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What is Quality care in Early Years provision? 
Pacey (2022), Foundation Years (2022) and Cottle and Alexander (2012) state practitioners’ perception of quality can be based on government expectations, the requirements within the settings or on their own professional history. Signs of a high-quality care can include positive interactions with children which include praise and encouragement, nutritious food with sociable mealtimes, quality equipment and resources with lots of opportunities to learn (Pacey, 2022). Additionally, quality can be seen when an early year’s team are working together, when communication is high with parents and families and if practitioners understand the importance of child development and pedagogy (Foundation Years, 2022). Additionally, Cottle and Alexander (2012) states quality can be viewed from all different angles in an early year’s provision. Including education, care, staffing, leadership and emphasises the importance of joint working to provide a consistent high quality. Reed and Canning (2012) and Moss (2016) states quality care requires practitioners to listen to the views of the children, parents, practitioners, and external advice to consistently improve. However, Moss (2016), Reed and Canning (2012) and Rudoe (2020) state quality can be difficult to define. Moss (2016) explains quality is not something which can always be identified and can be at times a matter of opinion. Quality is something which everyone wants to have, however it can be taken for granted and be objective (Moss, 2016). Quality can vary depending on the time, the child, the place, or the nature of the provision (Moss, 2016). Reed and Canning (2012) explains it is difficult to define what is meant by ‘quality’ as it is open to interpretation and can be influenced and viewed by some people in many ways. Rudoe (2020) expands by stating measuring quality can be a complex issue and throughout the English education system, quality is very much focused on the performance of a child’s educational performance, rather than viewing quality holistically (Rudoe, 2020). Furthermore, Siraj et al (2018) explains some people could perceive quality care as how happy their children are at home, while many governments could focus quality on how children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development is progressing.  However, it needs to be understood by practitioners what ‘quality in practice’ really looks like and why it is important to promote children’s development (Siraj et al, 2018). 

Why is quality care in Early Years important? 
Tayler (2015), Siraj et al (2018) and Pascal and Bertram (2018) discuss the importance of quality care for children from an early age. Tayler (2015) explains quality early years care is important and can determine how children’s brains develop which could lead to either a strong or weak foundation for future learning. Siraj et al (2018) and Pascal et al (2018) agrees explaining high- quality educational experiences in a child’s early life can promote children’s short term and long-term development. Take for example the child’s educational success or reducing inequalities linked to their socio-economic status. Results from The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education Project (2004) support this explaining that for children who attend an early year setting with high quality care, this was effective and supported their development. The study displayed long term effects on the children’s academic outcomes, their GCSE scores in English and Maths were predicted higher than children who had not attended a quality early year setting and they appeared to have better pro-social behaviour and lower levels of hyperactivity (EPPE, 2004). The longitude study was taken on more than 3,000 children from the start of pre-school, accessed again at the age 5 and then again at the age of 16. The study focused on the impact of children’s intellect, social development, behaviour and whether the effects continue through to the age of 16. This evidence suggests how important quality is within Early Years settings and how important quality care is essential (Siraj et al, 2015). Robb (2022) states for Early Years settings to improve quality, it must be a continuous cycle of self-reflection, implementing improvements and consistently revieing, which is why the Quality-of-Care Review (2018) self-assessment, the Siraj et al (2015) SSTEW scale and the ERSI (2022) ITERS scale can be effective quality assurance tools to use. 

