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This essay aims to examine the importance of quality assurance. Exploring two types of rating scales, which access the quality on different aspects within early years education and care. With a specific focus on Flying Start and how early years educators can ensure the best possible care is provided for young children and their families. Making links to current research, legislation, and theories to support this.
In the past, there were contrasting opinions on the definition of quality, with professionals in education expressing different views on the meaning and how it is assessed (Scherman, Bosker and Howie, 2016). Similarly, Evans (2010) suggests, that with various quality terms and conflicting meanings, organisations were required to provide specific guidelines and standards to improve quality systems.
Considering the continuous changes to policies and legislation, the Welsh Government (2009) expresses the importance of practitioners needing to respond accordingly, to improve teaching and effectively meet the requirements of the current curriculum.
Research suggests that furthering professional development within education, plays a crucial role in providing higher quality care and opportunities for young children (Alsop, 2013). According to, Cable, Miller and Drury (2012) for early years practitioners to reflect and support professional development, theory and practice must implement one another in order for it be effective.
Waller, Whitmarsh and Clarke (2011) supports this, explaining that the need for early year practitioners to collaborate theory and practice is essential for reflective practice. But further suggests, that with theories becoming a range of thinking strategies, best practice is demonstrated when practitioners implement these into practice and respond to real situations more effectively. As a result, Waller, Whitemarsh and Clarke (2011) express the sense of achievement when theory and practice combine, providing a higher quality of teaching which aims to raises standards within education for young children.
Johns (2017) understands that with curriculum and policy changes, self-evaluation through reflection, is a good tool to move forward, gain new ideas and keep up to date, by furthering knowledge and understanding to teach successfully.  
‘Research tells us that high-quality early education and childcare produces greater long-term benefits for our children and strongly influences their future life chances. The right early education and childcare can help to tackle some of the more entrenched issues.’ (Welsh Government, 2013, p33)
The Welsh Government (2016) recognises the importance of early intervention and expresses the importance of professionals becoming more highly skilled, to raise standards by developing personal skills, to support children’s learning. 
Welsh Government (2014) agrees, but highlights, ‘…quality early years care leads to improvements in children’s development in later years, such as enhanced language skills; better educational performance in mathematics and reading; and a reduction in aggressive behaviour.’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p.5)
Welsh Government (2014a) further states that, ‘There are three key measures of quality in a successful Flying Start childcare setting; High quality environment, high quality people and high-quality experience for the child.’ (Welsh Government, 2014, p.2)
Solly (2014) described Montessori’s theory, of children learning through hands-on within the environment, explaining that a rich learning environment, encourages children to explore the world around them by using their senses and movement.
Silverman and Hartranft (2014) believes that a rich learning environment provides opportunities for children to participate in activities to develop language skills, through observations and interactions with peers. Lacina and Silva () agrees, but further suggests that, an environment which is enhanced with print-based text, provides rich opportunities for children to engage with vocabulary development when exploring surroundings.  
White (2013) expresses the importance of a quality outdoor environment, with the freedom to learn and express themselves by exploring the world around them. Solly (2014) further defines the McMillan (1930) theory, which stressed the need for young children to have the opportunity to freely explore the outdoors, by experiencing risk and challenge.
Health and safety policies explain that, children should have access to activities within the indoor and outdoor environment, with the appropriate policies in place, children should be encouraged to carry this out safely. (Department for Education, 2014) However, Hodgman (2012) proposed that without children taking risks, there could be a lack of understanding between the difference of danger and risk, and how to keep themselves and others safe.
Good practice within early year settings, is identified through positive relationships between practitioners. Flying Start (2017) suggests that parents and home-life, play a crucial role to a child’s learning and development. Hughes and Read (2012) expresses the fundamental impact that the quality of practitioner, parent relationships, can have to a child’s overall well-being. 
When there is a lack of social interaction, settings have been seen to be the ones responsible for this, by parents, when it is not the case. Grayson (2013) found that, a lack of parent engagement, can often occur with families who are disadvantaged by their socio-economic status.
It is evident that, Flying Start (2017) provides rich opportunities, with a range of programmes, to build relationships, meet the individual needs of young children and support parents in need. However, Flying Start (2013) reviewed the parent support programmes and found that there was a difficulty in engaging with specific groups, in comparison to the mother. 
For practitioners to provide rich provision, there are higher expectations for the level of qualifications to work within a Flying Start setting, compared to a main steam school. (Social Care Wales, 2017) Siraj and Hallet (2014) believes that the quality of provision, is based on qualifications. Whereas, Jones (2014) cited in Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2015) agrees, but later argues that, quality does not only rely on qualifications, but experience is necessary to provide quality care. The Nutbrown Review (2012) stresses the importance of qualifications in providing the highest quality of care, which impacts on children’s long-term development and later success. Practitioners are seen to be the most influential key to quality within early years education.
Welsh Government (2015) explains that, leaders aim to raise standards, by improving quality, but further suggest that the current challenge is to provide young children with the highest quality of provision within schools.
For settings to raise standards and meet the expectations and requirements of the early years curriculum. Rating scales are used to measure and access the quality of specific areas of development, for early years educators to understand where they are on the rating scale and if action is needed to improve standards.
