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This assignment aims to critically reflect on the beneficial qualities of additional methods to promoting and ensuring quality above the national statutory requirements. Firstly, the assignment will discuss and explore the understanding of quality and the significance within early years childcare settings. The assignment will then include a critical analysis of the quality assurance of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale- Revised (ECERS-R). Finally, a personal reflection will be included, discussing the knowledge that I have gained during this module.
As stated by World Health Organisation (2011) the earliest years of a child’s life are the most significant toward positive development and advancement. During this period of life, children develop the physical, cognitive, social and emotional skills required to progress and succeed in the future (Singh and Anekar,2018). This is supported by UNICEF (No Date) who state that the quality of experiences received by children in their early years are considerably influential to the positive or negative foundations for development and progression throughout their lives. Additionally, a lack of influential opportunities and experiences can result in harmful impacts to children’s health and education, thus resulting in futures consisting of ill-equipped adults, deprivation and lack of independence (Britto, 2017; Bakken, Brown and Downing, 2017). Therefore, providing and facilitating high quality education and care opportunities for children can produce numerous beneficial qualities and significantly impact positive child development and successful futures (Welsh Government, 2014; Gialamas et al. 2014; Welsh Government, 2013). However, there is no definition which specifically identifies quality within early years setting (Teager and Bonetti, 2018; Bellamy, 2016). Additionally, there is an extensive range of perspectives to what constitutes as quality within early years setting (Howard et al. 2018; Cottle and Alexander, 2012; Penn, 2011). 
According to Trodd and Dickerson (2018), practitioners within the early years have a significant impact on providing and increasing quality within their settings.  Similarly, Tickell (2011) suggests that children’s future outcomes and happiness are influenced by the quality of care they receive by practitioners and parents within the early years. Correspondingly, quality practitioners are determined to provide children with the best start in lives, develop relationships with parents and children in order to enhance their understanding of each individual child, thus enabling immediate responses and accurate support (Smith, 2014). Similarly, research results indicate that the involvement of a stable adult in a child’s life can be as significant as multiple relationships to their development and life successes (Singer et al. 2013). 
As suggested by Winter (2015), many of the children who join settings have experienced negative incidents, therefore, within a high-quality setting, it is essential that practitioners have the knowledge and necessary skills to develop supporting relationships for child. This is supported by Welsh Assembly Government (2011) who state that higher qualifications for staff members are associated with a higher quality of care for the children, therefore, it is essential that staff put their knowledge in to practice in order to provide quality care. This is supported by Ofsted (2013) who state that strong leaders in early years settings distinguish the connection between the quality of provision and the successfulness of children’s learning and progression, thus provide a positive learning and nurturing environment (Early Years Wales, 2014). This is agreed with by Davies (2017) who states that quality assured settings exceed the National Minimum Requirements (Welsh Government, 2016) to ensure the optimal provision is offered to all children, their families and agencies. 
Additionally, inspections are conducted within early years setting to establish a rating of quality, with many focussing on practitioner practice (Ofsted, 2015). This is beneficial for settings, however Cottle and Alexander (2012) suggest that many practitioners view setting inspections as a cause for improving quality within settings and only do so as to gain higher scores. This is supported by Blanden, Hansen and McNally (2017) who found that settings with highly qualified staff and rated highly for quality during inspection do not necessarily determine that the setting is beneficial for children and their outcomes.
Contrastingly, the quality of a setting may be determined by the satisfaction of the users (Chandrupatla, 2009). This is agreed with by Finding Quality Childcare (No Date) who suggest that children view quality in a setting as being inclusive, making friends and having fun, with no considerations for staff qualifications of inspection reports. Similarly, Bellamy (2016) suggests that whilst choosing a setting for their child, parents will seek to view happy children engaged within activities, thus determining quality provision. 
Moreover, quality settings rely on feedback to continuously improve their provision and for practitioners to provide children with the best quality support (Welsh Government, 2017). Both negative and positive feedback from parents and children is required to enhance the services and quality of the setting (Early Years Careers, 2016).
