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This essay will critically reflect on the benefits of using additional methods to promote and ensure quality above the statutory requirements. This assignment will begin by looking at what is meant by ‘quality’ and how we assess quality within early years educational settings. Inspections will be considered, as they are the key form of quality insurance for early years settings. Environmental rating scales will be considered as well as other two other methods of quality assessment. 
Moss (2016) suggests that quality is a choice, not a necessity. He explains quality as being a choice that follows assuming a particular position, that comes with assumptions, values and beliefs. Cottle and Alexander (2012) state that the concept of quality has been debated for decades because of the diverse perspective of stakeholders within early years settings. Due to a range of interested parties, there is an equally broad range of perspectives about what quality is and how it benefits an early years setting and education. The Every child matters Green Paper (2003) sets out the governments vision of quality referring to early years provision, education, care, staffing, training, leadership and, joint-working and suggests that there is a need for a multi-disciplinary approach, having a range of practitioners from various backgrounds to work together as a team, and ensuring the high standard of understanding and knowledge of all practitioners within the setting. The quality of early years settings is significant as it affects the everyday experiences of children (Peisner-Feinberg and Burchinal, 1997; NICHD, 200; Sylva et al, 2008). Another way of describing quality is to consider the purpose in which the setting is designed to serve. There are three purposes that quality can be evaluated against which are: regulation, research and improvement (Scarr et al, 1994 cited in Siraj Blatchford and Wong, 1999). 
There are a variety of ways to assess the quality of a setting, many of which are supported by research as obtaining elements of quality which are predictive of children’s outcomes. Studies show that children who attend high quality settings are more likely to achieve positive outcomes (Sylva et al, 2004; Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2005; Pinata, La Paro and Hamre, 2007). 
The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project was the first study to use a national sample of children’s development from the ages of three to seven years. The EPPE team collected a variety of information on 3,000 different children to investigate the impact of pre-school education. The study looked at the background and characteristics of parents, the child’s home environment, and the pre-school setting attended by the children. A sample of children who had no or minimal pre-school experience were also part of this study to compare the progress and outcomes of children who did attend a pre-school setting and those who did not. The EPPE project also explored the characteristics of effective practice and the pedagogy that underpins it. Within the findings of the EPPE project, it is clear that high quality provision for children has a positive impact on their intellectual and social/behavioural development (Sylva et al, 2004). 
Another report Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) analyses the Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (EPEY) Project. This study was established to identify the most effective educational strategies that are used within early years settings to support the positive development of children to ensure they have a good start at school. The EPEY project study is based on case studies carried out in effective early years settings reflecting different types of provision. Information was also gathered through conducting interviews with a variety of stakeholders such as parents, staff, and managers (Blatchford et al, 2000). The REPEY research suggests that the most effective early years settings succeed at having a balance between both adult-led and child-led activities. The analysis also highlights a relationship between curriculum differentiation and sustained shared thinking. This research also found that the most effective settings also have social/behavioural policies in place that involve staff supporting children to rationalise and talk through their issues. The evidence suggests that the better an early years setting does within each of these aspects, the more effective it will be (Blatchford et al, 2010). Hoare (no date) supports the view that the findings of the REPEY study reflect that adults in a high quality setting have a warm, responsive nature with the children, there are high quality interactions with the children including sustained shared thinking, the setting has clear educational goals and planning, the staff are all qualified to a high standard, and the parents are involved in their children’s learning and development. 
Inspections are seen as the main form for assessing quality in any early years education setting. The Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (CSSIW) are responsible for inspecting social care and social services settings within Wales to ensure they are safe and effective for the people who use them. CSSIW provide independent assurance about the quality of a setting, they safeguard children ensuring their rights are protected, they aim to improve care by encouraging improvements for the safety and quality of services, and finally they inform policies, standards and provide advice for settings (Live Well Cheshire West, 2019). CSSIW (2016) states that there have been some recent updates to the inspection of early years settings which came into force in April 2016. The new Inspection Framework will consist of more focus on child development and well-being outcomes. When inspectors come to visit a setting, they will consider four main themes, well-being, care and development, leadership and management, and the environment. Inspectors will spend more time speaking to children, parents and staff aswell as observing the children and staff interaction with children. Inspectors will ask to look at children’s records and other information to ensure that everything is kept up to date, including policies, statement of purpose, first aid, fire risk assessments and DBS certificates. They will also consider a vast range of evidence to support children’s development and well-being and will discuss feedback with the setting’s leadership team. 
