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Reflection.
The concept of quality in childcare has been the subject of scrutiny over the past two decades, especially since the publication of REPEY (Bell et al, 2002) and the EPPE report (Sylva et al, 2004). These papers aimed to identify and report on the most effective methods of practice within Early Years settings and how high-quality provision can be achieved. Key findings demonstrated that high quality practice resulted in better outcomes for children, this is beneficial both for the child from a personal developmental perspective and for society, from a political or economical perspective (Leeson and Campbell-Barr, 2016). However, these different perspectives also highlight the extent of the various stakeholders and expectations of quality in Early Years provision. 
As Moss (2016, p.9) states quality is “in the eye of the beholder”, meaning it is subjective, conversely it can also be a tick list of performance criteria to be met (Appleby and Andrews, (2012). Understanding why quality is important is a driver in maintaining and improving practice and provision. It has been shown that positive experiences in Early Years provision set children up for better outcomes in the long term. High quality provision at this young age has been shown to enable children to achieve better academic outcomes in the longer term and it is also linked to improved social and emotional development (Pascal and Bertram, 2018). This paper looks at mandatory and voluntary quality assurance and assessment methods that settings can use and how they might contribute to achieving and maintaining higher standards of quality. 
Childcare providers in Wales must be registered with the Care Inspectorate Wales and comply with the National Minimum Standards as set out by the Welsh Government (2016). The National Minimum Standards stipulate the policies and procedures practitioners must have in place to comply with the regulations under the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2016 (Welsh Government, 2016a). It is the role of the Care Inspectorate Wales to regulate, inspect and advise registered providers to ensure these standards are being upheld. The inspection ratings that CIW use are classified as poor, adequate, good and excellent (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2021). Where good or excellent ratings are achieved upon inspection this means that the provision is consistently exceeding the National Minimum Standards and providing good or high-quality childcare. 
One of the key components and requirements of registered childcare in Wales is the mandatory completion of a Quality-of-Care review. This review is submitted with the Self-Assessment of Service Statement, which is an annual requirement of the Care Inspectorate Wales under the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 (legislation.gov.uk, 2016). The purpose of the Quality-of-Care review is to give childcare providers the opportunity to thoroughly reflect on their service and practice which in turn will help them to consistently meet the minimum standards and make improvements where necessary. Quality and improvement are central to the regulations of the 2016 Act, and this goes hand in hand with the aims of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (legislation.gov.uk, 2014). These regulations are in place to ensure that providers review their practice on a regular and structured basis (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2019). 
According to CIW, inspections of childcare services take place bi-annually for full day care centres and every three years for other providers such as childminders (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). The annual submission of the SASS report including the Quality-of-Care review forms part of the inspection process and non-compliance in completion can result in an inspection report being marked down considerably or even prosecution. The broad gap between inspections and the nature of how some providers work, for example childminders as sole providers, means that the quality-of-care review is an important tool as it gives an opportunity for regular self-reflection on practice and to obtain feedback from service users. However, this process is also there to ensure providers are legally fulfilling the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government 2016) to retain their registration.  For example, improvements that are made could be to bring the service up to the minimum standards required to pass an inspection but not necessarily exceed them.  
The concept of quality and can mean different things to different people, as Moss (2016) points out, quality is subjective and can be based on people’s values and expectations as opposed to being a standard set target. Additionally, Cottle and Alexander (2012) state that the use of the word quality in guidance and frameworks is not always well defined, so it is open to interpretation. Because there are many stakeholders involved in the provision and use of childcare from practitioners, children, regulatory bodies, and local authorities for example, then there will be many reasons for the different points of view reflected in the different quality measures (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). In practice, Care Inspectorate Wales inspects the settings from an external point of view and gives a rating for the quality of provision based on National Minimum Standards. Conversely the questionnaires used in the practitioners Quality of Care Review give feedback from the service users, parents and children, and their personal measure of the service quality.  
