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Reflective Paper
What is Quality?
To define the concept of quality, Martin, Elg and Gremyr (2020) suggest that there can be two perspectives – objective and subjective, for example where a service must comply or reach a particular standard, compared with meeting an individual's needs, expectations or requirements.  Martin, Elg and Gremyr (2020) argue that the needs of society, which change and evolve, influence what is accepted as quality which must also evolve with this (PACEY, 2018), and highlights the importance of research to provide evidence.  Moss (2016) however goes further stating that quality is something to be challenged and debated to consider different values, context and diversity.  Rodd (2013) also points out that within the context of early childhood education (ECE), factors such as the local community, individual needs of the family (and/or child) and even the staff can be a challenge and influence the expectations of the care/education.  It could be argued that with these in mind, the definition and search for quality within ECE is ever changing and needs a multi-faceted approach as suggested by Pascal and Bertram (2018) when evaluating and improving quality.  Therefore, evidence-based research with all those involved is necessary to evaluate, (Rentzou and Sakellariou, 2013), find meaning, (Moss, 2016), and improve practice.  According to Moss (2016) perhaps even towards having a choice of alternatives that go beyond the standard idea of quality.  These ideals that Moss (2016) pertains to are reliant on deep changes in attitude within society; Nutbrown (2012) emphasizes the issue with attitudes towards how Early Years practitioners are viewed, making the link between a higher status in society and professional and relevant qualifications needed to support quality within the sector.  Tayler (2015) looks closer at the factors that contribute to positive experiences affecting the foundations of child development, and the impact they have on an individual’s and societies future.  The importance of qualified practitioners (Tayler, 2015) that are in an ideal position to make a difference to the quality of Early Years education agrees with Nutbrown (2012), however acknowledges that knowledge regarding child development should not be static and is drawn from many sources, for example neuro and health sciences and social welfare. Furthermore, Motiejunaite (2021) reflects the disjointed picture of qualified practitioners to degree level in European countries, despite the evidence that links this towards improved quality in provision, in the context of early education and care, highlighting that education and care are often still seen as separate with teachers in educational settings receiving higher renumeration. 
In addition to meeting Government or industry led standards in education and care requirements, parents that are paying or using a nursery or childminder to look after their child or children to suit their situation, may be looking for alternative factors that they would perceive as giving a quality service.  As described in the Building Blocks review (Pacey, 2018), childminders are constantly adapting what they offer and often work long hours to ensure that they are flexible to suit the needs of parents.  This quality outcome may be of a practical benefit to the parents that use the service however does not necessarily ensure that they are happy with the quality of care that their child receives – the same could be said about the location of the setting/school, therefore could become a compromise.  It is interesting also that as part of the recommendations by Pacey (2018) to improve and support quality, the need for clearer access for practitioners to develop professionally was identified.  In response to the questions asked about continuing professional development (CPD) within the report (Pacey, 2018), a high percentage (46%) of practitioners felt that lack of available time was a challenge, demonstrating that what is recommended in evidence-based research is not always straight forward to implement in practice.  In comparison to this however, nearly 75% of practitioners agreed that CPD improves practice and confidence.  Siraj and Hallet (2014) maintain that quality of practice is directly linked to the quality of staff who can create continuous change - “The purpose of change is to improve the quality of provision” (Siraj and Hallet, 2014, p. 103).       
Moss (2016) believes that quality should not be an end result, something to stop at when achieved, as illustrated by the language in the Education in Wales Action Plan (Welsh Gov, 2017) where the enabling objectives discuss learners “reaching their potential” rather than pushing beyond and continuing.  Nonetheless, it could be argued that although Government policy and quality frameworks are driven by the need for positive economic and societal outcomes (Cottle and Alexander, 2012), these quality standards are essential for practitioners to recognise and evaluate where and how to progress and therefore target and justify specific training.          




How is quality measured? 