Additionally, Zaslow et al. (2011) suggest there is a need to measure quality within early years settings with the main objective of ensuring that settings are providing the optimal services to support child development. Education Policy Institute (2018) identifies two interconnected characterisations in which focus is aimed at measuring quality within settings, namely process quality and structural quality. Process quality refers to the experiences obtained by children within the setting, interactions between practitioners, parents and children and overall well-being, health and safety of the children. Structural quality focusses on more obvious characteristics such as group sizing, staff ratio and qualifications, training and professional development (Peterson and Elam, 2021; Education Policy Institute, 2018). This section will now provide a critical analysis of two process quality assurance tools.
[bookmark: _Hlk96098077]One of the most commonly used process quality assurance tools that focalises on environments within early years settings is The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale - Revised (ECERS-R) (Neitzel et al. 2019). The scale is categorised into seven subscales consisting of space and furnishings, personal care routines, language-reasoning, interactions, activities, program structure and parents and staff which is utilised as a checklist by practitioners with the intention of improving the environmental education within settings (Bhagwanji, 2011; Environmental Rating Scales Institute, No Date). Similarly, in order for a setting to achieve a high-quality care environment, three components consisting of health and safety, positive relationships and opportunities for learning must be assessed within the ECERS-R (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Hlk96114074]Additionally, an alternative process quality assurance tool is The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015) which also runs as a seven-point scale. However, despite the fact that the ECERS-R and the SSTEW scales are both process quality assurance tools utilised through checklist form, the SSTEW report was produced as an alternative to assessing environmental qualities within early years settings, focussing on adult’s role within the setting and children’s opinions (Melhuish, Siraj and Kinston, 2015). The SSTEW scale aims to consider and measure the practitioner interactions with the children in the setting with positive relationships enhanced through sustained shared thinking (Hoare, No Date). The SSTEW scale supports the use of sustained shared thinking through practitioner and child interaction by displaying an interest in what the child is doing, providing full attention and encouraging further thought and exploration (Melhuish, Siraj and Kinston, 2015).
This is supported by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) in the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) report in which it is stated that sustained shared thinking is regularly undertaken when practitioners listen and respond to children, thus encouraging children to reflect on their own learning and extend their thinking. Similarly, sustained shared thinking supports a child’s self-esteem, self-confidence and well-being by allowing the child to understand that their thoughts are valued and appreciated (Brodie, 2014). This is supported by Article 13 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of The Child (UNCRC) (Unicef, No Date), which states that every child has the right to express their own thoughts and opinions. Similarly, through enquiring and participating in sustained shared thinking, which is highlighted throughout the SSTEW scale, and taking children’s opinions into consideration, practitioners improve and develop their own skills and work and gain a better understanding of quality from a child’s perspective (Estyn, 2020).
However, in contrast, the ECERS-R scale’s core aim is to evaluate the quality of the environment and therefore, does not take into account children’s views and opinions of quality as efficiently as the SSTEW scale. Concurringly, Samuels (2014) found that the ECERS-R tool lacks connection to children’s social, language and academic ability and that settings receiving a high-quality assurance rating under the ECERS-R assessment were on par with the beneficial qualities gained from medium and low scoring settings. Similarly, La Paro et al. (2012) suggests that the scale directs attention to the outcomes of money invested within the setting environment rather than the social outcomes of the children within the setting. Additionally, research undertaken by Brunsek et al. (2017) suggests that the ECERS-R tool provides an insufficient assessment of quality provision and child-practitioner relationships as a consequence of concentrating on a single aspect of the setting for higher scoring. 
Contradictorily, Howard et al. (2018) states that settings score more highly on the SSTEW scale when it is apparent that practitioners understand each individual child within their setting, including their backgrounds and cultural beliefs in order to participate in sustained shared thinking. However, Purdon (2016) suggests that some practitioners do not fully comprehend sustained shared thinking in order to implement within their setting and interact with children. Similarly, Kingston and Siraj (2015) states that practitioners must understand sustained shared thinking in order to recognise when children are thinking, thus encouraging extended conversation and thinking in order to undertake the SSTEW scale tool assessment. This is agreed with Welsh Assembly Government (2011) who note than in order for high quality care to be provided, practitioners must have the necessary skills and qualifications to create opportunities to develop children’s thinking. 
