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According to Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills (2016) early childhood care providers are regulated by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW).  CIW enforce national minimum standards on early childhood care providers to ensure they are providing the minimum standard of care required by law under the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care Act (Wales) 2016 (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2018; Wales, Department of Education, 2016).  There are benefits of using methods of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements (Hodgman, 2012).  Therefore, childcare and play providers are required to complete a Self Assessment of Service Statement, this requirement is enforced by CIW.  It involves settings undertaking an annual review of the quality of care that their service provides.

A component of the SASS document is about reflecting on quality of practice.  It is suggested that reflection involves professionals thinking about what they are doing whilst they are doing it (Schön, 1983).  According to Rodgers (2002) this is beneficial for improving service quality as it essential for practitioners’ professional development and enhancing quality of practice.  Similarly, Loughran (2009) emphasises the need for individuals to develop their understanding about the way they conduct their work. By reflecting on practice, practitioners gain an understanding of what they are doing well and what they need to improve on, this helps practitioners to become effective and informed professionals.  Effective reflective practice may lead to valuable learning outcomes for young children.  Several authors suggest that this idea may stem from David Kolb’s Lewinian Experiential Learning model; defined by a four-stage learning cycle which is relevant to both the learning process of children and adults.  The first stage of the cycle is ‘concrete experience’; a new experience or situation is encountered, or a reinterpretation of an existing experience occurs.  The second stage of the cycle is ‘reflective observation’ of the new experience.  The third stage is known as ‘abstract conceptualization’ it involves the development of new ideas and/or ways of modifying an existing abstract concept.  The final stage is ‘active experimentation’, this is where the learner applies their new ideas to the world around them to find out what the results may be (Beard and Wilson, 2006; Kolb et al., 1971; Miettinen, 2000).  However, Baker (2014) suggests a barrier to using reflective strategies for improving quality of service is that some practitioners do not know how to reflect on practice effectively.  Bath et al. (2013) suggest that students studying a higher education early childhood study programme may benefit from studying reflective practice before entering the early years workforce to overcome this barrier.  Equipping students with such skills in reflective practice may enhance quality of practice from the very beginning of their career.  It may also support them in completing future SASS documents.

In addition to the SASS some early childhood care settings adopt additional quality assurance systems to provide the children who attend the setting with an increased quality of provision and care (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2018).  Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scales (SSTEW) is a quality assurance self-evaluation scale that aims to assess quality in early childhood education and care for 2 to 5 year olds.  Unlike SASS, the implementation of the SSTEW scale is not a national minimum standard or legal requirement for early childhood care providers (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2012).  However, it is advised that settings participate in additional quality assurance schemes or quality improvement programmes to enhance the quality of provision (Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2008).  The SSTEW scale is adopted by some early years education and care settings to measure quality of adult support in promoting children’s sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being.  The SSTEW scale may be a worthwhile addition to the early childhood care field because settings may benefit from the clear guidance that it offers for supporting settings on knowing what areas they should be focusing on to move to the next level (National Day Nurseries Association, 2018).

[bookmark: _Hlk516760642]Unlike other quality rating scales that focus on aspects of the environments and routines, the SSTEW scale focuses on what practitioners do to support children’s emotional well-being and the characteristics of effective learning and define the skills and approaches that practitioners can focus on developing in their practice to help children to be emotionally and intellectually ready to think and learn (Parker, 2012).  Dissimilar to SASS the philosophy at the forefront of the SSTEW scale is that adults need to form an attachment with the children in their care and develop positive relationships for sustained shared thinking.  To achieve this practitioners must have a deep understanding of children’s current development, behaviours, feelings, achievements and cultural heritage (Day Nurseries Association, 2018).  Furthermore, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2015) emphasise that the SSTEW scale is aspirational as it considers high quality pedagogy and practice.  Sustained shared thinking is defined as:

An episode in which two or more individuals ‘work together’ in an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate activities, extend a narrative etc. Both parties must contribute to the thinking and it must develop and extend the understanding.
      (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002:8).

Fisher (2005) suggests that thinking is the primary process of human life because we cannot do anything without thinking first.  Therefore, it is essential for children’s cognitive development that practitioners support children at a very young age to help them think and make sense of their world.  This places an emphasis on the suitability of the SSTEW scale for supporting sustained shared thinking and the benefit of implementing it to support quality of practice and provision (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015).  Fumoto et al. (2012) give an overview of the importance of providing children with environments that inspire them to talk about thinking and reflect on their thoughts.  When providing these environments, practitioners need to understand that all children are individuals who think in different ways.  This idea is supported by Salmon and Lucas (2011) who suggest that practitioners’ attitudes to thinking are significant in planning an environment to support thinking.

