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Reflective Paper
Quality assurance is a way in which settings evaluate aspects of practice to enhance and support the well-being and outcomes for children. Early years practitioners use quality assurance schemes to provide guidance for settings to raise standards through a process of self-evaluation and self-assessment. This helps settings to identify strengths and areas for improvement within their practice (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). The benefits of quality assurance according to Reed and Canning (2012) is that it promotes effective practice and continuous professional development in settings and provides recognition that they have progressed against a range of standards that has achieved an award or accreditation level. This improves the quality of settings and ensures all practitioners consider how to best improve, create and maintain provision in order to offer the highest quality learning experiences for all children and their families (Foundation Years, No Date). However, Janta et al. (2016) considers that some quality assurance tools can be costly for settings.  Gordon et al. (2018) also adds that with such consequences for funding and reputation, these quality measures can have a great influence on practitioner practice and provision which therefore indicates that these measures are important for settings. 
According to Reed and Canning (2012), settings that have ratings of high quality proves to parents that the setting has raised the standards beyond the minimum standards and shows that the setting is providing quality within the setting for children. However, Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) explain that parents do not in fact have much understanding of what quality early years provision looks like. It was further explained how parents do not have a real understanding of what inspection reports are and that they also lacked understanding about curriculum frameworks for settings. Cottle and Alexander (2014) provide some detail that parents look for nurturing environments where children are emotionally secure with plenty of play opportunities. Another aspect to parents’ perspectives was well-qualified and experienced staff whom can form good bonds with both parents and their children. Malovic and Malovic (2017) states that it is the environment and relationships parents define as quality within a setting rather than inspection reports. Settings focus should be to provide children with a pleasant and supportive environment that meets the needs of all individual children and their families.  
According to Penn (2011), policy suggests that there are models and systems for what constitutes as quality in early years settings however Cottle (2013) highlights that quality can be seen differently by each individual person with differing values and personal views. Although, despite the diverse views about what constitutes as high-quality, Janta et al. (2016) states that there are two concepts that discuss quality in terms of structural and process quality. Structural quality provides the framework for the elements of process quality to operate and consists of inputs such as staff qualifications, environment, materials and child-adult ratios. Process quality however refers to aspects of the settings environment as experienced by children such as interactions with adults and peers, materials and activities available to them.  Bonetti and Brown (2018) suggests that there is a lack of strong evidence about what works best within early years provision, however Cottle (2013) suggests that there is room for both. PACEY (2018) supports this as it states that within The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education Project (EPPE), where reports looked at both structural and process quality, it highlighted that both qualities were important ways of looking at quality in early years provision. 
[bookmark: _Hlk4518166]According to Department for Education (2017), children who experience high quality provision are seen to achieve higher long-term and short-term outcomes. Good quality of provision can particularly, have positive effects on the educational, behavioural, cognitive and social outcomes of children. The EPPE project, according to Sylva et al. (2004), supports this as it concludes from the study that children did in fact achieve higher outcomes from attending a high-quality setting. The research indicated that pre-school has a positive impact on children’s progress and development and that the quality of provision plays an important role. The Children Act 2006 also states within its guidelines how children should receive high quality services to ensure children have the best start in life. It further states how early childcare settings have a duty to raise standards and quality within provision in order for children to receive better outcomes (HM Government, No Date). 
