following its criticism of schools stating they were not doing enough to embed literacy and numeracy skills in different contexts within the curriculum (Grigg, 2016, p. 13). This shows that the Welsh Government take Estyn’s recommendations and findings very seriously, meaning all education providers must ensure they meet their requirements. 
With regards to CIW, they are responsible for inspecting all settings in Wales that are categorised as care, ranging from adult care homes to preschool settings. According to their website they are the independent regulators of social care and childcare in Wales and inspect a range of settings from adult services such as care homes to child services such as non-maintained settings (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). They carry out functions on behalf of Welsh Government ministers and ensure that services meet legislative and statutory requirements. They also have the power to decide who can provide services and drive improvement in settings they find unsatisfactory.
The national minimum standards set out by CIW are published in a document titled ‘National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years.’ The document was published in 2012 but was revised in 2016 and considers other laws and policies passed by the Welsh Government such as the UNCRC, the Foundation Phase curriculum and other policies including those on play, the Welsh language and sustainability and the environment (Education Wales, 2016, p. 12-13). 
The national minimum standards range from standards on leadership and management to the quality of care and the physical environments at the setting. The standards are comprehensive and give a clear expectation of what CIW would expect to see during an inspection. However, CIW are keen to point out that these standards are minimum, and state in order to provide quality childcare, the general expectation is that registered persons work toward ensuring that these basic standards are exceeded (Education Wales, 2016, p.4). 
[bookmark: _Int_jNF1TQ30]Quality in the early years has been much more scrutinised in the UK since the turn of the century due to changing social contexts and a commitment to meeting political targets as a result of extensive literature and research on the benefits of early years education (Melhuish, 2004, p. 9). There are many factors that make up the quality of early years settings, including how much the setting exceeds the minimum standards expected of them. One factor highlighted by Leana, Appelbaum and Shevchuk (2009, p. 1188) is collaboration and teamwork. Their research showed a positive association between quality of provision and collaboration among staff and recommended further training for early years practitioners focusing on teamwork and joint decision making. This is reflected by the standard 14 of the national minimum standards that outlines minimum expectations on organisation within the setting. 
Similarly, research by Cottle and Alexander (2014, p. 654) suggests that the involvement of parents is another key factor in the quality of provision from a setting. The authors concluded that quality provision was impossible without positive relationships founded on mutual trust, shared values, and a common purpose. This is again reflected in the national minimum standards, with constant reference to the involvement of parents in decisions throughout standards but particularly within standard 6, titled ‘working in partnership with parents’ (Education Wales, 2016, p. 22). 
The literature mentioned explains the reasoning behind the standards being chosen as those in which settings are judged. For example, as research proves that parental involvement increases the quality of provision, it is essential that a setting has good involvement with parents as a minimum standard. However, Hoa, Campbell-Barr, and Leeson (2010, p. 247) are somewhat critical of national minimum standards as a construct, arguing that minimum standards work on the assumption that where structural quality exists, process quality will follow but there is not yet clear evidence that this is the case. 
However, CIW are committed to using the national minimum standards for the near future, therefore it is vital that settings are equipped to go above the minimum standard required in order to meet the expectation that basic standards are exceeded. To do this, early years settings have access to a number of quality assurance methods both official and research based to show that they are going above the minimum standards. 
One such quality assurance method is the Quality for All (QfA) mark which is awarded by Early Years Wales. According to their website, the QfA mark is available to any type of childcare service and includes written self-evaluations of the service and an assessment of practice (Early Years Wales, 2022). This award was previously known as the WPPA Quality for All Mark awarded by the Wales Pre-School Providers Association before they became known as Early years Wales. This mark of quality was recognised by CIW and was mentioned in inspection reports as a sign that the setting had aimed to achieve higher than national minimum standards. 
Early Years Wales state that the QfA mark is proof that children and families are going to benefit from the provision offered by the setting awarded it. The mark shows the setting has high quality staff that care in safe environments where holistic development takes place (Early Years Wales, 2022). The quality assurance mark is given after a visit from an assessor that produces a report which can be shared with local authorities and parents which also contains recommendations for further improvement. Part of the process also includes an evaluation form for practitioners to fill in critically reflecting on the service they provide. 
