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This reflective paper features discussion, evaluation and critique surrounding quality within the early years (EY) and how it is assured within all settings. Alongside will be to methods of quality assurance, in particular those that exceed the national minimum standards, for example the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) and Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERs).
According to the Cambridge Dictionary (No Date), quality is the word for how good or bad something is. Which would suggest that what quality means differs depending on the context, for example quality goods could be something purchased that is made with purpose and durable. Within the EY there is no doubt that quality means positive things, for example great staff, good communication between all involved (parent, child and practitioner) and a meaningful environment. Welsh Governments (2016) explain within the National Minimum Standards, quality care in EY is to meet and surpass expectations and, develop services to reach high standards of regulated childcare provision. According to Barnardo’s, (2016) the quality of an EY setting is the most important factor in regard to baby and young children’s care away from home. 
According to Moss (2016) and Dahlberg (2013), quality is not something that is objective, and its concept is complex, making it difficult to implement. Pence and Moss (1994) explain that in terms of childcare, quality is subjective depending on the views, values, beliefs and desired outcomes of stakeholders. 
These differences in opinions suggest that defining and delivering quality within the EY can be difficult, as there is not a set plan, structure or tick box to ensure a setting is of quality.
The challenges that quality itself present demonstrate the importance of quality assurance tools and inspections, to ensure there is some consistency throughout settings, promoting similar, good outcomes for EY children in all aspects of their development, because without these it would be down to the interpretation of quality from practitioners.
The Flying Start programme brands itself as ‘high quality’ childcare provision. Therefore, looking at their model of childcare, and what they use to support children in their setting could be helpful in setting up or ensuring quality in other settings (Welsh Government, 2014).
Barnardo’s (2016), also explain that high quality childcare, will help promote healthy emotional wellbeing, due to meaningful interactions, calm, homely environments, supportive relationships and relevant knowledge. The Education Policy Institute (2018) explore views on quality in the EY too, suggesting that it is both structural and a process which means that it is both adult and child led. This means that quality settings consist of low child to staff ratio with highly trained and skilled staff, whilst also ensuring lots of observation to guide the environment to best fit the needs and preferences of children, promoting engagement and staying meaningful.
An issue surrounding a low child to staff ratio would be the funding, as the smaller the ratio the more staff that will be required in the setting, currently there is already a shortfall in childcare budgets, so for this to be implemented budgets would need to rise in line, which is not currently being supported (Grant, 2023).
PACEY (No Date), propose that quality childcare does not need to go above and beyond the national minimum standards and the curriculum for non-maintained settings, providing the setting has a good, up to date inspection report from the Care Inspectorate Wales, staff are qualified and knowledgeable and that they, children and parents have positive bonds, supporting children’s wellbeing and attachment. 
Moving on from what is quality? brings questions surrounding its assurance in childcare settings like flying start and other non-maintained settings. Quality Assurance means to ensure quality is consistent and guaranteed at all times, often completed through checks (Cambridge Dictionary, No Date).
Williams (2016), states that quality assurance is the ‘collections of policies, procedures, systems, and practices internal or external to the organisation designed to achieve, maintain and enhance quality’.
Currently settings are required to complete a Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) annually, this is to ensure the 4 main areas of the service are consistent with other settings and at that standard and quality expected of them (PACEY Cymru, 2017). The 4 areas are children’s, wellbeing, care and development, environment and the leadership and management of a setting. The practice is rated from poor to excellent and requires honesty from staff, ensuring they ask themselves and their teams, what they do well, and how, alongside what benefits this practice brings to the children, so if there is room for improvement it can be complete (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2016).
The Care and social services Inspectorate for Wales expect settings to carry out this quality-of-care review to ensure all details of the setting are up to date and as a preparation for the indefinite inspection, which occur every two years (PACEY, 2023) Quality of Care Reviews and SASS act as a quality assurance tool.
Within the EY, quality assurance can also be complete through staff meetings, for example, ensuring everyone has the same training, education and approach to the children’s learning and development. Other methods of quality assurance are the settings policies, observation, moderation, the inductions for all new starters, sharing of knowledge and ideas and reflections such as appraisals for staff. Which, implied by Ho, D., Campbell-Barr, V. and Leeson, C. (2010) quality assurance is key to improvement, however, if completed by practitioners through the writing of policies, it is necessary that extensive research is carried out.
According to Education Scotland (2021) quality assurance is important and necessary however can be difficult to implement, it takes full staff commitment 100% of the time alongside honesty, education and up-to-date training and this can be tricky if staff turnover is high, which currently is the situation in EY (tae, 2020). Other influencing factors is the staff morale, if staff are severely underpaid, which is what Weale, (2020) expresses, they will likely be stressed and overwhelmed, potentially overworked due to overtime which will also affect the dedication and motivation of staff. Education Scotland (2021) also shared a similar view on quality assurance that despite it being necessary in the delivery of education and care for all children, it does take a shared view on quality from all practitioners, which as previously mentioned is a barrier to the general quality in the EY setting.
Quality enhancement is another key running in the EY setting, as it ensures improvement constantly, it can be complete through peer observations, good teamwork, good training and through the new curriculums and ALN reforms, as it helps to ensure new knowledge and findings are implemented, ensuring relevant teaching and learning in settings (OECD, No Date).
