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What is quality and why is it important in the early years?
Quality is described as something that is good or bad by Cambridge Dictionary (2019) whereas Oxford Languages (2025) describes it as a standard when measured against something similar. Furthermore, CQI (2016) state that quality means to constantly pursue excellence which is vital to successful organisations.
In early years education, quality provision offers the highest standard of learning and experiences for all children and their families according to Years (2014) and improves outcomes through effective pedagogy for every child. Education Policy Institute (2018) suggest that there are two ways of assessing quality in early years provision, these are structural and process. Process quality refers to interactions between children, staff and carers, how the children’s needs are met and their day-to-day experiences and activities. Structural quality refers to group sizes and staff ratios as well as staff training and retention. These two qualities are recognised internationally according to Eadie et al. (2022) and they suggest that the learning environment and frameworks also from part of structural quality as well as social-emotional support, educator pedagogy and effective teaching strategies forming part of process quality. 
Defining quality in the early years is complex in nature as it has interrelated aspects of leadership, relationships, personality, an adherence to values and pedagogical understanding. Importantly, it does not have a start point and an end point as it requires continuous improvement (Reed and Canning, 2012). One of the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare in Wales states that regular quality of care reviews are undertaken in order to ensure there is a continuous quality of improvement (Welsh Government, 2023). These reviews should be submitted to Care Inspectorate Wales annually. Furthermore, quality has diverse perspectives of stakeholders – all people working with children in the early years services and their broad range of ideas as to what constitutes quality. The subject of quality provision in the early years has caused international debate for many years according to Cottle and Alexander (2012). Global organisations such as UNICEF have offered advice and guidance to individual countries on the importance of investing in early years services to ensure they are of a high quality (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). However, Rodd (2013) states that it is only relatively recently that the importance of leadership in early years settings has been recognised and how vital the contribution of leadership is in improving the quality of early years provision. Research carried out by Rudoe (2020) concluded that head teachers and classroom teachers perceive quality provision to be where education is provided for the whole, unique child and their wellbeing as well as having an understanding of each individual child. This quality of knowledge will enable the child to progress in their learning. However, contrary to this, Baird and Elliott (2018) found that teacher behaviour is often defined by the use of metrics in education and so are forced to put aside quality in favour of the pursuit of excellence. An additional factor of quality improvement in an early years setting is the use of reflective practice. Reflection informs decisions and actions and by implication, improves quality (Reed and Canning, 2012). Theorist John Dewey believed that reflective practice enables practitioners to direct their actions with foresight which is important in an early years setting as it informs, gives purposes and therefore, increases the quality of planning (The Open University, 2023). Similarly, Donald Schön recognised that discussing and sharing reflection-on-action with early years colleagues may assist quality improvement in settings as it enables practitioners to discuss events and evaluate how effective they were (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Research shows that early childhood care and education is vital in children’s learning and development and the benefits are more cost effective and long lasting than interventions later in life (Buckley, Martin and Curtin, 2020). This is because during the early years, a child’s brain development is at its most potent and when the crucial cognitive, social and emotional skills are formed (Mcaleavy, Challender and Walker, 2024). Additionally, EEF (2024) state that a high-quality early education is the key to ensuring children, regardless of their background, thrive and succeed in school and beyond. Ofsted (2023) says that “a high-quality early years education is vitally important” as a child’s future health, happiness and educational attainment is dependant upon the education and care they receive. Hodgman (2012) suggests that high quality settings offer enabling environments which provide a child with stimulation and challenge, allow them to explore and are emotionally supportive whereas Palaiologou (2023) states that a high-quality setting should focus on the social ecology of the entire early childhood community. In this case, economic, spiritual, ethnic and cultural aspects of the settings community can help raise its potential. This notion supports Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory which says that a child develops through a series of reciprocal relationships with their surrounding environment, including primary carers, setting staff and community (Antony, 2022). Additionally, The Nuffield Foundation’s research concluded that early years setting staff are the key to improving children’s outcomes and central to improving the quality of early childhood education (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021). However, issues including low pay, lack of professional development, poor leadership and challenging working conditions mean that settings face constant challenges (Owston, Jones and Stanley, 2024). According to Sutton Trust (2024) one in five early years staff members were unqualified in 2023.
Between 1997 and 2003, a longitudinal study called The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project was undertaken, the first of its kind in the United Kingdom. Three thousand children from different backgrounds were studied to investigate the effects of pre-school education and care on their development. Results showed that pre-school education has a positive effect on children’s progress more than family influences. It showed that quality and quantity are both influential and play an important part in intellectual and social behavioural development. As well as this social exclusion issues were combatted as well as disadvantaged children being offered a better start to primary school (Sylva et al., 2004).




