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‘Quality’ in Early Years Provision 

‘Quality’ within the early years provision has been known to be a diverse perspective, due to having such a vast range of stakeholders involved in its provision. These stakeholders may hold different views on what quality may look like in practice of early years settings, there for to define quality in such provision can prove to be difficult (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). 
Although in order to gain some clarity on the quality provision within the sector, settings make use of quality assurance methods. 

 Where quality childcare is provided to children, greater outcomes are achieved. Evidence suggests that children that spend time within quality settings, are at an advantage of benefiting in their language, social and intellectual development (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999). These children are also more likely to achieve greater outcomes in school and beyond, where they have the cognitive abilities that are adequate for life-long learning (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008). Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012), argues that high quality settings are most beneficial to children from disadvantaged backgrounds, where the it can reduce the effects of social disadvantage. In order to tackle this issue within the Early Years, The Welsh Government have provided a Pupil deprivation grant to overcome the barriers its’ disadvantaged learners may face, which prevents them from reaching their full potential (Welsh Government, 2015). The increasing number of evidence (Bertram and Pascal, 2006) that identifies, the potential of quality services has on transforming young children’s lives, has added greater emphasis on the national strategy to raise standards in order to improve on quality of provision across the early childcare sector. The Welsh Government (2013), recognise within ‘Building a Brighter Future’, that in order to improve the quality within early years settings, they must consider their practice in terms of experiences, leadership, the work force and the learning environment. 

In order for early childcare settings and providers to ensure that they provide a service of quality, they should make use of quality improvement and quality assurance schemes. Having these schemes in place, they are able to raise standards, due to assessing their own provision, comparing it with the descriptions of best practice, which will further aid in recognising areas for improvement (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999). 
Both quality improvement and quality assurance schemes include self-assessments, where providers are to use the assessments to identify their issues in practice and what improvements they can provide in an action plan (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999).
The National Minimum Standards recognise, that Early Years childcare settings are able to ensure quality provision, where their service is monitored effectively, as children and their families benefit from such practise. The quality assurance methods chosen by the setting should ensure it is an effective quality assurance method, that takes into account the views of the children and their parents, in order to access the measurements of the service when meeting the needs of the children in the setting, and that there is continuous monitoring of the quality of service (Welsh Government, 2016). 

The government’s legislation of Children Act (2004), demand for transformation and expansion across services provided to children and families, put responsibility on the local authorities to design and develop high quality services in children’s health, education and support services (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). Childhood settings are among the services in which quality is in need of expansion, where strategy of evaluation and quality improvement programmes will be of service. (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). 

Sustained Shared Thinking and Wellbeing Scale 

The quality of interactions, which includes ‘sustained shared thinking’, have a great impact on raising the quality of provision within a setting, as illustrated within the REPEY Project (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Adults who display warm, encouraging and responsive relationships with children, aid in ‘sustained shared thinking’ (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Howard et al (2018), recognise the importance of ‘sustained shared thinking’ and it’s positive impact it has on the development of a child’s language, learning and thinking skills. 
Sustained shared thinking is known to be an interaction between two or more persons, where they work together to solve a problem in an intellectual way. It must involve contribution to the thinking by both parties, and it must develop and extend the understanding of the issue. Howard et al (2018) illustrate, that when considering sustained shared thinking in the early years concept, it is where an interaction supports and extends a child’s thinking, where further supporting their communication, language, thinking and learning. 

In order to support Sustained Shared Thinking (SST), the Sustained Shared Thinking and Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) is made use of, in Early Years settings. The scale is developed to support, increase and improve the practice and identification of episodes of SST within early years settings (Howard et al, 2018). The Scale also identifies, the importance of child-centred and developmentally appropriate practice, which shows progression in learning to be able to support children to become self-regulated, autonomous learners (Howard et al ,2018). The SSTEW scale highlights the emotional well-being of children, and the importance of encouraging positive relationships and providing support in communication skills through sustained shared thinking, where this is supported by the Welsh Government’s claim of well-being in children being paramount, and illustrates within the Social Service and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014).  
Where greater scores are awarded within the SSTEW scale, it is where providers in early years settings understand the children in their care well, including their interests, beliefs, cultures and achievements. Where the setting provides children the opportunity to have their curiosity, thinking and questioning enhanced, where children engage appropriately to such activities, educators show a range of teaching and learning techniques, and where each individual child has support towards their needs as individuals (Howard et al , 2018). The SSTEW Scale also recognises the importance of educators in early years, working closely to the parents and carers of children in their setting, in order to provide them with support in quality interactions in the home learning environment. The Scale provides early years settings with the opportunity to promote improvement and professional development through recognising their strengths and understanding which areas need improvements. 