CSSIW require settings to fill in a Quality-of-Care Review Self-evaluation to support Self-Assessment of Services Statement (SASS) document which is necessary to support settings with how they can create, maintain and improve their services so that they meet the highest standards of quality, offer excellent opportunities for children, and contribute to children’s positive well-being outcomes. The Quality-of-Care Review is a legal duty under regulation 16 of the Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 (CSSIW, 2017). Fazackerley (2023) states that an investigation into the affects of inspections on school staff found that the pressures of school inspections can lead to staff suffering with severe health issues related to stress. Kelly (2016) suggests that when staff know that there is an inspection looming or they have received a phone call to inform them of an upcoming inspection, this can cause instant stress and although a small amount of stress is considered to be good there is a need for settings to have support in place to prevent staff from becoming overly stressed as this could have a detrimental affect on the setting. 
The Early Years Quality Mark award is one of the many ways in which a setting can be assessed for high quality. This is awarded to settings who can evidence that they are providing the very best education for children and are supporting them to develop their literacy and mathematics skills in an appropriate way that meets the needs of the child (Abercromby Nursery School, 2023). The Early Years Quality Mark was designed to acknowledge and celebrate a settings’ excellent values. Settings can complete an early years self-assessment audit tool to begin the process of applying for this award to recognise quality within their setting (Values Based Education, no date). Abbot Community Primary School (no date) says that achieving the Quality Mark award shows that a setting is providing high quality education and provision for the children within their care, it is external confirmation of good quality. The award involves ten Early Years Quality Mark Elements, which are; a whole setting strategy to improve children’s abilities and achievements, an analysis of the assessment of children, setting appropriate expectations for children, planning next steps, regularly reviewing progress, a commitment to improving the skills of practitioners, a balanced use of child-initiated and adult-led play, appropriate use of environment and resources, partnership between stakeholders and practitioners to support children’s learning and development, and finally an effective procedure for monitoring planning and assessment to improve practice. Abercromby Nursery School (2023) states that settings holding the Quality Mark Award are re-audited every three years to ensure the setting is still meeting all ten standards. The assessor will speak with the head teacher, teaching staff, the children, parents and the Chair of Governors to gather evidence to support these rigorous standards whilst also spending time observing children’s learning within the classroom and outdoor environment. Although this method of quality assurance is extremely useful, it can be time consuming for staff who are already busy with their every day schedules and even once they earn this award there is a need for the setting to continue their high quality standard of practice to ensure they keep it. This can be seen as a good thing as it ensures the continuous high quality of a setting but may also cause additional stresses for staff who feel they must comply with not only all of the areas within CSSIW inspections but also that of the Quality Mark award. 
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale helps early years settings create a high quality learning environment (Tes Magazine, 2022). The revised ECERS is an inclusive way to assess the quality of a setting. The scale includes forty three areas to consider which is categorised into seven subscales, these include; space and furnishing, personal care, language and reasoning, activities, interaction, structure, and stakeholders (Ersi, no date). A similar quality assessment scale is The Infant and Toddlers Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) which was designed to assess early years settings for children up to thirty months of age. This scale consists of thirty nine areas for consideration and is organised into seven subscales. The items within this program include helping children to understanding language, nature and science, use of ICT, free play and group play activities. 
Another way of measuring the quality of a early years setting is through The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW), this scale is part of the Curriculum and Intentional Quality Rating Scales and is designed to assess the quality of all five areas of the child developmental domains. SSTEW specifically looks at the quality of an early years setting’s environment and pedagogy in the social and emotional area of the child developmental domains. This method of assessing quality has five subscales which look at how a setting incorporates trust, confidence and independence, social and emotional wellbeing, support for extending language and communication, support for learning and critical thinking and how they assess learning and language. These things are vital to run a high quality early years setting as they make up some of the key areas that the CSSIW will look for during inspections. This program is designed for settings to be able to self-evaluate and improve their practices. However, there is a need for training to carry out this program within a setting. Training is available for large numbers of staff although this can be costly (Victoria State Government, 2019). 
Hoare (no date) suggests that using the SSTEW scale alongside other quality assessment scales such as the Infant and Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) or the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) will give settings a better picture of what high quality early years education and care looks like. The SSTEW scales build on ECERS and ITERS as it focuses on the pedagogy within a setting as well as the adult’s role in supporting the learning and development of the children. This scale also supports the view that high quality interactions between staff and children will enhance the learning environment. 
In conclusion, there are many benefits to using additional methods of quality assessment to promote and ensure the high quality of a setting. This essay considered what is meant by the term ‘quality’ and looked at research that has been carried out to inform what high quality is. The use of inspections as the main form of quality assessment was analysed and the how stress caused by such inspections was contemplated. The benefits of the use of the Quality Mark award within settings were evaluated and although it is a useful tool for evidencing and maintaining quality within a setting, it can be time consuming. This assignment reflected on the ECERS and ITERS scale as a method used to assess the quality of a setting and how they coincide with the SSTEW rating scale.
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