The reasoning behind this is that critical reflection is now viewed as essential practice for education practitioners, but this was not always the case. Following work by Dewey in the 1930’s which was subsequently developed into the notion of the reflective practitioner by Schön in the 1980’s, reflection has now become a vital skill for practitioners to develop. It is now a vital part of training for new practitioners as reflection has acted as a catalyst in transforming practitioners from rigidly following curriculums into professionals able to analyse and adapt their provision accordingly (Liu, 2015, p.136). In addition to this, Shandomo (2010, p. 101) states that through the process of critical reflection, practitioners interpret and create new knowledge and actions from different experiences.
Therefore, by completing an honest self-evaluation in order to be awarded this mark, practitioners must engage in critical reflection which in turn has a positive impact on the quality of provision they provide. Consequently, applying for and being awarded a mark such as this is one way of showing that the setting has gone above the minimum required and the benefits extend to not only the children and families but the practitioner's professional development as well. 
Another tool that is used to demonstrate the quality of an early years setting that has significant benefits is the use of SSTEW (Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing) Scales. According to Howard et al (2018, p. 2) quality is measured by considering process and structural aspects of quality. The process aspect is measured through attempting to capture the child's everyday experiences, or what it is like to be a child in that environment whilst the structural aspects apply more to regulated aspects such as organisation, qualifications, and staffing ratios. This suggests that the quality of provision has more than the factors often considered to be most important, such as good documentation or meeting national standards, and the feelings of the children must be taken into account.
Following this, according to Howard et al (2018, p. 2), in order to measure structural and process aspects, researchers often use Environment Rating Scales (ERS). ERS were developed to evaluate the process quality in settings for children (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010, p. 2). One example of a well-known ERS scale is the ECERS-R, which was designed to assist practitioners in examining environments used by early years children in order to improve the quality of provision. The scale was then divided into seven subscales designed to guide the observer to meaningful areas of interest in early childhood classrooms such as personal care routines and creative activities (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010, p. 2). 
The SSTEW scale is a form of ERS that combines sustained shared thinking (SST) and the emotional wellbeing of the children. It compromises five domains that include building trust, extending communication and language development, supporting emotional wellbeing, supporting learning and critical thinking, and assessing learning and language, which are then assessed depending on the quality of child/staff interactions (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2019, p. 4).
 The SST refers to an interaction where two or more individuals work together to solve a problem or evaluate an activity, but as it also includes emotional wellbeing the scale recognises the importance of child centered and developmentally appropriate practice that shows progression in learning, leading to self-regulated autonomous learners. Thus, the SSTEW scale is a tool developed to bridge the gap between research and practice, and support understanding, integrity, and sustainability in high-quality interaction (Howard et al, 2018, p.3-4). 
Research by Howard et al (2018, p. 12) found that the SSTEW scale was especially useful in capturing children's numeracy development, but the authors are keen to point out that the SSTEW scale’s potential for informing practice and learning is an area that requires further investigation. However, their study also suggests that the SSTEW scale is useful in observing quality in the setting when referenced to its influence on children's development. 
Furthermore, research by Melhuish and Gardiner (2019, p. 5) states that a higher SSTEW score was common in settings that had a larger number of places and a higher mean level of staff qualification. It can be concluded from this, that evidence suggests higher scores on the SSTEW scale suggest a higher quality of provision from a setting and that most settings should be using a type of ERS to further note the quality of provision they offer. The use of these leads to benefits such as knowing exactly where further improvements need to be made, whether that be in literacy, numeracy, or another aspect of childhood development. 
In conclusion, it is clear from the above that there are numerous benefits to early years settings promoting and ensuring quality above the statutory requirements set out by organisations such as CIW or Estyn. Whilst meeting minimum standards would pass an inspection, it is vital that leaders are ambitious and ensure the provision that they deliver exceeds the minimum expected. A vital part of this is to ensure that all staff receive training in critical reflection, and are given opportunities to partake in professional development. In order to guarantee that early years settings exceed minimum standards, it is recommended that they seek to be awarded quality assurance marks such as the QfA award as a symbol of higher quality provision. Alternatively, using ERS through means of observation is a well-researched and proven method to improve the quality of provision for children and assuring quality to parents. 
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