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What is Quality and why is it important? 

 

Moss, (2016) states that quality is something that everyone wants to have and offer to 

other individuals. Quality in business and marketing is described as degree of 

excellence and the level of satisfactory and how well it caters needs targeted to each 

individual using the service, (Market Business New, n, d). Although, in childcare and 

early education settings quality may differ and have a different idea of what quality 

looks like.   

 

Although quality can be measured in how the setting looks, promotes rights, expresses 

needs for young children and overall assessments. Cottle and Alexander, (2012, p1) 

explains that quality can have a range of perspectives from different stakeholders 

surrounding the setting, for example in early education or childcare settings, 

stakeholders can include, parents, practitioners, managers or many outside agencies 

will have different opinions and expectations of what is deemed as quality. Mathers, 

et al. (2012), also agrees that stakeholders have an impact of high quality in early 

education and childcare settings by stating the impact of each stakeholder. For 

example, parents and carers of the children attending these settings can provide 

positive feedback and possible improvements to support quality. Parents can also 

impact on a marketing scale to improve care, environment and how they adapt 

learning.   

Ho, et al. (2010) has learnt that from a number of childhood research documents that 

there are connections comparing how high-quality settings have impact on the nature 

of development and learning for young children. In this document it also explains the 

gap in which education and care takes place for young children in both early education 

and childcare settings. With this statement in mind Huston (2008) also points out that 

there is no inherent difference between childcare and early education. Both care and 

education can be a rich experience that contributes and impacts children’s 

development or not, depending on the environment and how it can benefit each 

individual’s child’s development. Rounding all these statements up, there is a debate 

on how high- or low-quality settings impact children. Foundation Years, (n.d.) explains 

that children who experience high quality provision are set well to achieve higher 
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outcomes later in life such as school grades. However, children who do not experience 

high quality provision are more likely face challenges later on in future life as they will 

not have received the correct support. Sylva, et al. (2006) also supports this point by 

stating ‘It is an established view among childcare researchers that higher quality of 

care relates to better developmental outcomes, and lower quality to lower 

developmental outcomes.  

However, even with a range of research and documents describing the impact that 

high quality settings can have on children’s development and future success. There 

are many disadvantages to create a high-quality setting. In order for a setting to be 

labelled as ‘high quality’ it must meet specific standards, for example having high 

qualified staff members. The Education Committee (2019) emphasis’ the difficulties of 

staff training, In the publication Sara Bonetti argues the need and goal for early 

education and childcare setting to have high qualified staff to ensure highest quality 

provision, although she shares worries about the cost, she states ‘yet we know that 

training for level 3 professionals has become more and more expensive over the 

years.’ Another negative spoken about in the publication is staff leaving childcare 

settings due to not being offered high qualification opportunities as struggles with 

budgeting and not being able to offer higher wages to higher qualified current and 

future staff members.  

 

There are different ways in which to measure quality in early years settings. Two of 

the types of quality measuring tool are Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-

being (SSTEW) and The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), (ERS, 

n, d). 

 

The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) is a quality 

measuring tool carried out by observational assessments in early education and 

childcare settings.  The SSTEW scale understands and promotes the importance of 

high-quality interactions involving children and childcare practitioners within early 

years settings.  The SSTEW scale includes a rating scale using five sub-scales that 

link and follow aspects of children’s development. Within these five sub-scales they 

include 14 subheadings which outline key focuses within the five sub-scale. For 
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example, sub-scale 1 looks into trust, confidence and independence. Within this main 

focus, item 2 explores how children are encourages to have choices and independent 

play (Nursery world,2015). 

 

Before undertaking a SSTEW scale at a setting, it is important for the professional 

carrying out the observations to undertake some factors. Such as; receiving training 

and gaining a full understanding how to carry out scoring correctly and appropriately. 

Also, the professional must familiarise themselves with the sub-scale titles, the items 

and what is expected in each level. This is to ensure fairness in all settings. In contrast 

to this, Sylva, (2006), explains that the scoring should be carried out by 1 individual. 

However, by having one professional undertaking these observations it can cause a 

negative impact on scoring. The reasoning for this is that as the professional may not 

pick up every interaction that has happened throughout the day and may end up 

missing high-quality interactions from a different area or group in the setting. The 

overall scores from the SSTEW scale must show a clear representation of 

practitioner’s behaviours, in way they respond when having interactions with children 

and how they enhance and extend the children’s learning. The practitioners and staff 

from these settings can reflect on feedback and results which will lead to future 

improvements to the setting and staff, (Melhuish, et al. 2015).  

