


There is a plethora of sources available who cite the importance of ‘high-quality’ early years education (for example, Welsh Government, 2017; Callanan et al., 2017; Hillman and Williams, 2015). High-quality schools were found to be enough to notably increase academic achievement among children living in poverty (Dobbie and Fryer, 2011), while Burchinal et al. (2010) similarly found that high-quality classrooms may be necessary to enhance low-income children’s social and academic outcomes. High-quality pre-schooling benefits children identified with an Additional Learning Need, giving their social and behavioural development an advantage, according to Sylva et al. (2010:132). Investing in early years education and ensuring excellent practice even has economic benefits. Heckman (2011) suggests that in America, every dollar that is spent on early years education may, in future, generate an extra seven to ten cents, by decreasing inequality and improving productivity. An economic analysis by Hummel et al. (2011), focused on the United Kingdom, showed similar findings with regards to the cost-effectiveness of quality pre-school education. 
But what does high-quality early education look like? 
Melhuish (2013:211) suggests that settings that have higher qualified staff, in particularly trained teachers, display higher quality with children generally displaying more progress. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project (Sylva et al., 2004) also suggested that higher qualified staff contributed to greater child progress, due to the encouragement of more challenging play, providing more instruction, displaying the most effective interactions and more sustained shared thinking. However, research by Blanden et al. (2017) found that the benefits of having a graduate in the Early Years classroom were exceptionally minimal, showing child assessments with a total of 117 points were, on average, only a third of a point higher following teaching by a degree-holder. 
Taggart et al. (2015) found that high-quality settings tend to encourage parental involvement while regularly discussing the children’s progress. Furthermore, New Zealand’s ‘Competent Children’ study (2003, cited in Janta et al., 2016:8) suggest high-quality settings will facilitate learning by having age-appropriate resources from which the children can pursue their own activities, while allowing them the time to finish their ‘work’, and classrooms ‘saturated’ with examples of the children’s work. The Reggio Emilia approach also advocates hanging wall art, but not merely as decoration, but as a display to reinforce to the children that their work is considered important and encouragement for the children to approach their work responsibly (Schroeder-Yu, 2008).
Pacey (no date) suggests that before choosing a setting, parents should look at recent inspection reports, as inspections will show that the children’s wellbeing and development is being supported. In Wales, all nurseries, childminders and other registered childcare providers are inspected by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). CIW carry out their inspections of Early Years settings through conversations with children, parents, staff and managers, observations of the children and their interactions with staff, and reviewing the relevant policies and records (CIW, no date). Services are expected to meet regulatory requirements and standards (Welsh Government, 2017a). Registered childcare is governed by the ‘National Minimum Standards (NMS) for Regulated Childcare’ (Welsh Government, 2016). Non-maintained settings who also deliver the Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015) must also be inspected by Estyn. Estyn inspect settings against their own Common Inspection Framework, and are more focused on educational outcomes, the provision and the leadership. According to the European Commission (2017), Estyn inspectors will gather evidence during an inspection to assess how well a setting is performing. 
 An independent review by the Welsh Government (2014) suggested that the shortcomings of these dual inspections (one for ‘education’, and one for ‘care’), is that many of the stakeholders become confused about their roles and responsibilities, while needing more consistency of both inspectorates’ interpretation of quality. The report goes further, to say that “…neither inspectorate can talk ‘expertly’ about the detailed remit of the other’, and while this is not a requirement, in order to holistically approach the Welsh Government’s commitment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, the recommendation was to combine the two separate inspectorates with a single Quality Framework. CIW are currently piloting a joint inspection framework with Estyn, with the expectation of a roll out in the Autumn of 2018 (CIW, no date-a).