[bookmark: _Hlk4516424][bookmark: _Hlk4791962][bookmark: _Hlk4934352]The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scales (SSTEW) is an assurance tool to asses quality in early years education and is aimed to measure the quality of adult support and recognise the skills of practitioners and how they interact with children in promoting sustained shared thinking (Siraj et al. 2015). SSTEW scales are not a requirement for settings but it has been seen as a worthwhile addition to provision and practice. The scales offer a guide for childcare practices to help define what adults do to support both children’s emotional well-being and effective learning (National Day Nurseries Association, 2019).  According to Thompson (2015), it supports children to critically think, reason and problem solve through challenging activities and discussions with adults and each other.  It also further supports children’s confidence, risk taking and independence through curiosity, thinking and questioning. The SSTEW tool, according to an article by Howard et al. (2018), is seen to go beyond previous quality rating scales as they focus more on aspects of the environment and routines of the setting and only look at a small aspect of the quality of relationships and interactions. It was also highlighted in the study that it could be underestimated how the SSTEW scales have potential to capture environmental aspects relevant for fostering children’s learning and development more broadly. The SSTEW tool, according to Siraj et al. (2015), is a deeper and more effective way of ensuring practitioners support children’s interaction, learning and development and is seen as the most important element of high-quality provision. The EPPE project supports this according to Sylva et al. (2004) as within the study it showed links between positive learning outcomes and effective adult support though interactions. Siraj-Blatchford (2002) states that The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project further investigated this and it was evident that settings which used more sustained shared thinking in provision, saw more of an increase in children’s progress. In settings rated excellent, there were significantly more sustained shared thinking interactions between adults and children than settings rated good. However, Purdon (2014) highlights that although adult-child interaction is to be promoted within the sustained shared thinking, it must also be considered that children could lose confidence when adults engage with them during play. Nutbrown (2012) places great emphasis on practitioners understanding their roles in play, including when they should observe and support learning, not interfere. 
Vygotsky, according to Siraj-Blatchford (2009), was a theorist who strongly believed in the process of co-structing of knowledge and adult interaction with children. His zone of proximal development proved the importance of the adult’s role in supporting and scaffolding language and learning for children. Modelling appropriate languages and behaviours was another effective aspect of supportive learning that combined with sustained shared thinking (Siraj-Blatchford, 2002). This was another aspect to Bandura’s social learning theory where it was believed that children observe others and this also applies to language acquisition where children model adult’s behaviours (Samkange, 2015). 
However, Purdon (2014) states in an article that although SSTEW is seen to improve quality in settings, it does not consider whether practitioners in settings working with children would understand the term of sustained shared thinking and how they would put it into practice as part of the daily routines. In their study about practitioners’ perspectives on sustained shared thinking, some expressed confusion about the meaning of the term therefore, placing debate on whether these practitioners would support children’s thinking skills within provision. However, according to Department for Education (2017), practitioners who have attended SSTEW training courses have been given the knowledge and understanding about how to successfully support children’s thinking and learning in provision. A practitioner who is skilled in assessing, supporting and monitoring children’s cognitive and linguistic development is supporting children to progress and achieve better outcomes (Siraj et al. 2015). Janta et al. (2016) also highlights how this training will support continuous professional development by providing practitioners with new skills and knowledge which will increase their self-confidence to put this into practice.  However, Purdon (2016) states that practitioners in settings need additional training in order to support and assess children appropriately which can be an implication due to staffing issues and is asking a setting to do more than is needed. Purdon (2014) further explains that finding sufficient time to use the SSTEW tool was also considered difficult and time consuming to complete within provision.
Nutbrown (2012) raises further concerns about the standard of qualifications within early years education thus stressing that high quality education should be led by well-qualified practitioners. She also adds that practitioners should be encouraged by the leaders of the setting to implement sustained shared thinking into practice with adequate training and resourcing. Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) note that staffing is recognised as being central to quality, and whilst there has been emphasis on qualifications, there has also been discussion about the set of skills that are needed to support children and high-quality provision. 
The Environmental Rating Scales (ECERS) is another tool that can be used to measure and improve quality of provision in early years. It offers a structured approach to quality improvement and self-evaluation on the surrounding environment through an observational scale to rate quality (Penn, 2011). According to Brunsek et al. (2017) ECERS was developed to reflect on early years provision for children to ensure developmentally appropriate practice. Items on the ECERS assess a variety of aspects that influence childcare practice and the environment, including the curriculum, environment, teaching practices and teacher-child interactions.