So far, this reflection has looked at the mandatory measures required for upholding minimum standards in childcare provision. However, there are several quality assurance schemes and research-based scales that can help practitioners and providers reach and maintain high standards of childcare. A quality assurance scheme is something that a provider could voluntarily sign up to and complete the required steps to achieve the award as evidence of a higher quality service. An example of this would be the Quality for All award from Early Years Wales (2020). In contrast, a research-based scale is a tool that practitioners can use to assess and reflect on their practice and provision. An example of this would be the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale with a focus on interactions between staff and children (Siraj et al, 2015). 
Early Years Wales (2020) are the providers of the Quality for All assurance scheme and their website lists the benefits associated with signing up to the scheme. The first point they make is that children and families will benefit the most because they will be confident that the service is dedicated to quality and continuous improvement. This should be reassuring to the parents entrusting the care of their children to others and notably PACEY (2022) advises parents to look out for inspection reports and evidence of professional development when choosing childcare. Having a Quality for All accreditation would support this. Additionally, the children would benefit from having childcare that goes beyond the National Minimum Standards set by the Welsh Government (2016), with a setting that has committed to continuously reflect and improve (Early Years Wales, 2020). 
Another benefit from using the Quality for All scheme is that it has been created to link with the requirements of the National Minimum Standards and the requirements of the Care Inspectorate Wales. This means that practitioners can focus on completing the assurance scheme and transfer their findings and ambitions directly onto the Self-Assessment of Service Statement required annually by CIW (Early Years Wales, 2020). This is of benefit to the administrative workload of the setting, ensuring that they meet required standards and exceed them while not having to complete multiple reports. Although this benefit links to external measures of quality set by regulators as opposed to the internal measure of the quality of experiences for the children it is important to consider both matters according to Leeson and Campbell-Barr (2016). 
Childcare practitioners wishing to participate in the Quality for All scheme do have a pay a fee. Initial outlay ranges between £285 and £369 for members or non-members, then an annual reaccreditation costs between £160 and £220. For some providers, such as childminders, this might be a significant outlay from their income, however larger settings such as day-care centres could see it as an affordable investment. However, the aim of Early Years Wales (2020) is that it would be a positive and affordable outlay for all types of settings, and they promote it with the ability to pay in instalments, making it affordable. Having the certificate is an asset for the setting and would pay for itself if it parents choose to use the service because of it. Included in the fee is the annual assessment which involves an assessor visiting the setting to validate certification based on observation and evidence. The benefit of this is that the assessors will suggest areas to improve for the following year, helping the setting staff to focus on targets in order to maintain their accreditation (Early Years Wales, 2020). 
In addition to the promotion of the scheme by Early Years Wales (2020), feedback from participants of the scheme highlight the benefits that Quality for All can do for staff morale. Smalltalk (2017) discusses the benefits with participants who have found that the scheme brings a sense of pride and confidence in their provision. Furthermore, practitioners in an earlier edition of Smalltalk (2016) felt supported by their membership of Early Years Wales and found the quality assurance scheme enabled them to take their provision forward in a cohesive and positive way. Practitioners chose to participate in this scheme because Quality for All focuses on both staff and child well-being, additionally the feedback from the assessor gives practitioners ideas on areas to develop in preparation for the next assessment. According to Leeson and Campbell-Barr (2016) this assisted reflection enables the development of self-awareness in practice leading to increased confidence which has a positive effect on work ethic, which can in turn benefit the children’s experiences. 
As well as organisations such as Early Years Wales providing quality assurance schemes, local authorities also choose to promote such schemes to their providers. One such scheme has been developed by Caerphilly County Borough Council and is mandatory for settings who are contracted to work with the council, such as Flying Start or beneficiaries of grants associated with the Childcare Offer Wales. The benefits of following the Caerphilly Quality Standard (Caerphilly Early Years and Childcare, no date) are that it supports settings to raise their quality of service above the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016) and in doing so become eligible to offer services on behalf of the council, thereby increasing revenue. In addition, the setting will be allocated a support officer to work through the criteria, offering guidance and advice where needed to achieve the Standard (Caerphilly Early Years and Childcare, no date). 