England’s equivalent to Estyn and is Ofsted. Nuffield Foundation (2012) say that parents found the gradings of Ofsted ‘too broad’, making it difficult to attain a detailed measure of the quality in a setting, suggesting that these grades are best used in conjunction with other quality assessments. Butler (2016:4) also suggests that Ofsted inspections merely capture a ‘snapshot’ of practice in a setting and offer a restricted picture of the scope to which settings are furthering good outcomes for children. Colwell and Pollard (2015:21) agree, saying that a one time-point evaluation does not provide a rich and complete picture of quality, going further to add that regular observations, and dialogue with professionals who visit the setting over a long period of time (Local Authority Advisory Teachers, for example), provide a more comprehensive view. 
Quality Assurance Schemes are typically based around a fair amount of self-evaluation, with settings gathering relevant evidence to prove that they meet the different requirements and standards before being awarded a status (Mathers et al., 2010). Self-evaluation is a global concept not only used in the United Kingdom, but as far afield as Te Whariki (New Zealand Government, no date), Chile, Kosovo, Portugal and Africa (Borg, 2018). Peer observations may also be introduced as part of a quality assurance scheme and may be a powerful tool for improving practice says Woods (2016:84), reasoning that the observations will allow leaders or managers to explore the quality of adult/child interactions within their settings.
The measuring of quality in a setting is necessary in order to improve practice, and ultimately improved outcomes for children. Munton et al. (cited in Mathers et al., 2010:10) state that quality assurance schemes ‘…aim to raise standards by encouraging providers to assess the quality of their provision, compare it with descriptions of best practice, and so identify areas for potential improvement’. The Australian Government (2001) suggests that accreditation by a quality assurance scheme improves the accountability of a setting to the public, and better equips practitioners to provide for children’s individual needs. The European Commission (2015) describes quality assurance as a ‘continuous cycle of improvement’: a control or compliance check, followed by an address of the issues, and further continuous checks that standards of quality are being adapted for emerging needs and challenges. Ofsted (2008:26) suggests that 74% of settings who are involved in a quality assurance scheme will achieve ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ during their inspections, while this figure drops to 62% for those who are not. 
 Engagement in a Quality Assurance Scheme provides parents and guardians, along with other stakeholders, the knowledge that the setting has raised its quality above minimum standards say Early Years (no date). As the parent is a partner in the child’s education, Goodall et al. (2011) say that parents should not merely be consulted on the notion of a quality assurance scheme, but actively included in the planning, presentation and evaluation. However, when questioning how important quality assurance is to parents when deciding on a setting for their child, Waldegrave and Lee (2013:31) found that only 50% of parents actually read inspection reports and other documents, and of that percentage only 9% found them useful, with 61% of respondents reporting that physically viewing the setting was the most influential factor in their final decision. 82% did not think that Ofsted reports were an important indicator of quality. 
‘Safonau Serennog’ is the Mudiad Meithrins quality standards award, with settings being awarded a bronze, silver or gold status. Cwlwm (no date) suggests that the scheme sets achievable aims for nurseries to work towards, offering a structure which allows the setting to objectively evaluate their service, and improve quality to achieve the reward. The Welsh Government (2018) say that the award focuses on the:
· Well-being of the child
· Learning experiences
· Care and development
· Management and leadership
· Welsh language
· Environment 
· Teaching and assessing
Members are required to ‘buy into’ the scheme (Swansea Council, 2017). This may be problematic, in the sense that non-maintained settings who are struggling financially, especially those who do not receive the funding for three-year olds, may be unable to participate (Butler, 2016:27). It could also be said that the categories that are looked at are identical to the areas that CIW and Estyn already look at, and therefore cannot provide any additional benefits to the setting to justify the cost.
Another tool that settings may use to improve the quality of their provision is the Environment Rating Scale (ERS). ERS have been used in large United Kingdom research studies, such as the National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) (Melhuish et al., 2010), the Evaluation of the Early Education Pilot for two-year-old children (Smith et al., 2009), and the Evaluation of the Graduate Leader (Mathers et al., 2011). 
