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What is quality?
Quality assurance is a process that is undertaken of a product or within childcare a service to ensure high standard and manage the quality for customers or service users. In childcare a quality service is one that meets the needs of its users for example the family and the individual child. There are many different perspectives on the term quality, and this is where carrying out quality services can become difficult. What some may view as quality others may not. Quality assurance is seen by (Donabedian, 2003) To be the actions taken to improve the quality of the care provided. (Shewfelt, 1999) describes the line between the differing concept of quality as orientation and states that quality can be based on the customers needs and wants. Therefore, who decides quality? Is it the customer or the service creator? In Wales it is the inspectors of the services for example CIW using their quality assurance report in order to ensure consistency in the care of children within the nursery settings of Wales (Richardson, 2022). (Harvey and Green, 2006) supports (Shewfelt, 1999) in stating that quality can mean different things to different people. It is also seen here that quality is an expectation of a user, for example a parent may view a nursery to be perfect if it is of good quality or expect good quality of, they are paying a large amount of money for their child’s attendance (Harvey and Green, 2006).
Following this, due to the perceptions of quality achieving it within setting can prove difficult and provide challenging for the mangers and owners of nurseries. There are many different service users of a nursery. Parents and carers using a nursery are looking for one of high quality and to them this may mean there are good resources, well trained and qualified staff (Truss, 2022). There is also evidence that highly qualified staff contribute hugely to the growth and accomplishments of children (Nutbrown, 2012). However, Howard et al. (2018) found that parents put their child’s happiness at the forefront of their needs for a quality setting. On the other hand, Smith (2007) states that those families of lower income need quality nurseries in order to go back to work. Smith does not state however what type of quality these parents in particular are looking for.
Quality in the early years sector is highly important for many reasons. Firstly, and one of the most important is for the children within the settings development and learning (Sylva et al., 2004). It has also been shown that within higher quality settings the interactions of staff and children were very responsive and that they held good relationships (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). This helps the children achieve their needs and thus proves the importance of quality within the sector (Welsh Government, 2013). 
An analysis by (Loureiro and González, 2008) states that quality is also important due to its influence on satisfaction, loyalty and trust. Within the childcare sector this shows great importance through providing this to carers and parents it ensures they can trust the staff, be satisfied with the care that their children will receive. Their loyalty will ensure they keep their children within the nursery for as long as possible and in future, return with more children they may bare. There are many aspects that contribute to the overall quality of a setting that do not involve the people working there, such as the environment, this being large bright rooms, outdoor areas, age-appropriate toys and a child centred view (National development play, 2006). 
Furthermore the curriculum and planning within a nursery will be very dependant on the quality of a nursery, for example if there is a followed curriculum or individual plans for children, how this is monitored, the information given to parents and the involvement that children have with the choice of activities (National development play, 2006) high quality settings have a large and long lasting effect on every child’s outcomes that are within it, for example their cognitive abilities, language and communication have been seen to improve (Welsh Government, 2014). It has also been found that the impact upon a child’s future is beneficial through their great start in life (Munton et al, 2001). The EPPE project found that high quality settings that children attend at a young age, influence the on academic outcomes at a later date, thus confirming the Welsh Governments belief on long lasting effects. The study also declares quality provision to decrease hyperactivity (Macdonald et al, 2019) within children and provide them with self-regulation (Sylva et al., 2004).
Quality Assurance Schemes
To ensure a setting is one of high quality the setting must be measured. The national minimum standards state this. It says that early years settings must have quality assurance measures and policies put in place in order to ensure that it is of good standing and that they quality is maintained (Welsh Government, 2016, p43). These schemes allow for providers to assess the quality of a setting and compare it with others (Munton et al., 2001). There are many different quality assurance schemes that may be used within the non-maintained sector if they are deemed fit but as nurseries in Wales are overseen by CIW, they all must use the quality-of-care review provided by them. It has been stated that differing quality assurance schemes may be confusing for management and staff (Mercher, 2000).