There are several contrasting theories regarding teaching and learning thinking skills.  Piaget (1951) emphasised self-initiated discovery and that children already think before language acquisition, whereas Vygotsky stressed the role of the adult in supporting children’s cognitive development (Maynard and Thomas, 2009).  Although outdated, Rogoff (1990) supports Vygotsky’s theory by emphasising that guided participation is crucial for children’s thought process.  Vygotsky (1986) believed that thought is non-verbal for children under two years old, but that language and thought become connected by the age of two years and from this age onwards, intellectual development is determined by language.  Fabian and Mould (2009) believe the structure of a child’s thought process stems from the speech structures that they have acquired.  Therefore, their linguistic development must contribute to their thought process.  Implementing the SSTEW scale may be beneficial for children’s acquisition of language because sustained shared thinking promotes thinking skills.  Furthermore, Baker (2006) and Melhuish (2011) suggest that young children’s mental and behavioural patterns are difficult to change by the time they enter school.  They identify that implementing the SSTEW scale at early childhood care settings may promote children’s mental health, emotional well-being and cognitive development because the focus is on how the practitioners support children’s language for thinking and social and emotional well-being.  It defines the central message that children’s early learning is secured through their personal, social and emotional development.

Great Britain, Department for Education and Skills (2004) give an overview of The Effective Provision for Preschool Education (EPPE) project.  The project included a test of the theory: ‘children whose thinking skills have been nurtured in the company of supportive adults will have better outcomes and life chances than children whose thinking has developed alone or in the company of their peers’.  The EPPE project showed links between positive learning outcomes and effective support offered by adults through language; further evidence that the SSTEW scale may support quality of provision and benefit children’s future outcomes (Sammons et al., 2004).  Similarly, Department for Education and Skills (2002) state that the REPEY study found that effective settings were those who had a balance between learning opportunities from teacher-directed interactions and opportunities for freely chosen play activities.  Research undertaken within the REPEY study suggests that effective practice involves challenging children’s thinking by guiding them into thinking in deeper ways.

It has been recognised that the application of the SSTEW scale is not a national minimum standard.  It has been identified to focus on practitioners building relationships with young children for sustained shared thinking and promoting emotional well-being (Parker, 2012).  However, the SASS document is a requirement set out by CIW that must be completed annually.  Unlike the SSTEW scale the focus is on practice as a whole (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2018).  According to Forry et al. (2013) it is clear why the SASS is a requirement over other quality assurance schemes; high-quality early care and education programs never stop improving.  Since the SASS is regularly completed on an annual basis it promotes continuous improvement.  Unlike SSTEW, SASS involves leaders and staff engaging themselves in reflecting on strengths and growth areas through self-assessment and feedback from stakeholders about the quality of their care.  It supports leaders in the development of annual goals, objectives and strategies for improving services.  SASS focuses on quality of service as a whole (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2018).  Whereas, SSTEW focuses in depth on the child and their emotional and intellectual development to prepare them for learning (Parker, 2012).  However, Blanden et al. (2017) argue that focusing on quality of service as a whole is more important for influencing children’s subsequent attainment at school.

