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Quality 
Welsh Government (2023) suggest that quality is ensuring that the care being delivered is effective, safe, person-centred, timely and equitable. These dimensions of quality offer a framework to assess quality and to help in guiding improvement. It is believed that quality is something that everyone aspires to have and is something that everyone wants to offer.

OECD (2006, cited in, OECD, n.d.) stated that minimum standards are fundamental inputs that can allow “good enough” or “adequate” quality early years provision. Structural requirements might express the quality of the environment within the early years setting for the children, such as, outdoors, buildings, space or pedagogical equipment and the training levels required for practitioner, staff-child ratios and the working conditions. A definite minimum level of early years education provision can be certified by the well-defined construction of standards and enforcement of regulations or legislations. 

It can be a challenge to define quality and especially in early years as it can look different to every individual. Quality is also an individual perception based on the practitioner’s experience, pedagogy, training, and their personal views. In early years settings there can be a picture of what quality looks like as a shared vision (Bland, n.d.) Quality within childhood education is not only a worry of the parents and guardians of the children, but also a concern for other stakeholders like early year professionals, governors, and policy makers in planning, designing, and providing programmes and services for the children (Ho, Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2010). Children are in a well-placed position to have better achievement outcomes in school when they experience high quality early years provision. They will also develop better cognitive, social, and emotional abilities that are required in life-long learning. On the other hand, poor quality provision will not add any value in the future (The National Strategies Early Years, 2008). The majority of a child’s day is spent within an early years setting and they are constantly interacting with other children and staff. This means that the adult and other important people in the child’s life play an essential role in providing opportunities for the finest development which includes a health and emotionally safe environment, stimulation, time and supportive interactions and relationships. All these aspects are important when providing a quality early years setting (Hussain and Juma, 2006). 

Children have the right to have access to quality provision in early years, however, there is evidence from Ofsted reports, self-evaluations from different settings, organisational reviews and local authority evaluations show that this is not always the case (Robb, 2021). Research suggests that quality provision within early years leads to progression in children’s development later, like better educational performance in reading and maths, enhanced language skills and a decrease in destructive behaviour. Children are usually more independent, co-operative, better prepared for new and unfamiliar challenges and concentrate on their play for longer if they attend high quality provision settings (Welsh Government, 2014). The EPPE study has found that high quality early years care is connected to children having better improved social relationships and better intellectual attainment (Sylva, 2004, cited in Welsh Government, 2014).

To achieve quality provision in Early Years, building relationships with the children is essential. Good relationships with the children are one of the most important aspects in having good quality practice. Practitioners must be empathetic, sensitive, and understanding of children’s feelings and emotions. This can help children become more confident and encourage them to talk and communicate with others about their ideas and discoveries (Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck, 2012). 

There is a range of different methods that promote quality in early years and ensuring quality above statutory requirements. One method is The Early Effective Learning Programme also known as EEL and it is used to promote quality provision in early years. It began in May 1993, and it is a three year, three phase programme. 


The aim of the programme is to assess and compare thoroughly and systematically the quality of early learning that is being provided in a varied variety of early year education and care settings throughout the UK (Pascal, Bertram, and Ramsden, 2006). They also aim to create a strategy that is cost-effective and informative to assess and to improve and work on the effectiveness and quality of early learning that is available to three- and four-year-old children in a large variety of education and care settings across Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England (Pascal, Bertram and Ramsden, 2006). It is a professional development programme which has self-evaluation and improvements for all early years settings, that offer early education and care for children (Teaching Expertise, 2013). Training is also offered by EEL for early years settings to move on from baseline national standards. The aim for EEL is to provide a development strategy for all early years settings with well-established systems for continuing quality improvement (Centre for Research in Early Childhood, n.d.). The Effective Early Learning Programme has progressed from using a set of action principles that form from expert experiences within the field of quality improvement. Practitioners who are involved with the implementation also have an influence on EEL (Pascal, Bertram and Ramsden, 2006). The EEL programme is also based on personal critical reflections about what research says is an effective learner and what they know about developing quality provision in early childhood settings (Pascal and Bertram, 2018). 

The Baby Effective Early Learning Programme (BEEL) is made to help improve quality in early childhood settings, for children from birth to age three. This method is designed to help and allow Early Years staff to become practitioners and researchers within their setting to help push improvements in quality through a sequence of reflective practice built around adult and child observations (Centre for Research in Early Childhood, n.d.). The Baby Effective Early Learning Programme handbook alongside the training that accompanies it, is a programme that helps develop early years settings. They do this by providing an appliance for efficient and rigorous self-evaluation and guidance gathering. (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). These evaluations are providing a variety of detailed quantitative and qualitative data from early years settings throughout the UK (Pascal and Bertram, 1999). Both BEEL and EEL support practitioners in inspecting the ways that they support children through development and learning and the methods of observation that are used in EEL and BEEL are based on approaches introduced by Professor Ferre Laevers of the Leuven University in Belgium. (Crosse, 2022.). Practitioners who use both the BEEL or EEL programmes, it will help them support reflective and critical thinking that enables them to work with other members of staff to improve quality that encourages cultural diversity and equal opportunities (Crosse, 2022). 

