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Section 1
What is quality?
  According to Dahlberg et al. (2013), everyone wants to have or would like to offer quality. Additionally, Dahlberg et al. (2013) further state that quality is often taken for granted.  Birth to 5 Matters (no date) implies that quality in early years education is a continuous process in which settings strive to improve outcomes for every child by ensuring learning is personalised to meet the needs of each individual child (Birth to 5 Matters, no date). 
    Eadie et al. (2022) highlight that quality in early childhood education is divided into three areas: structural, systemic, and process. Structural quality typically includes the learning environment, educator qualifications, and child ratios (Torii et al., 2017, cited in Eadie et al., 2022). Systemic quality consists of factors such as the government and regulatory standards that must be followed (Eadie et al.,2022). Finally, process quality focuses on children’s experiences in the early years, primarily emphasising effective learning strategies and interactions between a child and a practitioner (Eadie et al., 2022). 
   Furthermore, Moss (2016) states that educators make quality choices in early years settings, but it is not a requirement. Moss (2016) further emphasises that quality can hold many meanings as discussions about defining it have intensified, highlighting the need to include a broad range of stakeholders, not only academic experts but also children, parents, practitioners, and others who may hold very different perspectives (Moss, 2016). 

Why is it important?
  Quality in early years education is crucial because it lays the foundation for children's lifelong learning, social development, and overall well-being (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). Research has consistently shown that high-quality early years settings improve children's cognitive, emotional, and social outcomes, ensuring children thrive and succeed in settings (Education Endowment Foundation, 2024). Foundation Years (no date) agree suggesting that Children who attend a high-quality childcare setting can achieve higher grades and outcomes at school.
   Additionally, children will develop better social, emotional, and cognitive abilities necessary later in life (foundation years, no date).
    Local Government Association (2023) states that high-quality early years settings can positively impact children, particularly those living in more deprived areas who may face greater disadvantages. 
    The first five years of life are the most important. During this period, children’s brains are at their most powerful stage of development, and they are learning to develop physical, cognitive, and socio-emotional skills that will be central to their future achievements in education and adult life (Education Development Trust, 2024). Similarly, OECD (2017) indicate that children from low-income backgrounds benefit the most from high-quality early years education, as it fosters language development and social-emotional skills essential for later achievement.

How do we know it is important for children to have access to high-quality settings?
  High-quality early years settings play a crucial role in children's cognitive, social, and emotional development, as demonstrated by the Effective Provision of Preschool Education (EPPE) project and the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study. 
   The EPPE study (2004) was a large-scale longitudinal research project in the UK, which tracked over 3,000 children from preschool to primary school and found that attending high-quality early years settings resulted in enhanced intellectual and social development compared to children in lower-quality settings or those who did not attend preschool. 
   Additionally, the study highlighted the long-term academic benefits of early education and emphasised the importance of staff qualifications and positive adult-child interactions in achieving better outcomes (Sylva et al., 2004). 
   Building on these findings, the REPEY study (2002) explored effective pedagogical strategies and concluded that sustained shared thinking (SST), where adults engage children in meaningful conversations and problem-solving, is a key factor in learning. The study also found that a balance of child-initiated and adult-led activities, along with highly trained staff, contributes to improved educational experiences for young children (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). 
   These findings highlight the broader significance of high-quality early years settings, as they enhance essential language, literacy, and numeracy skills for school readiness, support social and emotional development by fostering confidence and self-regulation, and help reduce educational inequalities, particularly for disadvantaged children. 
   Therefore, investing in well-qualified educators and effective teaching strategies can greatly influence children's future learning and success. 