There are many tools in place that act to quality assure, the two to be discussed are as mentioned, SSTEW and ECERs. They are scales to help monitor and improve on aspects of EY settings.
SSTEW is the sustained shared thinking emotional wellbeing scale, it focusses on the pedagogy within the setting and the role of the practitioner in supporting learning and development (Hoare, No Date). Practitioners use it to rate other practitioners within the setting to develop an overall picture of how well children engage and interact within the setting, with practitioners. It can only be used by practitioners that understand child development alongside appropriate practice (Hoare, No Date).
Siraj, I., Kingston, D. and Melhuish, E. (2015) created this scale as a result of the REPEY Report, ‘Researching Effective Pedagogy in the EY carried out in 2002 (Siraj-Blatchford, I. et al. 2002). This report clearly highlighted that the most effective settings were those that promoted and encouraged the use of Sustained Shared Thinking (SST), although these settings being few and far between. Hence the purpose of the SSTEW model development- to improve settings encouraging best quality practice.
SST is the awareness staff have and show in children’s interests and their level of understanding and is the process of a child and adult or more knowledgeable other (according to Vygotsky) interacting together to develop an idea or skill (Aubrey and Riley, 2018). 
SST interactions within the setting may look like a child and adult playing together, an adult modelling a process, scaffolding or extending an activity (Siraj-Blatchford, I. et al. 2002). 
SST should support attachment as it aims to encourage interaction and relationship between practitioner and child, attachment is key to development according to Bowlby as stated by Aubrey and Riley (2018). This implies the importance of the implementation of SST in EY settings, as it supports multiple of aspects of development such as social and emotional.
If SST promotes development (Siraj-Blatchford, I. et al. 2002) it would suggest that the SSTEW scale is a necessary development and is beneficial to ensure it is in place in childcare settings, in order to support staff in delivering and improving its use of SST and providing staff with support on improving it, to encourage its effectiveness. 
Siraj-Blatchford, et al (2002) also state that children need to develop the ability to reflect and regulate their own thinking, a skill acquired by SST, therefore it is a necessary pedagogy, so its moderation and improvement is key to successful, ongoing interactions. 
[bookmark: _Hlk131288361]SSTEW specifically assesses quality of pedagogy in both social and emotional development domains, the age range SSTEW supports is 2 to 5 (Brodie, 2015) . The scale is used by professionals through their observational and judgement skills of other practitioners in their setting, in order to identify where they are performing in terms of the use of SST and the promotion of emotional wellbeing, an example question could be how well staff include children in their planning of activities and learning (Siraj, I., Kingston, D. and Melhuish, E. 2015).
The outcome and rating of this question is then decided using the 7 point scale, ranging from inadequate to excellent, and is repeated for all other subscales. There are 5 subscales within the SSTEW scale, as follows: building trust, confidence and independence, Social and emotional well-being, Supporting and extending language and communication, Supporting learning and critical thinking, and finally, Assessing learning and language (Brodie, 2015). These subscales are assessed based on interpretation, and are complete like a quality audit, but according to Brodie (2015) child development is a huge consideration, boosting the scales likeability, as it is more holistic that previous scales. 
A barrier to using the scale is that it can be difficult for a professional to judge an interaction on this scale, if the interaction was short, they may not score as high as they should, or they may overachieve for how often SST is actually used within a setting, outside of observation (Brodie, 2015). 
The final tool that will be explored is ECER’s-3, this scale is similar to SSTEW, but a little more outdated. The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-3) was created in 2005 by Thelma Harms, Richard M. Clifford and Debby Cryer (TES, 2022).
It is a scale that monitors the environment of a setting, rather than engagement with practitioners, in regard to 6 subscales, space and furnishings, personal and care routines, language and literacy, learning activities, interaction and programme structure. Each subscale contains individual aspects to be monitored, such as space in the setting and gross motor equipment, both under the subscale space and furnishings. These items are rated based on their quality within the setting (Siraj-Blatchford, 2002). They are rated in the same way as if using the SSTEW scale, 1-7, inadequate to excellent, based on the observers interpretation (University of North Carolina, No Date).
According to Environment Rating Scales Institute (No Date) ECERs-3 is a highly reliable quality assurance tool when used appropriately by trained observers. Consequently, if practitioners are not trained to observe and use this tool then it might remove the use within the setting, additionally, as it relies solely on adult observation, alongside taking approximately 3 hours to carry out (ECERs UK, No Date) it is a timely, potentially challenging tool, similarly to SSTEW. In already struggling childcare settings up and down the country due to lack of staffing and funding, this quality assessment tool, is not always practical (Summers, 2022).
ECERs-3 is used in settings with children ranging from age 3 to age 5, with emphasis on the interactions with the environment and materials within it, rather than interactions regarding SST, this could be another limitation of this quality assurance tool.
Overall, it is evident that neither SSTEW nor ECER’s-3 are consistently useful quality assurance tools as they both lack in quality assuring aspects of the setting. Whether it be the environment or SST, which would suggest that neither tool can be used alone, this would then suggest that to be most effective they would need to be used in conjunction with each other. Therefore, they would be more costly and timely than they are already, individually. Furthermore, if settings have the budget and time to provide to these tools then they would be a credit to question where a setting is in regard to quality, in order to enhance the quality where it may be lacking, such as space for gross motor development or how well trust is built in adult child relationships.
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