ERS were developed to evaluate ‘process quality’, in children’s settings, which refers to experiences the children have, and their interactions with others and materials, but has developed over time to include ‘structural quality’, such as the materials and activities used (Clifford et al., 2010). Slot et al. (2015) say that structural quality is the main objective of statutory quality regulations, therefore having an additional scale to assess process quality may be beneficial. Furthermore, the National Assembly for Wales (2000:56) suggest that any quality assurance should be related to the provision provided and not the setting. Process components directly influence the quality of a child’s day-to-day experiences, and due to their nature, require more in-depth observations than structural quality (Ishimine et al., 2010).
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale, Third Edition, (ECERS 3), consists of six subscales, with observations being made on the space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy, learning activities, interactions and program structure (ERSI, no date). Pacey (2016) suggests ECERS as not only a tool to review and improve practice, but also as an alternative source of self-evaluation for a CIW inspection. Qualitative findings by Hui et al. (2017) suggest that using the ECERS tool allowed practitioners to identify strengths and weaknesses in the educational environment provided and gave coherent direction for future improvements. Saracho (2015:163) suggests that using and applying observation rating scales such as ECERS aids practitioners in self-evaluation and self-improvement procedures, more so than external evaluation procedures, due to its means of supporting reflection. 
Limitations to using ECERS, according to the respondents in a study by Mathers et al. (2010), are that the outcomes did not cover wider setting aspects such as the leadership and management, and there was no specific insight in to how settings work in partnership with parents. Finances may, as with Safonau Serennog, be a barrier to using ECERS, as training and resources may be required. Having to pay for any quality assurance scheme may impact further on the process quality of a setting. A lack of funding can have a profound impact on many aspects of a setting say Brooker et al. (2010), from staffing, equipment and resources, to the quality of nutrition in the food or snack provided. Low pay in the Early Years sector can lead to a high rate of staff turnover say Simon et al. (2015:3), which consequently negatively impacts on the quality of a setting. Taguma et al. (2012) agree and suggest that group size and staff-child ratios can have an effect on process quality, as can low wages, high-staff turnover and unqualified staff, and this may, in part, be due to low staff morale impacting on their ability to create a pedagogical environment.
Returning to ECERS, Zeng (2017) found that some practitioners were frustrated with being marked down by physical limitations of the setting, despite having no control over these (i.e. not enough sinks, playground material), while Gordon et al. (2013) question ECERS validity, suggesting that there is little empirical evidence to support its use. Furthermore, ECERS conflicts with the Montessori philosophy, says Cohen (2016), who suggests a Montessori classroom would fail on many points. While ECERS calls for practitioners to discuss children with the parents at drop-off or pick-up times, Montessori has designated drop-off areas outside of learning environments to limit the presence of parents, as the classroom belongs to the child. ECERS calls for practitioners to discuss ‘logical relationships while children play with materials that stimulate reasoning’ (Pugh and Duffy, 2010:51), while a Montessori teacher will use minimal language when working directly with a child, in order to encourage the child to perform the activity independently (Marshall, 2017).
Other quality assurance schemes and professional development tools available, although not a comprehensive list, are 
· Wales Pre-School Providers Association (no date) ‘Quality for All’
· The National Day Nurseries Association (no date) ‘Quality Counts’
· Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) (Melhuish et al., 2015)
· Investors in People (no date)
· Baby Effective Early Learning Programme (BEEL) (Dowling, 2010:113)
Succinctly, the Department of Education (2013) say that National Minimum Standards are in place to ensure that settings are fit for purpose and meet the needs of the children that are served. Ollerenshaw (2013) however, suggests that a strong leader will seek external scrutiny of their setting and practice, alongside self-evaluation, stating that the challenges and support that comes with quality assurance schemes contribute to overall success. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, no date) stipulates that children have a right to have their voices heard, therefore to gain a full picture of any assessment or inspection, Pulis (2016) says that an invitation should be extended to hear the voices and unique perspectives of the settings children, suggesting that it provides ‘…a route towards improvement, which is, after all, the ultimate purpose of quality assurance’. 
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