[bookmark: _Hlk96198483][bookmark: _Hlk96198202][bookmark: _Hlk96198517]Similarly, when undertaking the ECERS-R quality tool, it is essential that assessors have the necessary training or are certified in order to provide an accurate score (Clayton Early Learning, 2019). This is supported by Melhuish and Gardiner (2018) who found that settings that employed staff with higher qualifications and a training plan in place were more likely to score highly within the ECERS-R and SSTEW scales. Therefore, if practitioners are not suitably skilled or qualified, with little comprehension of sustained shared thinking, then the scoring of the SSTEW and ECERS-R scales may be an incorrect representation of the setting quality. 
[bookmark: _Hlk96198420]However, Kingston and Siraj (2015) suggest that the SSTEW scale is beneficial for supporting disadvantaged children. this is supported by Simpson et al. (2017) who state that sustained shared think between practitioners, children and parents supports the development of social and emotional well-being and future outcomes. Similarly, research indicates that high-quality provision in early years settings can narrow the attainment gap between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children (Nutbrown, 2012). This is agreed with by Sharp, MacLeod and Bernardinelli (2015) who state that disadvantaged children should be provided with equal opportunities and provided with a range of resources to support learning and well-being. However, Samuels (2014) states that research found that children categorised as at risk or disadvantaged did not obtain academic benefits from attending setting with a higher SSTEW score. However, Melhuish and Gardiner (2017) disagree by suggesting that higher quality and scoring in assessments can provide positive longer-term outcomes and school readiness for children. Furthermore, the SSTEW scale can be utilised to improve outcomes for all children, however, practitioners must participate in appropriate training and continuous professional development to enhance adult-child interactions and support well-being (Macdonald, Gealy and Tinney, 2021).
[bookmark: _Hlk96198739][bookmark: _Hlk96198714]Similarly, Betancur et al. (2021) suggests that with the use of the ECERS-R scale globally, many early years setting in disadvantaged areas and countries may receive low scores due a lack of resources within the settings, although interactions may be of high quality. Similarly, Campos et al. (2011) found that ECERS-R scoring do not efficiently represent the level of quality within settings due to focusing on materials, with the stop scoring system contributing to low quality scores for settings with high quality interactions and successful child outcomes but limited resources (Betancur et al. 2021).
Furthermore, both the ECERS-R scale and SSTEW scale have been proven to be efficient with scoring quality within early years settings (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018). However, practitioners require more training and to undertake continuous professional development in order to accurately score quality and provide children with the interactions needed to support sustained shared thinking, wellbeing and positive outcomes (Macdonald, Gealy and Tinney, 2021; Clayton Early Learning, 2019; Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018; Welsh Assembly Government, 2011). Additionally, disadvantaged and poor countries produce low quality scoring when unable to access similar resources as more advantageous countries, therefore, conducting ECERS-R and SSTEW scale assessments simultaneously could produce more accurate results for the quality of the setting children attend (Betancer et al. 2021; Campos et al. 2011).
I will now reflect upon what I have learned during this module about quality within early years settings and how, moving forward, I will utilise this within my practice.
Prior to this module, I was aware that quality was important within early years settings. As a mother of two children, a teenager and a primary school pupil, I have experienced viewing and judging setting environments to make decisions on my children attending. I also personally made judgements on my children’s happiness to attend and their interactions with the practitioners. Similarly, word of mouth was important to me as I valued the opinions of the children and other parents over the inspection results. 
However, on reflection, I have now come to understand the importance of inspection reports and what Estyn and CIW look for when undertaking these inspections. However, from personal experience of when I was a child and being warned of inspections being conducted, I believe that settings should be given less than the current ten day warning of when the inspection will take place, preventing settings from preparing for inspections, thus enabling a more realistic result of the quality provided. Similarly, I believe that inspections should be conducted over a lengthier period of time, thus enabling the inspection to have a better view of the quality in the setting on a daily basis. 
Additionally, I have also developed a greater understanding of settings striving to exceed the national minimum standards and acquire a high-quality assurance status, thus providing children with the optimum support. Similarly, I have developed an understanding of the importance of obtaining parental feedback to improving the standard of quality within settings. I also understand the importance of continuous professional development in supporting the quality provided in settings and supporting the ECERS-R and SSTEW scales scores.
Moving forward, I will continue to ensure that I provide the best quality possible within my practice. I will ensure that children’s wellbeing and outcomes are paramount in my practice and undertake sustained shared thinking and continuous professional development to support this. As a mother, I will ensure that I respond to all feedback questionnaires in order to support my children’s educational setting with their quality improvement.
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