As identified by, Harms, Clifford and Cryer (2014), Environmental Rating Scales consists of a tool, which accesses the quality of the indoor and outdoor environment within early years settings.  The observer will gain a great understanding of how the environment contributes to children’s learning and challenges that occur. 
A beneficial aspect which is included within the Environmental Rating Scale, is the assessment of the quality of resources which are accessible for the children to use to support learning and development. Solly (2014) further discusses Montessori’s theory, but suggests that, the quality of an environment relies on resources, which are to a high quality and safe, for children to engage freely with materials accessible to solve problems.
Whereas, Swim and Watson (2010) describes Vygotsky’s theory and argues that as a child faces challenges within the environment, the more knowledgeable other is the most influential contributor to guide and support the child, in order from them to achieve the skill. 
Another beneficial aspect is the interaction which takes place within the environment, between children, peers, and practitioners. Through close observations, it could identify the quality of adult-child interaction through play situations, when accessing the role play areas. 
It is evident that children should have the opportunity, to develop holistically within their learning environment, have access to child and adult-initiated learning, as well as having the opportunity to follow own interests. (Foundation Phase, 2008) 
This requires the early years practitioner, to carefully plan and prepare provision, to meet individual needs and to enhance the environment to a high standard. For high quality interaction to take place.
A study undertaken by Degotardi (2010) found that, play situations were seen to have a significant impact on the quality of interaction, in comparison to activities which were more structured or as part of the daily routine. 
Another beneficial aspect is the assessment of the physical environment and the amount of space the children are exposed to. Research suggests that, the classroom environment, plays a crucial role in the children’s learning as well as the early years practitioner, for children to learn and practitioners to teach effectively. (Zane, 2015) Foundation Phase (2008) supports this, but further explains that the consideration for space when planning a stimulating learning environment is essential, for children to have the opportunity to work independently, within small or large groups.
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale, also known as SSTEW, is a rating scale, to access the quality of interactions and the role of the adult in supporting learning and development within an early year’s environment. (Kingston and Melhuish, 2015) 
As identified by Brodie (2014) sustained shared thinking encourages language development, with children experiencing a wide range of communication skills and a growing interest in thought. The rating scale would gain a clearer understanding of how sustained shared thinking and problem solving is encouraged within learning opportunities within the environment. 
Brodie (2014) further critiques this, explaining that not all practitioners have a clear understanding of how sustained shared thinking interlinks to all aspects of young children’s learning and development.
Another beneficial aspect to the rating scale, is the assessment of early language and communication skills. Nash, Lowe and Leah (2013), supports this, by proposing that, good language and communication skills are crucial for a child’s long-term development, with research suggesting that, early intervention is essential, with eighty percent of a child’s brain being complete by the age of three years. 
Another beneficial aspect is the specific focus on the importance of social and emotional well-being, to a child’s early year development. Evans (2010) expresses that the practitioners role in delivering quality care is fundamental when working with young children, to meet children’s emotional and social well-being which has long-term effects.
In comparison, Gluer and Gregoriadis (2017) stress concerns relating to children not feeling emotionally secure within early years environments and which can result in children becoming disadvantaged by the lack of social interaction or relationships with peers and adults.
Moreover, O’Connor et al. (2018) agrees with Evans (2010) but suggests that practitioners play a fundamental role in a child’s early stages of development within early year settings, when positive relationships are built, a child has more chances of meeting the required outcomes and be more successful within the early years of education.
Brodie (2014) further explains that, sustained shared thinking has more to offer than the benefits to child development. It has been seen to support early years practitioner’s professional development. The strategy allows practitioners to further knowledge, reflect on a situation, which results in improvements for future practice.
Comparing the Environmental and Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Rating Scales, it is evident that there are numerous advantages and disadvantages to both. 
The Environmental Rating Scale is an effective tool to be used to assess and measure the quality of the classroom environment. The Environmental Rating Scales document is consistent and easy to understand. The scale could be completed within a few hours. The assessment mainly focuses on the overall environment; however, one aspect which is focused on within the both discussed rating scales, is interaction. 
Interaction between the child and adult is the ethos of an early year’s curriculum. Practitioners interact with the children within the environment and support sustained thinking skills. However, this interlinks closely, because without an enabling environment for the children to develop specific thinking skills, the children’s sustained shared thinking skills are likely to be less effective. 
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Rating Scale, gains an in-depth understanding with a specific focus on the practitioner role in working closely with the child to develop a specific skill. Positive relationships are seen to be the underpinning principle, or interaction within an environment, as well as working collaboratively with sustained shared thinking in mind. However, within the environmental rating scale, there is little focus on thinking and problem-solving skills, which should be the core of an enabling environment to promote thinking skills in every aspect of development.
To conclude, it is evident that providing quality care and education for young children is crucial. As stated above, early intervention before children reach the age of three years is vital. For practitioners to support this and raise standards in Wales, continuous professional development is essential to exceed expectations and aim for excellence. To meet quality expectations, practitioners need to work collaboratively with the child’s best interests in mind. When challenges to quality occur, appropriate measures need to be considered, to access and improve on this to meet the requirements of the Governments aim, in raising standards in Wales.
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