The definition of what quality within Early Years Education and Care looks like is reflected through policy and tools used to measure quality in settings, however, different tools may look at different aspects of quality as defined by Pascal and Bertram (2018) such as context, the process quality and outcomes.  The National Minimum Standards (Welsh Gov, 2016a) for example, provide specific requirements regarding equipment that must conform to safety regulations and space according to number of children as well as ratios of adults and the minimum qualifications they should hold.  The Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale – 3 (ITERS-3) (Frank Porter Graham, ND) is informed by ongoing research to provide a tool to assess and enable reflective evidence to improve facilities for childcare up to 3 years.  These tools both include areas that could be considered objective, that can be measured clearly without debate so that quality becomes a standard that is an expectation of everyone (Cottle and Alexander, 2012), for example, that children experience natural light (Environment Rating Scales Institute, ND).  What could be more challenging to measure due to subjective perception, are the quality of experiences and social interactions found in sustained shared thinking, a key feature of effective pedagogy in high quality settings (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2015 and Melhuish et al., 2015).  The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale can be used in conjunction with the ITERS or Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-E) according to Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015) to measure and evaluate the quality of interactions and pedagogy between adults and children.  Other schemes used to measure quality assurance, are schemes such as Welsh Network of Healthy School Schemes (WNHSS), ECO Schools (and Pre-schools), the TES Sustainable Schools Awards and UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools Award.  These are often used by settings to demonstrate the quality of what they offer and draw attention to their beliefs, values and commitment (Eco Schools, No Date), with a focus on whole setting or school involvement (Welsh Government, 2016b).  
The SSTEW scale through five sub-scales, assess process quality (the how) looking in depth at adult-child relationships and interactions – an important aspect as this can have a positive direct impact on children's well-being, learning and development (OECD, 2019). These are linked to improved long-term outcomes (Pascal and Bertram, 2018) that could be argued are driven by Government policy’s need for accountability (Siraj et al., 2019) and performance objectives demonstrated in the PISA results (OECD, 2014). Neaum (2016) agrees that quality in provision within early years is important and significant in setting the foundations of a child’s life – however sees government policy success outcomes and emphasis on school readiness, at a discourse to research evidence of what quality pedagogy should look like, for example focusing on sensitive adult support.  With this in consideration, it could be argued that the SSTEW scale may provide practitioners with a challenge, on one hand balancing the demands of needing to prepare children ‘ready for school’ with pressure from parents who may have been influenced through government academic outcomes (Pascal and Bertram, 2018) and on the other maintaining quality evidence based pedagogic values of relationship-based learning (Neaum, 2016).  Siraj et al. (2015) acknowledge that although practitioners are aware of the benefits of Sustained Shared Thinking (SST), many still rely on poor practice.  Howard et al. (2018) believes however that the SSTEW scale has potential to be a useful resource if used by practitioners, to give examples of and as guidance on good practice, therefore could be an opportunity to engage practitioners in improvement and change.  For practitioners to use the scale, Brodie (2015) points out that they would need to use their professional skills in judgement and observation and suggests that it is difficult to measure Sustained Shared Thinking.  This could suggest that it would be more experienced staff that would need to use the scale as an internal audit of quality as Brodie (2015) also comments that it would be familiar to practitioners who have previously used the ITERs or ECERS as an assessment tool.  In their small-scale (96 participants) research study involving the SSTEW scale, then targeted training and then the SSTEW scale again, Waters and MacDonald (2020) agree with Howard et al. (2018) demonstrating that the tool can be useful in conjunction with specialist training, to transform areas of practice where staff need support.  However, it is worth mentioning that the researchers were trained intensively (Waters and MacDonald, 2020) in how to use the scale, suggesting that a sound knowledge base is recommended, perhaps restricting the accessibility of the tool.  