 

The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is an evaluation tool used 

for rating early years and childcare settings. It is important within a childcare or early 

education setting to have a high-quality physical environment as it can have major 

impact on a child’s personal development (Drake, 2006).  The Early Childhood 

Environment Rating Scale, (ECERS) evaluate 7 dimensions, with one focusing on the 

space and furnishings of the setting and the other 6 focusing on child progress. 

(Lopez-Boo, et al. 2016. p.30-31) The Scale consist 35 items all within these 7 

subscales, this is a similar approach to the SSTEW scale in which they recognise key 

focuses on what to observe and what it expected from high quality settings. The 

ECERS authors recommend undertaking these observations and to base the ratings 

on full session, half a day or a full day in each classroom or setting (Sylva, et al. 2006). 

However, (Lopez-Boo, et al. 2016. p.30-31) states that these observations take around 
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3 hours to complete and take comments and interviews from practitioners in the 

setting. This differs from the SSTEW scale where conversation and involvement are 

kept to a minimum during observations (Sylva, et al. 2006. P,9).  

As stated in Nursery World (2012), researches from oxford who have worked on the 

development of the ECERS have estimated that over 50 local early years settings, 

that have used the scale for improving quality in settings, they are also supported self-

assessment, prioritise training and appropriate support, and also to make correct 

judgement on spending for resources to improve setting. By using this scale is become 

a way of ‘continuous quality improvement cycle’ states Faye Linskey in Nursery world 

(2012). In addition to this, Thomson (2009) undertook a case study from a local school 

when using the ECER scale. During feedback from the school, practitioners express 

personal feelings and thoughts about the scale. At first the staff were shocked and felt 

threatened with given lower scores but once they received feedback and understood 

the reasonings behind the scores, they then improved the setting. For example, they 

did this by providing a wider range of resources for the children from outdoor 

equipment, more educational and multicultural books and toys. From the school also, 

there were comments comparing ECER scale results and Ofsted results, commenting 

that results from the ECER scores were more motivating and emphasised the 

importance of children’s development.  

 

The main difference from both the SSTEW and ECER scale is the structure. As both 

scales score by numbers and acknowledging levels of inadequate to excellence during 

observations. On each sub-scale the setting must show clear examples of what it 

expected to be scored. For example, sub-scale 1, item 1, ‘staff congratulate children 

when following rules’ (Sylva, et al. 2006. P,14). This can be scored if the staff members 

give an instruction such as lining up or tidying toys. To score an excellent on this the 

staff member must show clear positive communication such as, ‘well done boys and 

girls, you lined up really well! Let’s see if we can do this for the rest of the day.’ This 

shows the professional who is observing the setting a clear experience and confidence 

of positive interactions. However, the ECER looks on how the environment can have 

an impact on the children’s development. For example, fine motor skills. To reach a 

level of good or excellent the professional overserving the area will be looking out for 
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if the setting has fine motor skills materials available throughout the setting. The 

SSTEW scale looks for how adult interactions support the setting whereas the ECER 

scale looks how the environment can support development of children (Pre-KForAll, 

n, d). 

 

Another known disadvantage to using both the SSTEW and ECER scale is that scores 

can only be given at higher levels when the basis indicators have been met. This 

means that when the professional starts the observation on the setting, they will start 

with the lowest level of the item and then progress onto the higher levels when the 

basis observations have been met. The reasoning behind this is the ECER was 

designed to ensure that children develop fully and without basic indicators being met 

they believe that children are unable to fully benefit from the higher levels. This is a 

disadvantage as early years settings may only focus on the higher levels and lack 

knowledge on developing basic skills for the children. This encourages settings to look 

at small details that may impact children greatly, rather than exceeding limits (Pre-K 

For All, n, d).  

 

Although, both scales share the importance and need for high quality interactions 

between practitioners and children as they believe children learn best this way. In 

relation to this Theorist Lev Vygotsky was the first theorist to understanding and state 

that children learn best through interactions and the way we communicate (Neff, n, d). 

In relation to this, both the SSTEW scale and ECER scale recognises how Sustained 

Shared Thinking (SST) impacts early years settings. Sustained Shared Thinking (SST) 

is defined when two or more individuals, in early years settings this would mainly be 

between adult and children, working together and communicating to problem solve, to 

understand concepts or evaluate activities. For SST to be effective all individuals 

involved ideally need to contribute to the thinking and understanding when in 

conversation or carrying out an activity. Both the SSTEW scale and ECER scale 

acknowledge the importance that SST can have on children’s learning and continuous 

development (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2004).  
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The last section of the assignment is about self-reflection. I have been asked to reflect 

on how I have felt that this module and topic has impacted me personally and 

professionally. For this I have decided to use aspects of the Gibbs Reflection Cycle as 

I feel it works well for self-reflection and it explains in which ways you have 

acknowledged and demonstrated new outlooks and methods that have been learnt. 