Lubeck (2012) suggests a barrier to implementing the SSTEW scale is that the practitioners using it may not have adequate knowledge of child development and appropriate practice.  This may hinder the success of SSTEW because if staff have poor knowledge in this area they may not understand the importance of being aware of the child’s interests and they may not know how to work together with children to develop an idea or skill.  Similarly, The Nutbrown Report raises concerns about the standard of qualifications practitioners have, emphasising that high quality early education and care may only be achieved if it is led by well-qualified staff (Nutbrown, 2012).  Similarly, Zoutman and Ford (2017) suggest that a practical implication of implementing quality assurance systems is that unqualified practitioners may not be engaged in quality improvement.  Fumoto et al. (2012) propose that this may be due to lack of training and qualifications.  However, Nutbrown (2012) suggests that if the recommendations outlined in the Nutbrown Report are implemented then practitioners may be equipped to support children’s thinking skills.  In contrast, Department for Education (2012) suggest that practitioners’ lack of qualifications may not be a barrier because national minimum standards for childcare providers requires nursery practitioners to have a level 2 childcare qualification or above.  Her Majesty’s Government (2018) argue that a higher level of childcare qualification may provide practitioners with a deeper understanding of child development. 
According to Barnsley Metropolitan Bourough Council (2018) the successful implementation of quality assurance relies heavily on high quality leadership.  It is suggested that leaders who have a clear vision and demonstrate creative thinking, problem-solving approach to difficulties, and who have a commitment to partnership working may be successful in using quality assurance schemes and programmes to improve quality of provision.  Similarly, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2006) place an emphasis on the importance of leadership for improving organisational performance and raising achievement.  However, Muijs et al. (2004) propose that some early childhood managers have a lack of training for quality leadership.  Lack of training may lead to managers and leaders being significantly under-prepared for their role and unable to use quality assurance schemes effectively.  Taggart et al. (2000) identified that at the beginning of the century the majority of early years leaders with the highest childcare qualifications were found predominately in ‘education’ rather than the ‘early childhood care’ sector.  The least qualified managers and leaders were located in playgroups, with 50% with Childcare certificates or lower; with one in ten having no childcare qualifications at all.  Department for Education (2017) identify that a high quality workforce has a significant impact on the quality of provision and outcomes for children, that is why they developed an Early Years Workforce Strategy to support the early years sector to remove barriers to attracting, retaining and developing the early years workforce.

Through feedback from nursery managers, National Day Nursery Association (2018) have identified a barrier to the successful implementation of the SSTEW scale.  Nursery managers have suggested that more guidance is needed to support them in implementing the scale in practice.  National Day Nursery Association (2018) have developed a new course to support nursery managers in gaining knowledge and a better understanding of the SSTEW scale, known as ‘Promoting Emotional Well-being and Thinking’.  The information the manager or leader gains from the course needs to be relayed to all staff members.  A barrier to this may be lack of communication between managers and staff members (Siraj-Blatchford, 2007).  Jarvis et al. (2016) suggest that regular staff meetings led by the manager may support the other practitioners at the setting in gaining knowledge on how to implement the SSTEW scale so that it has a positive impact on quality of practice.  According to King (2002) collaborative adult learning may enhance communication between staff members and support practitioners in implementing the scale effectively.  It is suggested that staff members spend allocated time each day observing colleagues using the SSTEW system so that they can learn from each other.  In agreement, Fisher (2012) suggests that practitioners may have continuous engagement with an early years expert as a co-researcher and reflective partner for successfully changing and developming practice.

The successful use of quality assurance systems relies heavily on parent participation. However, Bennett (2012a) suggests a barrier to this is poor communication and an absence of understanding between parents/carers and staff members.  Practitioners may fail at attempting to create collaborative and reciprocal relationships with parents.  However, Bennett (2012b) states that there are various initiatives that may  support practitioners in improving their relationships with parents.  These initiatives include regular communication, parental involvement in governing structures and an early childhood workforce that reflects the ethnic, social and cultural diversity of the children for whom it provides education and care.

Legislation and policy affect early childhood education and care settings.  When new legislation or policy is developed it is designed to control and shape expectations and behaviour within early years service development and delivery.  Legislation and policy are influenced by changes in beliefs and understandings about the best approaches to early years services.  Butler (2017) recognises that the implementation of new legislation and policy may hinder the quality of an early childhood education or care setting.  For example, when the Well being of Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 was passed it needed to be included in all relevant policies and may have had an impact on the quality of childhood care and education services because the manager may have needed to review policies which can be time consuming.  The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 will create the legislative framework to improve the planning and delivery of additional learning provision.  It aims to do so through a person-centred approach to identifying the individual needs of children early on, by applying effective support and monitoring, and adapting interventions to improve children’s chances of desired outcomes.  This may impact the early years setting because practitioners will need training in this area.  It may also require additional staff members to ensure that requirements are being met (Wales, Department of Health, 2015; Wales, Department of Health, 2018).  Other challenges that settings face when implementing new legislation and policy include unrealistic timescales, training often requires funding and change can be daunting; all contributing factors in taking the focus away from facilitating the quality of the setting (MacLeod-Brudenell, 2004).

[bookmark: _GoBack]It has been identified that high quality early years settings participate in quality assurance schemes and programmes.  Many schemes have different aims.  However, improving children’s outcomes is at the forefront of them all.  So long as settings articulate, establish and sustain good practice they are doing what they can do to improve children’s outcomes.  Future areas of research include the impact of the  new curriculum which is being developed for settings in Wales.
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