Section 2
   Several assessment tools exist to evaluate and enhance early years settings, two of the most significant being the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale developed by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2015) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) designed by Harms, Clifford and Cryer (2015).                  
  SSTEW focuses on teacher-child interactions and emotional well-being, while ECERS assesses the learning environment, routines, and structure. This section will compare and contrast these frameworks, exploring their advantages and disadvantages and their role in improving and expanding the quality of early years education.
   SSTEW and ECERS evaluate early years settings using different criteria. The SSTEW Scale, developed by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2015), emphasises the quality of sustained shared thinking (SST). In this process, adults and children engage in meaningful dialogue to foster a deeper understanding. It also assesses promoting emotional well-being, ensuring children feel secure and supported in their learning environments (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015). In contrast, ECERS, designed by Harms, Clifford, and Cryer (2015), takes a broader approach by evaluating the physical environment, curriculum, and overall program structure. ECERS provides a structured framework to measure aspects such as materials, daily routines, and learning resources, ensuring a holistic assessment of preschool environments (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015).
   SSTEW offers several advantages in early years education. Firstly, it prioritises high-quality interactions, which research suggests play a critical role in early cognitive and language development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). By encouraging educators to engage in deep, meaningful discussions with children, SSTEW fosters problem-solving, creativity, and language acquisition. Secondly, it emphasises emotional well-being, ensuring children feel safe, valued, and supported. Secure attachments between children and educators have been linked to better social-emotional outcomes (Bowlby, 1988). Thirdly, SSTEW provides teacher reflection and development opportunities, helping practitioners assess and improve their pedagogical approaches.
    However, SSTEW also has limitations. It does not assess the physical environment, safety, or resources available in the setting, which are crucial for holistic child development. Additionally, SSTEW is qualitative rather than quantitative, making it more difficult to compare settings thoroughly. Furthermore, successful implementation of SSTEW requires highly trained staff, as sustained shared thinking relies on skilled adult-child interactions, which may not always be present in all early years settings (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015).
   ECERS is a widely recognised tool for assessing early years settings and has several strengths. One key advantage is its inclusive assessment, covering multiple aspects of the learning environment, including curriculum, materials, routines, and interactions (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015). This holistic approach ensures that settings provide developmentally appropriate activities and meet children's cognitive, social, and physical needs. ECERS also promotes inclusive and accessible practices, ensuring diverse learning experiences for all children, including those with additional learning needs (ALN) (Sylva et al., 2004).
    Another strength of ECERS is its standardised scoring system, which allows unbiased comparisons across different settings. This makes it a valuable tool for policymakers, inspectors, and researchers evaluating the overall quality of early years provision. Furthermore, ECERS encourages structured learning, supporting school readiness by emphasising early literacy, numeracy, and problem-solving skills (Sylva et al., 2004).
    Despite these advantages, ECERS has some drawbacks. It tends to be checklist-driven, meaning settings might focus on meeting criteria without improving meaningful interactions (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012). Additionally, while ECERS assesses some aspects of teacher-child interactions, it does not explore in-depth sustained shared thinking as SSTEW. Moreover, its focus on resources and organisation can sometimes lead to a compliance-based approach, where early years settings concentrate on fulfilling requirements rather than enhancing genuine learning experiences (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015).
   Both SSTEW and ECERS play a crucial role in improving the quality of early years education, although in different ways. SSTEW enhances teacher-child interactions, fostering children's critical thinking, language development, and emotional resilience. By prioritising sustained shared thinking, it ensures that children are not merely passive recipients of knowledge but actively engaged in learning (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).
   Conversely, ECERS ensures a well-structured, resource-rich, and inclusive learning environment that is essential for child development. It aids educators in providing a balanced curriculum supporting early literacy, numeracy, and social development (Sylva et al., 2004). By establishing clear standards, ECERS enables settings to identify areas for improvement, ensuring a consistently high standard of early education.
   The National Minimum Standards (NMS) provide a regulatory framework that ensures early years settings meet essential benchmarks for safety, learning, and emotional well-being (Welsh Government, 2023). While ECERS assesses structural quality, including the physical environment, routines, and resources, SSTEW evaluates process quality, focusing on adult-child interactions and emotional development. Both frameworks assist settings in not only complying with but also exceeding NMS expectations, ensuring that children receive the highest quality care and education.
   Various types of information are necessary to improve the provision in early years settings and ensure a high-quality physical environment and teaching practices.         Regular assessment data on children’s progress and development, including cognitive, social, and emotional areas, is essential to tailor learning experiences to each child’s needs (Sylva et al., 2004). Observations of teacher-child interactions, especially in areas like sustained shared thinking (SST), are critical in enhancing pedagogical practices (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). 
   Information on staff development, such as training needs and professional qualifications, helps ensure educators are well-equipped to engage in high-quality teaching practices (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2015). Stakeholder feedback from parents, colleagues, and children provides a comprehensive view of the setting’s effectiveness (Mathers et al., 2012). 
  Cottle and Alexander (2014) highlight that practitioners should strongly endorse the value of parent partnership within early years settings, ensuring good partnerships with parents can create a high-quality setting (Cottle and Alexander, 2014). 
  Regular Quality of Care Reports (CIW, 2019) play a vital role in monitoring compliance with the National Minimum Standards and identifying areas for improvement. Assessment tools such as ECERS and SSTEW provide structured methods for settings to evaluate their environments and teaching quality ahead of inspections. By using these frameworks proactively, early years practitioners can ensure they meet high standards, address gaps before formal evaluations, and create enriching learning experiences that go beyond compliance (CIW, 2019).
   Additionally, evaluations of the physical environment and available resources ensure that the setting supports learning and development, especially for children with additional learning needs (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015). Using standardised tools like ECERS and SSTEW provides structured feedback to identify areas for improvement, whether in teacher-child interactions, emotional well-being, or the overall learning environment (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015; Siraj et al., 2015).    
   Staying informed about current policies and research further guides improvements in early years settings (Education Development Trust, 2024). By continuously monitoring and reflecting on these areas, early years practitioners can make informed decisions to create high-quality learning environments that meet children’s diverse needs (Foundation Years, no date).
  In conclusion, high-quality early years provision is crucial for nurturing children's cognitive, social, and emotional development, especially during their formative years. The assessment tools SSTEW and ECERS provide valuable insights into various quality aspects, with SSTEW highlighting meaningful interactions and emotional well-being. At the same time, ECERS offers a thorough evaluation of the learning environment. Both assessment tools align with the National Minimum Standards (NMS), ensuring that settings meet key benchmarks in care, safety, and education (Welsh Government, 2023). Additionally, Quality of Care Reports provide external validation of these efforts, helping providers continuously refine their practice and exceed regulatory expectations (CIW, 2019). By integrating these tools, ongoing professional development, and strong parental engagement, early years settings can establish a foundation for lifelong learning while addressing educational inequalities (Education Development Trust, 2024; Foundation Years, no date).
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