The University of Edinburgh (2020) describes the Gibbs Reflection Cycle as giving 

structure to learning from active experiences and allows you to learn and plan from 

situations that went well or didn’t go well. This Reflection includes 6 stages to reflect 

on, these being; description of the experience, feelings and thought about the 

experience, the evaluation, how did it go? Analysis, making sense of the situation, a 

conclusion on what was learnt and ways of improvement if needed and then an action 

plan on how you would improve and deal with future situations or overall changes 

made in your personal and professional life.  

 

One of the main points I have taken from researching quality assurance tools and how 

quality is measured, spefically in early education and childcare settings, has been the 

importance of adult and child interactions. It has been interesting to learn how these 

types of interactions contributes to individual development and how it can support and 

enhance children’s learning. As I work in a day nursery with toddlers aged 2-4, I always 

understood the impact of good interactions. Although since looking into the SSTEW 

scale and how quality is measured through this scale it has made me aware of how I 

can maintain and improve quality in my setting.  

 

I will be discussing an example of how I have used elements of the Gibbs Reflective 

Cycle to support my self-reflection during this module. Firstly, I was researching into 

the SSTEW scale and came across ‘sub-scale 4 – Supporting curiosity and critical 

thinking’ This section, item 9 – supporting curiosity and problem-solving explored ways 

in which the environment impacted children’s learning. As early education and 

childcare settings are inspected through observations during the scale report, I 

focused on the higher levels that are expected in these settings. I personally feel that 

the higher levels as seen as ‘excellent’ are a good way to focus and plan to enhance 

children’s learning. On the other hand, I also believe that there could be a number of 
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factors stopping settings from reaching this level and may have disadvantages due to 

lack of resources, staff members or time within the day. I definitely feel that having 

these levels can give positive encouragements for settings but also dishearten those 

settings that may have barriers.  

 

The last stage of Gibbs reflection Cycle is an action plan, which I have mainly focused 

on when going through this module. During lectures and independent learning time I 

always re-tell what I have found and learnt into my professional workplace. The action 

plan gave me the push to acknowledge in my setting how to enhance learning, how to 

forward plan and take more pride in my overall interactions with the children in my 

setting. Since starting this module, I have had one-to-one meetings with my manager 

discussing the SSTEW scale and together we have looked at what is ‘expected’ at 

excellent level and worked together to improve nursery learning.  

 

Another part of the SSTEW scale that I have enjoyed looking into is from ‘sub-scale 1, 

item 3 – planning for small group and individual interactions/adult deployment. As I 

stated earlier on, I have always been aware of the impact of interactions and how they 

can have a positive impact on young children. In my setting I have a key-worker group, 

in this group I am responsible for 12 three-year olds. In my setting we have recognised 

the importance of smaller group and one-to-one interactions. From recognising this 

we have started to set time aside within the day for keyworkers to have 30/45 minutes 

with own personal key groups. By doing this it has built stronger relationships between 

key children and key staff. As keyworkers we have also been able to identify each 

child’s individual development, strengths and weaknesses which may have been 

ignored or mis-read in whole room activities.  

 

In conclusion, this assignment has outlined the importance that high quality early years 

settings can have on children’s development. It has been interesting to see how the 

use of quality measuring tools can have impact too. By using a mixture of the SSTEW 

scale and ECERS scale it can support settings in providing high quality provision both 

by providing stimulating environments and high-quality interactions. From my personal 
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self-reflection I have used both these tools to impact and improve my personal 

professional life and how I provide care in my setting.  

 

References:  

 

Cottle and Alexander, (2012) ‘Quality in early years settings: Government, research 

and practitioners’ perspectives’, 38(4), pp. 1-3 

 

Drake, J. (2006). Planning the environment. NurseryWorld. Available at: 

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/planning-the-environment (accessed 7th 

February 2022).  

 

Education Committee, (2019). Tackling disadvantages in the early years. ‘Quality early 

years education’. Available at: 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/1006/100605.htm 

(Accessed: 14 February 2022). 

 

ERs, (n,d). Environment Rating Scales. Available at: 

https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/environment-rating-scales (Accessed: 13th  

February 2022). 

 

Foundation Years, (n,d). Quality improvement. Available at: 

https://foundationyears.org.uk/pedagogy-early-learning/quality-improvement/ 

(Accessed: 18 Feb. 22).  

