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There is no simple definition of quality because everyone’s view of what quality is in an early years setting is different. Tanner et al (2006) and Cottle and Alexander (2012) state that the government sees quality as something that is objective and can easily be ‘measured, evaluated and assured’ and this can be seen in ‘national goals, standards, targets and various quality assurance procedures’ (….). On the other hand, Tanner et al (2006), argues that rather than quality being something that is ‘objective and fixed’,  it can be seen as ‘subjective and dynamic’ because of the multiple ideas surrounding early years development. Furthermore, Tanner et al (2006) states that often official definitions of quality fail to recognise that what is meant by or judged as quality varies among individuals and social groups. Additionally, Sylvia et al (2003 cited in Ishimine et al, 2010), says that the term quality depends on what curriculum a setting follows, what an individual sees as a priority, and the cultural and social contexts. 

Ishimine et al (2010), says that there are two different types of quality. The first is Structural Quality, this includes looking at the staff and child ratios, what qualifications staff members have and if they need training and what resources the setting has to offer. The second is Process Quality, this is all about the interactions between parents, practitioners and children, it also looks at good leadership and management teams and the teaching skills of the key worker. Some of the factors which a setting is measured on include, making sure staff are trained appropriately, the interaction between teacher and child so that the child feels comfortable coming into the school setting, and making sure that as a setting they are up to date with any changes in policy or legislation and having a good management team to support and guide their staff to achieve the best possible practice. 

The reasons we measure quality are to help improve practitioners’ quality of practice within their setting. It also looks at making sure provisions are met and the setting or workplace maintains a high level of care for the families and children. Additionally, quality assessment acknowledges the work of the key worker as an individual as well as the organisational setting and its facilities (Ishimine et al 2010 and Zaslow et al 2009). Therefore measuring the quality of a setting is important as the ultimate aim  is to promote the child’s attainment and development (Zaslow et al, 2011; Cottle and Alexander,2012) 

Quality assurance includes putting in place planned and systematic actions that will produce a high level of quality within the workplace. The individual raises their own standards through self-evaluation or assessment to see where their strengths and weaknesses lie, so they can see where there is room for improvement (Arditi and Gunaydin 1997; Reed and Canning 2011; Early-years.org NO DATE).  The main aim of quality assurance is self-evaluation. Blok et al (2008) says that self-evaluation and assessment in a school setting is important for the improvement of the school in their quality of practice.

The Foundation Years (NO DATE) states that high quality practice should be carried out daily and ensure maintaining quality for children to achieve the best outcomes at schools, thus developing better holistically in life. Quality assurance is important to use within the workplace because it allows for the individual to be self-critical and self-reflect on themselves allowing the individual  to improve upon their current skills, knowledge and values (Craft 2003). The use of quality assurance in early years settings can be very beneficial. Quality Assurance makes sure each setting is inclusive, promotes the provision for effect practice and encourages staff to work together by sharing ideas on how to improve their skills, knowledge and values. Also, it is good for promoting the setting’s business because a quality assurance programme will communicate with the parents or caregiver to let them know that the setting has raised its level of quality above its previous standard. This has the additional benefit of attracting parents who are looking to place their child into a high quality early years setting (Early-years.org NO DATE; GET REF).

To measure quality assurance within the setting, the assessor uses a scale or model, of which there are a number of examples, to assess and determine how well their measures of quality are seen within the setting. Their scales go from the minimum standard of inadequate all the way up to excellent; the maximum score is out of seven and the assessor has to mark the setting from the criteria shown in the scale (Howard el al 2018;  Burchinal 2018).

One way to measure quality in an early years setting is through the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW). Sustained share thinking is when two or more individuals work together intellectually to solve a problem. This can be used in an early year setting through adult and child communication, for example through storytelling, singing and discussing their ideas (Blatchford 2009; Howard et al 2018). The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) (no date) says that the SSTEW scale, unlike other tools which measure quality, brings an extra element to quality assurance, as it looks at not only the intellectual development of the child, but also the role of the adult and how the practitioner develops a child’s emotional well-being and learning in the classroom. 

The SSTEW Scale aims to support, improve and increase the use and practice of Sustained Shared Thinking in an early year setting to achieve a high-quality provision within the classroom. The scale is aimed at children aged two to five years old. It is made up of fourteen items under five subscales. These cover: building trust, confidence and independence; social and emotional well-being; supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking; and assessing language and learning. It also looks at the child’s social, cognitive and emotional development and how they interact during play (Siraj et al 2015; Howard et al 2018).

High quality marks are given to a setting that demonstrates a number of key factors. These include, practitioners having a good relationship with the children, knowing what their interests are and an understanding of their cultural backgrounds. The setting should also encourage and support the children’s, ‘curiosity, thinking and questioning’. Practitioners should engage the children in activities that challenge them and allow them to take risks; this will encourage the children to ask questions to their peers and the teacher in the classroom. Additionally, to support all children, the teachers need to demonstrate that they have a range of different teaching strategies and a thorough understanding of current pedagogical knowledge. Furthermore, the SSTEW Scale recognises the importance of quality interaction between the parents/caregiver in the home environment (foundationyears.org 2015; Kingston & Siraj, 2017 and Howard et al 2018).

