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Reflection paper 
Quality Assurance in Early Childhood Education: SSTEW and ECERS. 

Quality assurance in early childhood education is significant as it enables children to experience the best start in life and it supports their development, learning, and wellbeing (McMullen et al., 2020 and World Health Organisation, 2020). For optimal outcomes for children, additional approaches for quality assurance are needed, along with the legal requirements that form the foundation for care and education (Williams, 2016). These additional approaches, such as using high quality assessment tools offer imperative information regarding how well educational settings and procedures operate (Díez et al., 2020). 
This essay will critically examine the advantages and disadvantages of the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Wellbeing Scales (SSTEW) which according to Howard et al. (2020) are two popular approaches to quality assurance. The analysis will emphasise a focus on the ways in which these approaches enhance learning environments for children. Furthermore, it will examine their advantages, disadvantages, and the types of data they offer to enable ongoing improvements in the quality of early childhood care and education. 
What is Quality in Early Childhood Education?
In the context of early childhood education, quality is defined as creating an environment that is not only safe and nurturing but also intellectually stimulating, fostering a space where children can thrive emotionally, socially, and cognitively. (Kaizar and Alordiah, 2023). El-Nahass et al. (2024) imply that quality early childhood education integrates multiple dimensions, including a well-structured curriculum, an adherence to health and safety standards, active family involvement, meaningful caregiver-child interactions, and a conducive learning environment. 
Li et al. (2024) argue that it is crucial to recognise that quality in early childhood education extends beyond merely addressing children's basic needs. It involves creating a dynamic and engaging environment that encourages curiosity, participation, and discovery, all of which are essential for cultivating lifelong learning skills (Li et al., 2024). Mengstie (2023) suggests that a quality setting is characterised by its ability to offer developmentally appropriate practices that cater to the individual needs of each child. Moreover, Daelmans et al. (2021) state that caregiving is central to the environment, ensuring that children are provided with the support necessary for their holistic development. Children in quality settings benefit from rich, hands-on experiences that not only foster academic growth but also enhance social, emotional, and cognitive competencies (Qayyum et al., 2024). 
Love and Horn (2021) state that quality early childhood education encompasses the physical space, positive relationships, and the effective communication between educators and children, all of which contribute to the optimal development of the child.
Stronge and Xu (2021) and Culduz (2024) both imply that staff play a crucial role in ensuring quality by offering individualised support, building positive relationships, and using effective teaching methods that encourage curiosity and critical thinking. Richards et al. (2022) highlight that quality settings provide age-appropriate materials such as books, toys, and learning tools to enhance children's development. Staff qualifications and training are essential in creating and maintaining high-quality early years settings (Logan et al. 2022). This is because Blewit et al. (2020) affirm that trained staff are better equipped to recognise and respond to children's needs, understand child development, and use evidence-based practices to foster positive outcomes. Qualifications ensure that staff have the necessary knowledge and skills to create a safe and enriching environment that supports children’s learning (Merrick et al., 2020). Continuous professional development allows staff to stay informed about the latest research and best practices in early childhood education, ensuring that the setting evolves with the changing needs of children (Rodd, 2020). Additionally, qualified staff are more likely to create strong, supportive relationships with both children and families, which is vital for the child's emotional and social development (Blewitt et al., 2021). 

Why is Quality Important in Early Childhood Education?
The early years of a child's life are widely regarded as a critical period for their overall development, setting the foundation for future learning, well-being, and life outcomes (Likhar and Patil, 2022). Therefore, ensuring that children experience high-quality education during this formative period is essential. Research consistently affirms that the experiences children encounter in these early years have profound and lasting effects on their intellectual, social, and emotional development (Helm et al. 2023). Conkbayir (2021) implies that the significance of quality is further reinforced by developmental theories which argue that the early years are a pivotal time for brain development. 
Brain development is shaped during this period, and the experiences children have in early childhood can profoundly influence their cognitive abilities, emotional regulation, and social interactions (Siegel 2020). Bendini and Devercelli (2022) suggest that a high-quality early childhood education setting provides the necessary environment for this critical brain development, fostering conditions that lead to successful outcomes later in life. Bai et al. (2020) emphasise that research highlights that children who are provided with high-quality early education tend to show superior academic performance, enhanced social and emotional development and a greater likelihood of long-term success. 