The SSTEW Scale vs the The ITERS Scale. 
SSTEW Scale: The Benefits. 
Siraj et al (2015), Melhuish (2015) and Mackenzie (2012) discuss the benefits of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale, otherwise known as the SSTEW scale. Firstly, Siraj et al (2015) and Mackenzie (2012) explain the scale is an observational tool which practitioners can use to access practice, take a self-evaluation, or identify improvement within settings. The benefit of the scale is that it focuses on children’s well-being, children’s thinking, and the self-regulation of the child (Mackenzie, 2012). Brodie (2022) explains the term ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ came from the REPEY research, which was taken in 2002, to then be used by Sylva et al to measure the quality of the Effective Provision of Pre-School (EPPE) research taken in 2004. Siraj et al (2002) discusses the SSTEW scale was produced based on evidence from the EPPE study. The EPPE study was developed to identify the most effective teaching strategies, within the Foundation Stage to support children’s developmental skills. Sylva et al (2004), Siraj- Blatchford et al (2002) and Mackenzie (2012) explains the study showed children made more progress where Sustained Shared Thinking was being used, hence why the large objective of the SSTEW scale is based around ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’. To define, ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ is when two or more individuals work on something together, to grasp a concept, use their intelligence and solve a problem. All the individuals must partake for it to work, develop thinking in children and gain an understanding (Sylva et al, 2004). Therefore, The SSTEW scale can be used to link any gaps between research and practice (Howard, et al 2018). Siraj et al (2015) discusses the effective simple to use SSTEW scale is split into sections, which include observations of a child’s confidence levels, their social and emotional well-being, their language and communication, their learning and critical thinking and assessing their learning and language. For each scale there is a score sheet, each number must be completed with a yes or no and you cannot move up the scale until the relevant questions have been answered (Siraj et al, 2015). Higher scores are displayed on the scale when staff show an awareness of an individual child’s beliefs, cultures, likes, dislikes, and achievements- which can support children’s curiosity, questioning and children can be seen engaging in appropriate manner (Howard, et al (2018). 

SSTEW Scale: The Barriers. 
However, Melhuish (2015) and Mackenzie (2012) ague that although the SSTEW scale has a positive effect on children’s development and emotional well-being, the scale can only be used by practitioners who have an in-depth knowledge of child development and appropriate practice. Some practitioners may not understand ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’, therefore could find using the SSTEW scale difficult to grasp or meet the expectations on the scale into practice. Siraj- Blatchford et al (2002) states if the knowledge from practitioners of sustained shared thinking is misunderstood or insufficient, this could lead to missed opportunities or uncertain outcomes which emphases how all practitioners need to be aware of this before effectively using the SSTEW scale. Realistically, practitioners who are unaware of ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ would need to receive training to ensure it was being used correctly within a setting, although Morton (2020) states that this could be difficult as a recent report has requested that government improve training opportunities for more Early Years staff to gain more training, which can sometimes be an additional cost. Furthermore, another area to consider is the SSTEW scale does not include elements to assess the standard of quality within a setting. It does not look at the facilities, the equipment, the space, or the personal care for children. 

ITERS Scale: The Benefits.  
Similar to the SSTEW scale the ITERS Scale determines areas of quality for self-assessment and recognises areas which may need additional attention ( Pakeys. Org, 2020). ERSI (2022) and Harms et al (2017) states the ITERS scale consists of 39 areas, which is broken into 7 subscales. These sub- scales areas including space and furnishings, personal care, listening and talking, activities, interaction, program structure and lastly parents and staff. The ITERS scale additionally covers the health and safety of a childcare setting and considers the environment within and surrounding the setting (Coventry City Council, 2019). Mathers (2007) explains the ITERS scale is among one of the most widely used within Early Years Settings due to its diverse overview of quality. Vermeer et al (2016) states the ITERS scale mark system is presented from 1 to 7. 1 rating inadequate and 7 rating excellent. Bjornstad and Os (2017) discusses how beneficial the ITERS scale has been to recognise some areas of development needed in nursery settings in Norway. The layout of the ITERS scale is easy to use and very similar to view as the SSTEW scale within a comparable and parallel score system. The ITERS scale makes it useful for research, assessing quality and making improvements within Early Years settings (Harms et al, 2017). Additionally, like the SSTEW scale the ITERS scale focuses on areas of teacher-child interactions including social- emotional and cognitive requirements. However, it does unlike the SSTEW scale refer to the quality of the environment, physical development, and care in more depth (Harms et al 2017). Bjornstad and Os (2017) agrees explaining due to the ITERS scale being so broad and detailed, it covers a variety of quality aspects. It has been regarded as a tool for investigating childcare settings globally and explores all areas. 