Unlike the SSTEW scale which is an audit tool assessing practice usually over 3-4 hours (Siraj et al., 2015), the Eco-Schools scheme assessment is completed over several months usually lead by a collaboration of children and adults in the Eco-committee (Eco-Schools, ND).  The Eco-Schools scheme, according to Andreou (2020), due to the pedagogy framework that includes a whole school approach alongside experiential learning, is ideally placed to support quality assurance.  Li (2020) agrees stating that it can build vital and real connections between children and the natural world, particularly with many spending so much time inside.  When assessing the impact and evidence of the Eco-Schools scheme on sustainable practice and change, Gough (2020) believes that the scheme provides opportunity for involving the wider community, waste and energy reduction as well as an improvement in well-being.  Gough (2020) also argues however, that education for sustainable development should be a priority within education and not just an added side-line, suggesting that schools or settings should integrate Eco-Schools projects as an everyday part of the curriculum and look at the wider picture, rather than just responding to individual issues such as energy or waste.  This therefore questions the issue of how Eco-Schools are implemented within settings.  Lysgaard and Simovska (2015) conclude through their research and critic of participation in schools in sustainable and healthy development, that there are different levels of involvement depending on the pedagogic approach.  Lysgaard and Simovska (2015) go on to say that it can be hard to measure if children, even with perceived full participation in activities are able to go on to translate their experience into a change in values which will then impact the wider society.  Similarly, research by Schroder, Wals and van Koppen (2020) found that although the Eco-Schools goal is to use methods and practice that the whole school and local community can take part in, this can vary greatly and in one study found that children’s environmental knowledge had increased but behaviours and attitudes had not.  It could be argued therefore that participation in an Eco-Schools scheme may raise awareness of global issues and sustainability, however, not necessarily influence children to be agents of change (Schroder, Wals and van Koppen, 2020) for the future.  According to Rentzou and Sakellariou (2013) parents may rate quality according to what they hope for and expect; therefore, it could be argued that parents who have an interest in environmental issues may be influenced when choosing a setting based on their Eco-Schools award as a quality indicator.  A drawback to the scheme as mentioned by Schroder, Wals and van Koppen (2020) is that parents may be unaware of the variation in implementation of the scheme by each setting, therefore it could be difficult to judge to what extent the commitment to the Eco-Schools scheme the settings have.   
A benefit to the Eco-Schools scheme however is that it aims to be flexible to enable access to all children (Eco-School, ND) and should be used as a tool to encourage children and settings with all abilities to take part.                                 



Self-Reflection
I have found that due to working with children in a school environment, this culture has influenced my outlook on what quality is and how it is viewed.  The quality or standard of my day-to-day practice and the quality of education and care that the children receive is mostly measured by performance results (internal and external testing) and other practitioners' guidance and opinion.  I have been fortunate to have met some outstanding teachers and staff who have given me positive role models from which to learn and develop my understanding of what makes good practice and allowed to follow my own interests in my professional development.  Through completing this module however, I have become more aware of and begun to understand the important role and say that parents, and children have – or should have, in evaluating the quality of education and care that is being given.  My experience is that parents are often viewed as not understanding what we do or needing to be told how to help educate their child.  However, this has always made me feel uncomfortable.  After reading the article by Moss (2016) and looking at Government documents (e.g., Taking Wales Forward, 2016) regarding the improvement of education and care with a view to tackling issues in society such as deprivation, I have become interested in how Early Years settings and schools can work with and listen more to families to make a difference by providing the quality of education and care that they need rather than just what is prescribed by Government or restricted to due to lack of funding or negative attitudes.  I would like to see a more flexible approach to early years education and beyond into Primary and Secondary, where Moss’ suggestions of pushing the boundaries of what societies preconceptions and expectations of quality are, become excepted, considered and acted upon.  However, I fear that although Wales is moving in the right direction with the new Curriculum for Wales, it may take many years and many changes in attitudes before this happens.
Although I reflect every day through communicating with the staff in my class regarding my own and our team practices, I can see how tools such as the quality-of-care review could be a driver for a slower, deeper reflective activity.  I think it would be useful to aid personal reflection on what is done well, something that I find hard to do and will usually focus on the negative aspects of my practice, particularly if I felt a lesson or activity did not go as I planned.  Having to sit down and write about what I can do and what I need help with would really make me become more thoughtful in reflecting on my practice. 
While researching the different tools and methods that are currently used to evaluate and assess quality, it has made me realise that having a positive attitude towards them is key to being able to use them to continue a journey of improvement and development.  I have never enjoyed filling out forms and I think that the amount of information that needs to be read, understood and interpreted on evaluation tools such as the SSTEW scale or ITERS could be overwhelming if used as a self-evaluation.  However, if used in conjunction with fully trained, experienced practitioners who understand these methods well, then practitioners, parents and children will benefit from them.               
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