A popular form of quality assurance within the childcare sector is the SSTEW scale (Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale) (Hoare, 2022). This scale is used using seven different areas to observe. These areas are trust, confidence and independence, language and communication, learning and critical thinking, social and emotional well-being and assessing learning and language (Siraj, 2015). This scale assesses the quality of interactions to decipher the quality of the setting. These interactions may be short, some being seen to only take place for a few hours of the day (Munton et al., 2001). These areas also link to the areas of the Foundation Phase 2015 (Welsh Government 2015b) they are very similar and, in some places, the same for example the language, literacy and communication skills area or development as well as the personal social and well being development. This will allow for these areas to be reviewed well by the SSTEW scale and allow for effective targets and quality assurance in these areas. This shows the effectiveness of quality using this tool and providing the best quality start for children, which previously stated is one of the reasons quality is important (Welsh Government, 2015a).
Sustained shared thinking is stated by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) to be highly important in enhancing the child’s language, learning and thinking. This occurs when practitioners work together with children and each other in an intellectual way. Although the importance of this has been proven it has also been seen that sustained sharded thinking within early years settings is quite deficient (Siraj-Blatchford et al. 2002). Therefore, in order to score highly with this tool, the practitioner must carefully observe the child’s body language, interactions with the child and what they are doing (Melhuish, 2015). They must also show great interest and attention to the children and respect their decisions, this should also be done following the UNCRC (nodate) article 12.
When using the SSTEW scale and in order to achieve a high score within the setting staff are observed on their interactions with the children, how they support their learning and the relationships they hold (Howard et al., 2018). Accordingly, this scale follows the parents involvement in supporting the child’s quality at home, ensuring quality for children is in all environments for children (Kingston and Siraj, 2017) this is also shown in the National standards, standard six where children’s development needs are promoted (Fostering Services: National Minimum Standards, 2022). Although this scale is seen to be a great tool in measuring the quality of assurance Howard et al. (2018) suggested more analysis is needed to look into the effectiveness of the scale. The importance of well being is also one of the key aspects of the CIW’s quality of care review ciw (Simpson, 2021). Therefore, both supporting the well being of children and its importance for children in their development and academic success (Lewis, 2016).
The early childhood environment rating scales also know as the ECERS is a scale used for rating the environment of a nursery setting. This scale was a follow up of the EPPSE project (Sammons et al., 2011). ECERS is a scale providing assessment for improving the quality of early years settings through enhancing future outcomes for children. This has been used worldwide in the sector (Kohl et al., 2019). This scale has been used within many other different research regarding childcare and therefore shows its importance within the early childhood field (Clifford et al., 2010). Thus, supporting its own claim of being reliable and effective in the analysation on quality improvement. However, Munton et al. (1997) notes that the scale is only adequate as the observations only take place over a two-hour period, similar to those of the SSTEW scale. 
The ECERS scale has four key components apposed to the SSTEW’s seven areas, these being interactions had within the setting, the holistic environment, supervision and the curriculum it holds (Sylva et al., 2011). However, research by Brunsek et al. (2017) state that ECCERS only focuses on one aspect not all four of its written areas, thus limiting the assessment of its full potential. Whereas the SSTEW scale allows for children to view their opinions ECERS does not allow for this as it is mainly based on the quality of the environment and does not consider the children’s say which they are entitled too by UNICEF (nodate) Article 12. ECCERS also is limited to the quality of the indoor environment and only slightly considers the outdoor provisions (Sylva et al., 2006). This may then prove difficult to use within Wales die to its emphasis on the importance of outdoor learning and provisions (Welsh Government, 2009). White (2014) also emphasises the benefits that come from outdoor learning and the spaces that are needed within the childcare sector for this play. 