The Barriers:
However, Bjornstad and Os (2017) states the ITERS scale has received some criticism and has been questioned by professionals. Due to the ITERS scale being so broad and the objective is to gain what quality looks like, practitioners should be cautious and use with consideration (Fenech, 2011). Bjornstad and Os (2017) states the scale could imply that the measurements are superficial and lacks any clarity, due to the scale being so large. Bjornstad and Os (2017) explains the ITERS scale is substantial and covers all different areas of quality including physical arrangement, materials and activities, routines, supervision, interactions, and schedules. However, the element of interactions within the scale is very basic and not in much depth compared to the SSTEW scale. Melhuish, Gardiner, and Morris (2017) discuss the importance of using regular interactions with children to encourage quality care. The SEED study gained evidence to display how interactions can influence and support children’s social, behavioural, and cognitive outcomes (Melhuish, et al 2017). GOV.UK (2015) states the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) is a key study which provides evidence on the effectiveness in Early Years. To highlight any short- or long-term benefits for children’s outcomes, quality provisions, early education, and value for money. The ITERS scale does not focus on the interactions and merely touches on the importance of it. 
Furthermore, Fenech (2011) explains another barrier of the ITERS scale is that it provides objective results of what quality is, therefore, it should be used with caution and consideration. Take for example an area within the scale could gain a result of ‘excellent’ however, if and how the staff engage with a child is not explored enough how can the scale be effective and result in high quality. By using the ITERS scale as a global approach to what quality is, this could measure as superficial and lack clarity (Fenech, 2011). Boo et al (2019) explains another critique of the ITERS scale is the direct observation required to complete all the subscales is very long and time consuming. Vermeer et al (2018) agrees explaining parts of the scale are based on observation, for a minimum of 2 hours which could be un-realistic for some early years practitioners to complete. 

Despite both quality assurance tools having positives and negatives, Melhuish (2015) explains due to the nature of the SSTEW scale it is effective to combing using it with the ITERS scale to gather a more holistic approach. 







Reflective Words
Before I started my reading on the importance of quality care in Early Years provisions, my perception on what quality was, what it represented and how it was assured was very different to what I have discovered. The idea of quality to me was based on the quality of a setting, starting with the objects within the setting. Take for example: I would think of the quality of the equipment within a setting, whether the equipment was new, if it was going to encourage learning or if it was well looked after and checked for any breaks or issues. I viewed quality by objects and standards. I considered quality from a produce aspect, the quality of the food being issued in early years settings, I considered if the food was appropriate for the age range of the children and whether the food was classed as healthy and good quality. It did occur to me that the interior of the setting could be considered and whether it was high quality enough, whether the children had enough space inside and outside to play and if the facilities were a high quality. When it came to thinking of the staff within the setting, I did think, maybe a quality setting would be somewhere where all the staff’s training was exceptional, maybe the staff in “high quality” settings received different training to those with lower quality. However, it did not occur to me that the language used to promote sustained shared thinking within an Early Years setting was a factor which would reach the status of a high quality. 
Reflecting on this, I am now aware on how effective quality care can be assured by using tools to support this, such as the SSTEW scale, the Care Inspectorate Wales Self-Assessment tool and the ITERS Scale. From my readings of the SSTEW scale and the EPPE report especially, it has highlighted to me just how important ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ really can be within an early year setting and how in-depth quality assurance scales are. I have learnt how effective quality can be for young children and how their future learning and development can be supported and scaffolded for life. I have discovered what barriers could occur when using the quality assurance tools and how some can be overcome, such as the lack of knowledge in some areas which myself or other practitioners could come across. Additionally, I have learnt how important professional continuous development is within the Early Years and how elements of appraisal, progression and training are crucial. Further, how vital training programmes are for staff to attend to ensure quality can be a priority in Early Years settings. 
Going forward, I will be sure to now use ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ more, feedback to any colleagues on the importance of it and view quality care with a completely different outlook. Further, I will ensure I communicate this to any parents or carers, and this can be a useful tool, not only for practitioners, but for parents to use to consistently provide children with a platform to open, develop and engage interest for their learning. 
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