According to (Teacher Expertise, 2013) effective early learning and baby effective early learning, basic training is three days long and it is funded by local authorities, this is an advantage that this scheme has, as it gives more practitioners the opportunity to expand their knowledge of effective and baby effective early learning. After the basic training there is also a two-day course available for those who wish to become accredited EEL trainers.

Another method used to promote quality in Early Years settings is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scales (SSTEW). There are five areas of practice, these are also known as sub-scales. The first area of practice is building confidence, trust and independence. The second area is emotional and social well-being. The third area is supporting and extending language and communication. The fourth area is supporting learning and critical thinking and finally the last area of practice is assessing learning and language (Brodie, 2015). Within these five areas of practice are 14 subheadings known as items and within these items there are chunks of information that define practice, and these are called indicators (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Practitioners are strongly recommended to attend SSTEW Scale training sessions. This will ensure that the practitioners are aware of all the important content of the scale and it will make sense more after having the training sessions (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Scores range from 1 to 7 for each section. 1 meaning inadequate and 7 meaning excellent. 

Using SSTEW is helping when it is also used alongside other environment scales, such as ECERS-E and ECERS-R, gives practitioners and the assessor a more advanced and complete picture of how high-quality early years provision looks like. It is a aspirational scale in early years education and care as it reflects on high-quality practice and pedagogy (Victoria State Government, 2020). 

 The SSTEW scales concentrate on the pedagogy within early childhood settings and the role of the adult in supporting children’s development and learning (Hoare, n.d.). The term ‘sustained shared thinking’ was first created by Siraj Blatchford et al. (2002, cited in Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015) whilst qualitative analysis of data was being collected, through descriptions of recorded and observed interactions in twelve outstanding pre-school ‘outlier’ settings. This information was collected by the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years, also known as REPAY. It was recognised that engagement in sustained shared thinking with children is a key skill needed from practitioners (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). The SSTEW Scale has benefitted significantly from feedback that it has had from expert practitioners from across the world and with it being trailed in early years settings by a large amount of people (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). The SSTEW Scale is an Environment Rating scale, and it is a tool used to assess quality within early years education and care settings. It is made to measure and encourage practice that supports children between the ages two and five years old, with developing skills emotional well-being as well as sustained shared thinking. SSTEW also supports and encourages the development of effective and efficient communication, strong relationships, concept development, and features of self-regulation (Kingston and Siraj, 2015). The first part of the SSTEW training is Familiarity. You can do the training courses online, it is organised into seven different sections, five modules are pre-recorded, and they are available online. Having the modules online is an advantage for those who have a busy schedule as they can be completed at whatever time is convenient for them and they can be revisited for at least a year after the registration process (Birth to Seven Matters, n.d.).

The scores given when using the SSTEW Scale need to symbolise an professional and expert judgement of practitioners behaviours, interactions and responses and the resulting children experiences in the setting. At the end of completion of the SSTEW scale, there is a section about child development that supports the understanding of suitable practice on, cognitive development, social development, emotional development, and progression in play (Hoare, n.d.). 

EduCare (n.d.) offer a course on Sustained Shared Thinking in the Early Years which covers the basic principles of SST (sustained shared thinking), recognises the different ways to engage with children to assist their development, learn all content of the SSTEW scales and learn how to reflect and self-evaluate on the use of the scales. This course costs £22 which is an advantage as it is affordable training. It is also available to access online which means it is a flexible course. However, there is also a large range of sustained shared thinking courses which involve coverage of SSTEW that are much more expensive. For example, Early Years training (n.d.) offer training which costs £92.40. This may be an unrealistic price for some settings as budget can be difficult. 

To conclude, improvement and quality assurance schemes are made and developed to promote quality by encouraging and supporting practitioners within early years settings to me aware and think about what it is they are doing and how they are doing it. Quality assurance can help inspire settings to celebrate and demonstrate commitment to quality and also shows them how to develop and build teams in their settings (Brighton and Hove City Council, n.d.). The quality of early years education and care settings is extremely important to ensure children are getting the highest quality of care and support they can have and it also effects their daily experiences and opportunities and the benefits of these are only recognised if the provision is used to the highest quality (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012). 
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