The Caerphilly Quality Standard scheme focuses on the relationship between care and education and subscribes to the principles of the UNCRC, the Framework for Children’s Learning, Playwork Principles and The Childcare Act 2006 (Caerphilly Early Years and Childcare, no date). Additionally, the scheme benefits the children as it focuses on promoting a healthy environment along with quality care and experiences for learning and development. For example, regarding healthy food, practitioners are required to be positive role models by joining the children for snacks and meals, recognising the social element, and following good hygiene. These are important aspects for parents to look out for when choosing childcare according to PACEY (2022). There is also a section relating to Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship, so practitioners set a good example by following these principles, therefore embedding this ethos before formal education begins (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008). 
As discussed at the beginning of this reflection, a result of high-quality care is improved academic outcomes for children and while quality assurance schemes assess childcare provision there are research-based scales that relate directly to practice and focus on early education and care. The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW Scale) developed by Siraj et al. (2015), is based on research and up to date methods of assessment. It has been developed to measure the quality of interactions, sustained shared thinking, between practitioners and children and is based on observations of effective high-quality settings (Howard et al. 2018). In addition to being a developmental audit tool the additional supporting resources included form the basis of the scale informing the practitioner of the elements of development and play (Brodie, 2015). 
While the quality of a setting is often measured in the context of evidence in the moment, such as the environment and resources, the quality of the childcare itself is often measured and based on future academic results, that is the child’s ability to respond to the standard of care and education.  This potentially shows conflict between a performance orientated system and a learning centred approach (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). The benefit of the SSTEW Scale is that it focuses on assessing practice and engagement of staff and allows them to reflect and self-evaluate their methods of care and education. As Siraj et al. (2015) and Howard et al. (2018) point out, while the benefits of sustained shared thinking are known, and high-quality interactions extend children’s cognitive development, actual practice has been shown to be poor, therefore this developmental tool aims to promote better practice. 
As Tovey (2017) points out, Froebel recognised that it is the role of the adult to support the child in their cognitive development by engaging with and extending their inquisitive nature through observation and conversation. The SSTEW Scale supports this practice and focuses on the development of the child’s cognitive thinking and how the practitioners’ interactions enable this. The Scale is made up of five subscales relating to autonomy and social development and the development of executive skills and intellect. A trained assessor will carry out an observation of practice and award scores ranging from inadequate, minimal, good and excellent. For example, in subscale 4: ‘Supporting learning and critical thinking’ an inadequate score means very little exploration and investigation is taking place, whereas and excellent score means staff are modelling behaviour and supporting, watching and anticipating the children’s engagement and interacting through conversation and action (Siraj et al. 2015).
Another benefit of using the SSTEW Scale is that it links to the value of relationships in child development. Practitioners are assessed on their involvement and participation and are encouraged to see themselves as the third resource within the setting. As Cottle and Alexander (2012) point out, children’s experiences are enhanced through their relationships, having adults who they can trust and rely upon to support them will enhance their learning and development. A positive aspect is that sustained shared thinking can also be used during non-verbal interactions with babies and children, therefore it is inclusive and recognises the uniqueness of each child (Siraj et al. 2015). Leana, Appelbaum and Shevchuk (2009) note that the diverse nature of a setting, the uniqueness and unpredictability of the child and the improvisational nature of the work all make for a practitioner’s role to be reactionary and intuitive. Therefore, the reflective nature of the SSTEW Scale helps to drive improvement because it gives agency to the practitioner through increased confidence and self-efficacy (Leeson and Campbell-Barr, 2016). 
PACEY (2022) give parents advice on what to look for in a quality childcare setting that will serve the best interests of their child. Care Inspectorate Wales and the Welsh Government set minimum standards, regulate, and inspect settings for compliance. Academics research and evaluate results to inform frameworks and best practice. Practitioners are at the centre of this model, influenced by and subject to the expectations to all stakeholders (Appleby and Andrews, 2012). Using additional methods of quality assessment is important because they can indicate where standards can be raised above the minimum requirements (Siraj et al. 2019). The methods of quality assessment discussed in this paper have reflection in common relating to all aspects of provision.   This is reinforced by Cottle and Alexander (2012) and Bertram and Pascal (2006) who both emphasis the changing nature of quality and how it cannot be measured in isolation, therefore it is best to use a combination of these measures to achieve high quality provision. 
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