Following this research regarding the quality of children’s development through using this scale shows that nurseries with higher scores under the language subsection had better effect on the learning outcomes of children especially in regard to their language development. This is through practitioners evolvement with the children and encouraging them to communicate well (Brunsek et al, 2017). On the other hand, Brunsek discovered the scale does not consider the social and emotional development of a child unlike the SSTEW scale. This also shows its difference to the Foundation Phase curriculum where it is highly important for children personal and social development to be encouraged (Welsh Government 2015b) showing it may be unusable within the Welsh childcare sector. 
Furthermore, it has been recognised that both the SSTEW scale and the ECERS although both face challenges for setting are strong quality assurance methods and are proven to be effective when needs for enhancing or maintaining quality provisions and in terms of creating positive outcomes for children. Nutbrown (2012) suggests that the scales should be used by those practitioners holding high qualifications and this will allow for them to be used in the best way possible for children’s outcomes. Accordingly, the National Minimum standard 13 states that all staff working with children in nurseries should have the appropriate qualifications (Welsh Government, 2016). 
In summery all provisions should be of high quality as it is integral for children’s skills and development throughout their entire life (Welsh Government, 2014). In order for this to happen settings must use a quality assurance tool to achieve the highest of quality or maintain their quality standard. 
Reflective Account
The remainder of this assignment is a reflective account focusing on what I have learnt about quality and the quality assurance methods within the childcare sector in which I work. 
To begin with through taking part in this module I have learnt the thorough importance of ensuring my setting and my work is of high quality. I also now know the way in which I can ensure this. I know that mainly, quality means ensuring all the needs are met of every individual child. I feel I already partake in this through forming relationships and really knowing the children in my care, for example what they need and when they need it. I also do this through getting to know not just the child but their family too. 
Previously I would not have thought about what the family deems as quality but through my research I can now see it is very important to think about what the family need from me in terms of quality. Therefore, I will now ensure I am listening intently to them and their views, reacting upon these to ensure I am providing them and their child with what they personally deem quality. As I have found that all parents may have a different opinion on what quality is to them through Harvey and Green, (2006). I also found through (Truss 2020) that parents are looking for highly qualified staff and I feel that through taking part in this course that I am definitely highly qualified in my field. The quality of my work also provides my managers and boss’ clients loyalty and trust. therefore, I ensure I am providing quality care that is beneficial for the whole setting and not just myself as a practitioner. Parents will return with their children and future children if they are happy with the level of care and relationship we have. 
Previously to this course I had not before though about quality assurance schemes within my work. I had not used a quality-of-care review, SSTEW scale or an ECERS scale. Through my research I have already been using these scales and reviews within my daily job as a nursery, always linking what I am doing to the review of quality and ensuring everything I do is to the best quality standards now that I know exactly what quality means within the childcare sector. 
The ECERS scale proves easy to use with yes or no tick sheets, although I feel you have to know what you’re looking for before you use this scale. In my opinion it is very environmentally based, and this is not very personal to the children within the setting. Understanding the number scoring was easily done yet I feel it still may lack some personalisation. This scale is also very pinned upon the indoor environment and mentions very little about the outdoor space a nursery may hold, while I feel the outdoors is just as important as the indoors. This is also true for the foundation phase and Wales in general. Personally, I would not use this scale within my own work. 
Secondly the SSTEW scale I find is a more personal assurance tool to use and thinks about all those within the setting and how they work together. It also involves the parents quality with their children at home which I deem very important within my own work. I feel I have found this tool easier and more interesting due to my own knowledge of child development and belief in the practice of working with children. I think the SSTEW scale needs to be carried out over a few days within a setting not just an hour or two which is the time scale used according to my research. It is in depth and can not just be dependant on one activities findings. It is easy to use like the ECERS scale but is more personal than this and allows for the child’s voice to be heard. It is more formally based around the quality interactions and quality developments the child will make, which in my opinion is most important aspect to a child’s care. I would use this scale over the ECERS in my own quality checks. 
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