 

Huston, AC. (2008). How Can Public Policy Improve Quality of Early Care and 

Education?. 2(1-14). DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/2288-6729-2-1-1 

 

Lopez-Boo, F., Caridad Araujo, M., Tome, R. (2016). How is child care quality 

measures? A toolkit. Unknown:IDB.  

 

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/planning-the-environment
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmeduc/1006/100605.htm
https://ers.fpg.unc.edu/environment-rating-scales
https://foundationyears.org.uk/pedagogy-early-learning/quality-improvement/
https://doi.org/10.1007/2288-6729-2-1-1


Chelsey Parsons 
Student number – 1909662 
ECEY6008C – Leadership and systems of quality 
Final word count: 2644 

 9 

Market Business New, (n,d) What is quality? Definition and examples. Available at: 

https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ecers-r-

107  

(Accessed: 2 February 2022). 

 

 

Mathers, S. et al. (2012). Improving Quality in Early Years: A Comparison of 

Perspective and Measures. London: University of Oxford. 

 

Melhuish, T., Siraj, I., Kingston, D., et al.(2015). How SSTEW Scale Supports Qualtiy 

Improvement. (Presentation). Available at: 

https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2015/03/Eary-Childhood-Matters-a-

presentation-by-Iram-and-Denise.pdf (Accessed: 10 February 2022). 

 

Neff, S, L. (n,d). Lev Vygotsky and Social Learning Theories. Learning Theories 

Website. Available at: 

https://jan.ucc.nau.edu/lsn/educator/edtech/learningtheorieswebsite/vygotsky.htm 

(accessed; 17th February 2022).  

 

Nursery World, (2012). Quality Assurance, Part 3: ECERS and ITERS assessment 

scales. Available at: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/quality-

assurance-part-3-ecers-and-iters-assessment-scales (Accessed: 12 February 2022). 

Nursery World, (2015). New rating scale focuses on adult:child interactions. Available 

at: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/new-rating-scale-focuses-on-adult-

child-interactions  

(Accesed 13th February 2022).  

 

Pre-KForAll, (n,d). Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale (ECERS-R) 107. 

Available at: https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-

library/ecers-r-107 (Accessed: 17th February 2022). 

 

https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ecers-r-107
https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ecers-r-107
https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2015/03/Eary-Childhood-Matters-a-presentation-by-Iram-and-Denise.pdf
https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2015/03/Eary-Childhood-Matters-a-presentation-by-Iram-and-Denise.pdf
https://jan.ucc.nau.edu/lsn/educator/edtech/learningtheorieswebsite/vygotsky.htm
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/quality-assurance-part-3-ecers-and-iters-assessment-scales
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/quality-assurance-part-3-ecers-and-iters-assessment-scales
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/new-rating-scale-focuses-on-adult-child-interactions
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/new-rating-scale-focuses-on-adult-child-interactions
https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ecers-r-107
https://infohubstg.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ecers-r-107


Chelsey Parsons 
Student number – 1909662 
ECEY6008C – Leadership and systems of quality 
Final word count: 2644 

 10 

Siraji-Blatchford, 1., Manni, L. (2004). NurseryWorld. Available at: 

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/good-question (Accessed: 17th February 

2022). 

 

Sylva, K., Siraj-Blatchford, I., Taggart, B., Sammons, P., Melhuish, E., Elliot, K., et al. 

(2006). Capturing quality in early childhood through environmental rating scales. Early 

Childhood Research Quarterly, 21(1) 

 

The University of Edinburgh, (2020). Gibbs Reflection Cycle. Available at: 

https://www.ed.ac.uk/reflection/reflectors-toolkit/reflecting-on-experience/gibbs-

reflective-cycle  

(accessed: 14 February 2022). 

 

Thomson, R. (2009). Enabling Environments: Assessment Scales – Move on up. 

NurseryWorld. Available at: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/enabling-

environments-assessment-scales-move-on-up (Accessed 9th February 2022). 

 

https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/news/article/good-question
https://www.ed.ac.uk/reflection/reflectors-toolkit/reflecting-on-experience/gibbs-reflective-cycle
https://www.ed.ac.uk/reflection/reflectors-toolkit/reflecting-on-experience/gibbs-reflective-cycle
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/enabling-environments-assessment-scales-move-on-up
https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/enabling-environments-assessment-scales-move-on-up

	Nursery World, (2012). Quality Assurance, Part 3: ECERS and ITERS assessment scales. Available at: https://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/features/article/quality-assurance-part-3-ecers-and-iters-assessment-scales (Accessed: 12 February 2022).