Additional methods used to expand quality in the early years
Environmental rating scales such as ECERS – The Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale and SSTEW – the Sustained Shared Thinking and Well-being Scale are used to help support the enrichment of children’s development in early years settings around the world. According to Siraj et al. (2015) using these scales alongside each other can help to give a more complete picture of what high quality education and care in the early years could look like. Children’s cognitive and social-emotional development has been consistently shown to be supported by the dimensions of process quality as well as further academic success (Huang, 2023) however, it requires a highly knowledgeable and skilled practitioner to be successful (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2023). 
ECERS supports the role of early years staff in creating an environment which enhances child development by using observations of the environment and adult-child interactions (4-C, 2023). There are thirty-five items divided into six subheadings, and each is scored on a seven-point scale to give an overall rating. ECERS can help provide a stronger method of distinguishing between mediocre and high-quality settings and is designed to predict more accurate child outcomes (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015). ECERS-3 is the latest version and measures quality of health and safety, instruction, materials, physical space and groupings as well as covering a wide range of children’s needs such as cognitive, social-emotional and physical development (Neitzel et al., 2019). This version was researched for both validity and reliability and did well in terms of their relation to other measures of quality (Unc.edu, 2014). It was also noted that these scales are user friendly and can be used with a reasonable level of supervision and training. However, research has shown that using these scales does not necessarily measure a child’s outcome precisely and Early et al. (2018) state that this is due to observations not being accurate enough if they are carried out on a broad range of skills in a short time frame. Additionally, consideration must be given to early childhood programme quality not being the only factor determining a child’s outcome as family support and wider community resources can also contribute significantly to their success. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory highlights this perspective and shows how a holistic approach, with the child at the centre, can strengthen early childhood development according to Nasiopoulou et al. (2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk193827552]SSTEW was designed to promote self-assessment of practitioners so they can improve on and increase the quality of their practice (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2023a) and clarify the pedagogy and practices which underlie sustained shared thinking. The SSTEW scoring system has the same structure as ECERS, using 5 subheadings and 14 items where each is observed and scored accordingly. Hoare (n.d.) states that the SSTEW scores should represent a professional and overall judgement of staff interactions, responses and behaviours and how these affect the child’s experience in the setting. 
Sustained shared thinking (SST) is where early years practitioners are actively engaged in children’s learning and support them to extend their thinking. It can be used with children who are non-verbal or who have English as an additional language (Iram Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015) and these important high-quality interactions have been increasingly recognised by research for supporting children’s extended thinking (Howard et al., 2018). Mclaughlin et al. (n.d.) note that SST is most likely to take place during play-based and every day one-to-one interactions between the practitioner and child and child to child, however in busy early years settings, it can be difficult to facilitate effectively and regularly. SSTEW is underpinned by Lev Vygotsky’s theory that this form of intentional pedagogy extended and supports critical thinking, reasoning and problem solving (Howard et al., 2018a). It is important when practicing SST that practitioners are highly knowledgeable of each individual child in order to provide the right level of assistance and ensure support is not one-sided or overly directed (Aubrey and Riley, 2019a) because if it is not recognised when the child is thinking or the skills are not applied to extend language and perseverance, opportunities to engage in SST will be missed (Kingston,Professor, 2015). 
In addition to these ratings scales used by practitioners to increase quality in the early years, Welsh Government (2023a) state that all providers registered with Care Inspectorate Wales are required to meet the National Minimum Standards (NMS) for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of twelve years. These are a set of standards that are designed to support early years education and care providers meet relevant regulations. However, in order to provide quality childcare, registered settings should be working towards the basic standards being exceeded (Welsh Government, 2016). 
It can be difficult to exceed standards and maintain quality in the early years when there are workforce challenges and research has shown that there is a retention crisis across the early years sector (Gibson, 2023).  Issues such as low pay, challenging working conditions and poor leadership contribute towards a high staff turnover which can negatively affect children and impact on their well-being and development (Owston, Jones and Stanley, 2024a). Standard thirteen of the NMS describes suitable persons and states that at least ten percent of staff should be working towards a relevant level two qualification Welsh Government (2023b). In 2023 this was updated to allow twenty percent of staff to be working towards level two (NDNA, 2024) meaning the standards have dropped further. 
Early years practitioners, who spend the most time caring for children, require positive action, recognition and sufficient support to ensure they are well motivated to increase retention in this sector. In turn, this will help to secure the continuity of quality improvement in settings and enhance the outcomes of our most disadvantaged children (Butler, n.d.).
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