Children exposed to rich learning environments that promote cognitive, verbal, and social skills are better prepared for the challenges they will face in school and beyond (Darling-Hammond et al., 2020). Moreover, high-quality early childhood education plays a pivotal role in mitigating the effects of socio-economic disparities (Munir et al., 2023). By providing equal access to quality learning experiences, it has the potential to reduce educational inequalities and close achievement gaps, particularly among children from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds (Dumont and Ready, 2020). The provision of equitable, high-quality early education helps ensure that all children, regardless of their background, are equipped with the skills and knowledge necessary for success in their educational journey and in life (Bendini and Devercelli, 2022). 
Why is It Important for Children to Have Access to High-Quality Settings?
High quality settings foster the development of critical abilities including self-control, social interaction, language acquisition, and problem-solving (Kaizar and Alordiah, 2023). Osher et al. (2021) imply that high-quality care can provide children with comfort and a sense of belonging, especially those experiencing poverty, neglect, or trauma. High-quality care can introduce stability, positive relationships, and emotional support into their lives (Osher et al., 2021). For children to feel safe and secure in their learning environment, high-quality settings must promote a sense of security and wellbeing (Clark et al., 2020).
Quality Assurance Methods in Early Childhood Education
Quality assurance encompasses the methods, instruments, and approaches utilised to track, assess, and enhance the quality of learning environments (Seyfried and Pohlenz, 2020). There are several ways to evaluate and advance quality, and they usually centre on quantifying both process like caregiver-child interactions and structural such staff credentials and facilities (Seyfried and Pohlenz, 2020). The Sustained Shared Thinking and Well-Being Scales (SSTEW) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) are two resources that were created to evaluate several facets of quality in early childhood settings and offer approaches for improving practice (Howard et al., 2020). 
Sustained Shared Thinking and Well-Being Scales (SSTEW)
[bookmark: _Hlk194243256]The main goal of the SSTEW framework is to evaluate how well adults and children interact (Hoare, no date). Furthermore, SSTEW is based on the notion that positive interactions foster the development of cognitive abilities as well as the development of problem-solving and communication abilities (Hoare, no date). It assesses how both adults and children participate in sustained shared thinking, which is a process where both sides help solve problems, challenge one another's ideas, and expand on them (Leatherbarrow, 2025). 

Parker and Thomsen (2019) state that it has been proven that interactions between adults and children actively foster higher-order thinking skills. The SSTEW framework supports emotional and social well-being by emphasizing the importance of fostering secure, supportive relationships, emotional regulation, and social skills, which are essential for a child's overall development and success in life (Siraj et al., 2023). Moreover, SSTEW evaluates interactions to give teachers feedback on their work, assisting them in pinpointing areas that require professional development (Siraj et al., 2023). However, because SSTEW mainly depends on how the observer interprets interactions. Thus, the assessment of persistent shared thought and wellbeing can be subjective (Hoare, no date). The same interactions may be rated differently by various observers. SSTEW primarily focusses on the quality of interactions. However, it does not evaluate the wider learning environment or the setting's structural elements, including space or materials, which are also crucial for quality (Howard et al., 2020).
Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS)
The ECERS is a common instrument used to evaluate the physical environment's general quality in early childhood settings (Gordon et al., 2015). It assesses several things, such as program structure, interactions, language and reasoning, personal care practices, and space and furnishings (Gordon et al., 2015). The ECERS is used to evaluate a setting's procedural and structural quality. By evaluating interactions, educational activities, carer practices, and the environment, ECERS offers a holistic perspective on quality (Kaarby and Tandberg, 2023). Research has shown that ECERS is a thorough instrument for evaluating the quality of early childhood education (Brunsek et al., 2017). ECERS offers thorough ratings and explicit suggestions for improvement to help practitioners make adjustments that would increase quality (Howard et al., 2020). 
ECERS assesses interactions and emphasises the setting's organisation and physical surroundings. However, it may not convey the subtleties of child development that are fostered by dynamic communication between children and adults (Neitzel et al., 2019). Moreover, ECERS can be time consuming as the entire environment will be assessed. Furthermore, settings would need up to date and high-quality resources. Executing a ECERS assessment could be a challenge for settings with limited staffing and time (Bull et al., 2017). 
Although both SSTEW and ECERS offer useful data regarding quality in early childhood settings, they concentrate on distinct facets of quality. This is because SSTEW focusses on how well children and adults interact, as this is a major factor in social and cognitive development however, it does not assess the physical environment or organisational aspects of a setting, which are also crucial for overall quality (Hoare, no date). On the other hand, ECRES assesses both the environment and the interactions that occur within it (Howard et al., 2020). This makes it a more comprehensive method, nevertheless, it requires a lot of resources to implement in settings (Bull et al., 2017). Both methods provide feedback that can help improve practice, but they require different kinds of information. Howard et al. (2020) suggest that SSTEW focuses on qualitative feedback about interactions, while ECERS provides more structural feedback about the setting. Early years practitioners can use both tools to identify areas for improvement, but they must recognise the limitations of each tool and complement them with other forms of assessment and reflection (Howard et al., 2020).
In conclusion, the use of quality assurance methods such as SSTEW and ECERS are significant for enhancing the quality of early childhood education settings (Howard et al., 2020). Kaarby and Tandberg (2023) and Siraj et al. (2023) suggest that both methods offer valuable insights into different dimensions of quality, from the quality of interactions to the adequacy of the physical environment. By critically analysing these methods, teachers and early years practitioners can make informed decisions about how to improve practice, foster positive child development, and ensure that children have access to high quality settings (Howard et al., 2020). However, challenges can arise, and they should be used in conjunction with other tools and approaches to create a truly comprehensive system of quality assurance (Bull et al., 2017).  Ultimately, the goal is to ensure that every child has access to a high-quality early childhood education that supports their development and wellbeing in settings (Bull et al., 2017 and Siraj et al., 2023).
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