The National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016) recognise that, early years settings should recognise the individual needs of the children in their care, they go on to identify needs such as recognising a child’s individual cultures and beliefs, where in practice they can understand and cater for these children. Although the SSTEW scale further identifies not only the beliefs and cultures of children but go on to gain greater understanding of the child’s interests and understanding in order to aid in Sustained shared thinking (Tower Hamlets, 2023). 
The SSTEW meets the principles within the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016). The SSTEW scale, recognises the standard of nature and well-being in children. The Scale identifies within its subscales, how building trust, confidence and independence in children aids in the well-being of children, it goes on to state clearly how the scale can identify and promote such practice; through self-regulation and self- development, through the encouragement of choices and independent play, and ensuring planning is made for small group and individual interactions and adult deployment (Tower Hamlets, 2023). 
The SSTEW scale follows the expectations within the National Minimum Standards for settings to follow, although the scale is very detailed in-regards to the scoring outcomes a setting may achieve. The outcomes vary for from inadequate, minimal, good and excellent (Tower Hamlets, 2023). 

Early Childhood Environment Ratings Scales (ECERS)

This scale has been aided by the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondry Education (EPPSE) project and acts as a quality assurance tool, in aiding improvement within early years settings (A UK ECERS Network Resource, 2023)
The ECERS scale has been designed to examine the quality within the early years whilst considering the structural and process aspects that effect on the early years setting (Brunsek et al., 2017). The Welsh Curriculum recognises the role of the early childhood educators, is to provide a creative space that actively encourage listening to the voice of the child. Practitioners must be skilful, observant and interested adults who are to provide children with engaging experiences in effective, exciting environments (Welsh Government, 2022). The Curriculum also recognises the importance of continuous monitoring and reviewing of the effectiveness of the environment in which early years educators provide and then adapt to accordingly (Welsh Government, 2022). 

The ECERS scale are in place to assess quality within the early years and claims to be reliable and effective in order to evaluate quality and further aid in improvements. 
The ECERS scale is very similarly designed as the SSTEW scale, in terms of the rating score categorising from inadequate, minimal, good and excellent. The ECERS third edition scale consists of 35 items which has been organised into 6 subscales. These subscales specifically identify the expectations in which settings can achieve quality provision (Environment Rating Scale, 2023). When considering the in-depth detail of the scale, it is one that is very specific when comparing to the National Minimum standards. Where the National Minimum standards identify how settings must provide children with a learning environment in which is suitable for its purpose and offers children with access to facilities for a range of activities that promote development (Welsh Government, 2016), the ECERS 3rd Edition, specifies how it expects settings to provide indoor space with furnishing that is for care, play and learning, that the room arrangement is designed for play and learning, that children are provided with space for privacy, child-related displays, space for gross motor play and that there is gross motor equipment (Environment Rating Scale, 2023).  Being specific, could be assumed to achieve greater quality provision, however research suggests that the ECERS scale is often a limited quality provision due to only focusing heavily on one aspect (Brunsek, et al. 2017). Another limitation to the ECERS scale being a credible method of quality provision is due it not taking in account the children in its care’s opinions and views in terms of their perception of the quality in practice they receive, this is clearly illustrated within the UNCRC article 12: every child has the right to express their opinions freely on matters that have an effect on them, including their rights in education, where adults must listen and take these opinions seriously (UNICEF, 2023). 

The National Minimum standards recognise how children must be provided with opportunities for play and learning, and the Foundation phase in Wales further specify how settings must provide learning, within its seven areas of learning. Recognising areas of learning such as physical development, creative development, mathematical development and language, literacy and communication skills (Welsh Government, 2016). The importance of these learning areas are also identified within the ECERS scale, but again are more detailed in regards to what opportunities should children in the setting be offered with. The Scale makes strong links the learning curriculum and in the sense of the types of opportunities a setting must offer children, in order to achieve great outcomes (Environment Rating Scale, 2023). The scale specifies how children should be provided with learning activities which include fine motor, art, music and movement, blocks, dramatic play, mathematical materials and activities, maths on a daily basis, understanding written numbers, nature and science and the appropriate use of technology (Environment Rating Scale, 2023). 

Benefits and Limitations to Quality Assurance methods 

There can be benefits and limitations when making use of various quality assurance methods. Munton, McCullum and Rivers (1999) identify such challenges when Implementing quality assurance schemes in practice. The most commonly identified limitation when implementing quality assurance programmes, was that early-years educators, found difficulty finding the time to complete portfolio’s and gather the data in order to complete the file. In order for quality assurance schemes to be effective in practice where they are most likely to influence quality in a setting, all members must play actively within the process and engage accordingly (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999).  
Another challenge that is understood, during implementation is the use of the manual of the programmes. Many programmes are aided with manuals for service providers to follow, which has been identified a challenge due to not making its use clear, and potentially practitioners within the setting, misunderstanding how the programme should work. Munton, McCullun and Rivers (1999) also ilistrates how settings identified, manuals being the main source of informative provider for the settings. 
Accredited settings, believed that their service has improved as a result of completing the process of the scheme, in particularly the aid in promoting quality within improving and developing written policies and procedures, in particularly in relation to health and safety measures, and also equal opportunities (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999). 
Benefits from implementing quality assurance schemes were recorded in settings where there were further improvements to practice such as increased training opportunities, better record keeping, systems to allow for better planning of activities, improved relationships with the children and improved methods of communications with parents, all of which add to improved quality in the setting (Munton, McCullun and Rivers, 1999). 
Quality Assurance schemes can provide Early Years settings with the tools in order to create a diverse range of policies and practices, in order to promote quality assurance and improvements within provision (OECD Education Policy Perspectives, 2022). 
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