The SSTEW scale came about following the findings from the Research Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years Study (REPEY). This looked at twelve case studies of preschool provisions with children aged 2-5 and found that the key factor in high quality provision within an early years setting is the level of interaction between children and their peers and practitioners. Evidence from the study suggests that it is important to have a good balance between group classroom activities and play based activities that the children chose themselves, but which were carefully designed to improve a child’s cognitive development. Both of these factors feed into Sustained Shared Thinking because the practitioner will be developing and deepening the child’s understanding and knowledge of the subject at hand; for example, asking the child questions and encouraging them to also ask questions about a topic (Siraj-Blatchford et al 2002 and Siraj-Blatchford and Manni 2007).

The SSTEW scale according to Howard et al (2018) is an effective tool for self-evaluation as well as classroom assessment and observation. This is because as an early years setting, the practitioners can measure their own performance, reflect on their actions and then all come together to see where they can improve. SSTEW also, promotes improvement and personal development, through the staff in the setting identifying any areas that require improvement. The scale supports the practitioners in assessing early interactions by looking at any strengths and weaknesses.

The second model used to measure quality is an Environmental Rating Scale. There are four main rating scales used to measure quality; the one that will be focussed on is the Early Childhood Rating Scale (ECERS). These rating scales can be used across a broad number of settings and they focus on interactions within both the classroom and the indoor and outdoor environment (University of North Carolina, NO DATE). The ECERS is made up of forty-three items with seven sub scales; the sub scales consist of space and furnishing, personal care routines, language and reasoning, the type of activities undertaken in the setting, the interactions between staff and pupils, the programme structure and the relationship between parent and staff (Sylva et al 2006). The ECERS is aimed at children aged two to five and consists of two hours of assessing and aims to improve quality through self-audit and inspections (Harms et al 2014).

The ECERS was based on the research and findings from the Effective Provisions of Preschool Education (EPPE) Project. The EPPE Project was a longitudinal study that looked at the progress and development of children from Preschool to secondary. Three thousand children were assessed, and it was carried out in six authorities in the United Kingdom. The children were aged three to five years old and their overall development was looked at; from the ages after this they were only assessed at important stages through their schooling (Sylva 2006). The findings from the study suggested that the preschools with best attendance, quality and duration had long-term effects on an individual’s academic skill. Also, high quality provision has been linked to improvements in a child’s social and academic development (Sylva et al 2004).

The aspects the ECERS is looking for whilst assessing a setting is enough space for play to take place both indoor and outdoor. It looks at whether the furniture is suitable and safe for the children to use, are the children taught to be hygienic for example washing their hands and whether the setting is promoting healthy eating by incorporating it into their snack time. It assesses whether the practitioners encourage the children to develop their language and communication skills; the outdoor environment has it got suitable equipment for example sand and water play, and arts and crafts area or even somewhere the children can play music. Additionally, is the play self-directed by the children or are the teachers planning the activities carried out (University of North Carolina NO DATE; Sylva et al 2004 and Howard et al 2018).

It has been shown that the environment a child is in can affect their cognitive development. The ECERS measures the outdoor and indoor environment and looks at what needs improving; the practitioners should also self-reflect to see where they need to improve their quality of provision. Furthermore, high quality preschool settings have been linked to improve children’s cognitive, social and language development (NICHD 2000).

While these models are effective tools for measuring quality within an early years setting, a number of drawbacks can be noted for any type of assessment. These include not having enough time for the assessment; for example, is two hours enough to properly measure the standard of quality within the setting? Calder (1995) contradicts this as during his study  two hours was plenty of time to carry out the assessment. The practitioners may behave differently the day the assessment takes place because they know they are being observed on their practice and behaviour around the children. Also, with the ECERS, each individual’s opinion on what equipment is safe/ a risk to the children may differ. Additionally, the SSTEW model does not focus on the indoor or outdoor environment, but only on the interaction between individuals. Measuring these factors is important for, as said above, the environment plays an important part in a child’s social and cognitive development.

Whilst everybody is aware of quality, it can be difficult to pinpoint one sole definition of what quality entails. Some say quality is about how we care for the child and making sure practitioners have a positive relationship with the children as this can give the child a sense of belonging, letting them know they are safe (NHS 2010). Ishimine (2010) talked about how there are two common categories of quality: structural and process. Both of these are used to measure quality assurance in an early years setting. The models that were focussed on were the SSTEW Scale and the ECERS; both of these are tools in which the standard of provision is assessed and observed in order to improve the level of quality. Looking at the SSSTEW Scale it was found that the relationship between the teacher and child and child and their peers was important for developing a child’s social and communication skills and their knowledge and values. The ECERS mainly focused on the indoor and outdoor environment, whilst briefly looking at the interactions within the classroom. It was found that the environment plays a large part in developing a child’s cognitive, language, social and communication skills. Both models are efficient tools for practitioners to use for self-evaluation and self-reflection to see where they, as individuals, need to improve to increase their quality of practice and within the setting to look at what needs improvement and how they can, as a whole, make improvements for the future. By using scales which use different criteria the quality of provisions of a setting can be measured from different perspectives. 
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