[bookmark: _Hlk4779223]The ECERS help settings support quality above the minimum standards by ensuring a quality program is being provided to children including building positive relationships, protection of their health and safety and opportunities for learning and stimulation. It assesses both structural and process quality and is seen as a reliable tool for research, program evaluation and program improvement efforts (FPG Child Development Institute, No Date). 
[bookmark: _Hlk4934241]According to Seplocha (2016), completing the ECERS assessment can support staff to reflect on the positives of their environment and also areas that need change, which without the ECERS, would take more time for practitioners to understand and see in daily practice. She further states that the ECERS assessments will help to refine the provision and environment in settings so that quality rating scores will rise and provide ongoing quality for children. Lindon and Trodd (2016) also support that reflective practice is crucial to create and maintain an early years provision that is self-sustaining, active and capable of meeting new challenges. PACEY (2016) adds that enabling environments plays a key role in supporting children’s learning and development and provides children with positive play opportunities. However, Gordon et al. (2012) further highlights that completing the ECERS assessment can be time consuming and can be completed over a number of hours, which some early years practitioners may not have time to complete. FPG Child Development Institute (No Date) says that it can also be completed in shorter periods over the course of several days however, the scores may not be reliable as the scales are like time samples where it needs to be observed whether things happen frequently enough to make a developmental difference to children. 
According to Early et al. (2018), from using and implementing ECERS, the teacher interactions and learning opportunities were positively associated to growth in children’s learning and development, by practitioners recognising where changes needed to be made. According to Kay (2012), a good enabling environment should support children’s learning needs by providing stimulation, challenge and independence with assessable and appropriate learning materials. This is similar to the Maria Montessori approach according to Hodgman (2011) where providing children with the freedom to learn within an environment that is prepared with resources and materials designed to enable children to direct their own learning. Child Care Services Association (2018) explains that research indicates that children who spend time in high-quality child care environments have lasting benefits from the experience. This research could include the EPPE study as Sylva et al. (2004) states that within the research it was concluded that providing a high-quality service for children does have a long-term impact on outcomes and development. Poor-quality child care settings can therefore be detrimental to development as it can lead to poor social, emotional, educational and health outcomes as suggested by Manning et al. (2017). 
According to Child Care institute (2014), settings will have to complete further training in order to use the ECERS assessment tool, therefore going beyond standards to ensure the quality of provision and practice. This, Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) says, is a way in which practitioners are improving their professional development and staff can also use the tool as a self-assessment tool, to develop quality of own provision. Some aspects of the ECERS look at child-adult interactions, which can therefore help practitioners to assess their quality of delivery to children in order to improve the quality of service for children (FPG Child Development Institute, No Date).  The REPEY study, Siraj-Blatchford (2002) says, supports this as it was discovered that high quality adult-child interactions are significant for children’s long-term outcomes. However, according to Brunsek et al. (2017), ECERS tends to focus more on the interactions that the child has with the environment more so than interaction quality with adults which results in a narrower assessment of classroom quality. Manning et al.  (2017) further states that there was not a significant relationship between ECERS scores and high staff qualifications in their study as on the whole there was no association that staff qualifications were enough to improve and enhance the quality of childcare practice. Childcare Aware (No Date) states that the ECERS tools are designed to assess process quality, which have been found to be more predictive of children’s outcomes than the minimal structural indicators. Wanger et al. (2011) further notes that process quality factors provide a better picture of what is happening within settings and allows practitioners to see which areas require increased focus in a child’s immediate environment and social interactions. Penn (2011) suggests that in settings that view environmental, education and social development aspects as complementary and of equal importance, children make better all-round progress. 
Setodji et al. (2018) states that ECERS measures are good discriminators of quality and give a clear indication of what the level of quality is like in a setting at a particular time. However, Penn (2011) explains that observational scales can be known to be rather standardized and can be seen as a closed system of evaluation. This is because it only records what it being seen in the here and now and not of a setting’s long-term work. 
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