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What is quality? 
The Children Acts introduced in 2004 and 2006 demanded that the services for families and their children undergo transformation and expansion as soon as possible. This presented a big challenge to practitioners and providers for early childhood, where legislation stated that local authorities needed to provide integrated health and family, education and care support services, under newly stipulated Children’s Centre and Extended schools. As a result, a huge increase developed in services catering for under-threes. These services need to be of the highest quality to benefit the children concerned, and work towards the desired outcomes agreed for the learning and development of children. Of high importance, on the social and political agenda, is that the development, and expansion, of integrated early childhood education and care services (ECEC) is of the highest quality with Government policy stating this. These policies specify expectations in some detail (Ofsted, 2005; DfES, 2006). Local authorities have a statutory duty, in all early childhood settings, to have a strategy of evaluation and quality improvement in place. To drive the improvement of quality, the Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme was developed (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). 
Due to the range of different perspectives of the people involved in early childhood services, the concept of ‘quality’ has been the subject of much debate, including internationally and for a very long time (Moss, 1994; Penn, 2000; Tanner et al., 2006; Dahlberg et al., 2007, p. 179).  
Practitioners, parents, politicians, managers, as well as the involved children, form this large group of stakeholders (Woodhead, 2000).  
Due to such a diverse range of people involved it is not unlikely that there would be wide range of opinions as to what ‘quality’ is and an equally wide range of opinion as to the intended benefits and purposes of early years care and education (Alexander and Cottle, 2012). 
 
Why is quality important in early years? 
Where there is high quality care provided for children, they are in a better position to have improved emotional and social outcomes, as well as improved cognition, which will help in terms of life-long learning and better school outcomes. In the long run, children’s development and learning is not supported by poor quality care (Foundation Years, no date found).  
The development of the brain is impacted by early life experiences. Healthy, positive development is improved by good, stable relationships with other adults, as well as parents, and by being in environments that are safe and supportive (Department of Health and Human Services, 2023).  
 
 The Long-Term Effects of Good Quality Settings 
EPPE 
The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) investigated the effects of pre-school education, looking at the home environments of children, pre-school settings and parental background characteristics, and was the first major study of its kind. It looked at how high-quality provision effects the social, behavioural, and intellectual development of children. EPPE showed that children that are disadvantaged benefit very much from pre-school care of a good quality and that this is especially the case where the social backgrounds of the children are mixed in the setting. Children were found to progress better, in all round terms, in settings where their social and educational development was seen as of equal importance. Pedagogy was found to be effective where there was “sustained shared thinking” for extended learning, as well as traditional “teaching” (Melhuish, Sylva, 2004).   
 
REPEY 
Another significant piece of research about children’s development is the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years Study (REPEY). 
The theory used to inform the teaching of early years children is known as early years pedagogy and the research that has been performed has all been done by practitioners and academics in this field (The British Association of Early Childhood Education, 2022).  
Twelve settings were chosen from the EPPE project for the REPEY study, based on the excellent progress the children had made there during their pre-school period. This included a variety of settings: private settings, a playgroup, local authority daycare, nursery classes and schools as well as childminders and reception classes (Nursery World, 2022). 
The REPEY study findings helped to shape the definition of quality. Best outcomes for the children occurred where: 
· The children enjoyed warm, responsive relationships with the adults 
· There was sustained shared thinking and high-quality interactions taking place 
· Educational planning and goals were clear for the involved settings 
· There were trained teachers amongst the staff, and other staff had early years qualifications 
· The parents were involved and supported in the learning of their children (Hoare, no date found). 
REPEY identified three main approaches to early years education. The first was a programmed, teacher-led approach. Second was an approach where the adults supported the children’s learning, but an open framework existed allowing ‘free’ access to a few different learning environments. The third approach was child-centred, where children could play in an open-ended, stimulating environment. Effective pedagogy was considered to utilise the first two approaches in balance. Adult involvement was found to be particularly effective where the early years children had chosen freely to play in an environment that was instructive. These adult-child interactions, however, were not found to be often enough. This was the case even in settings considered to be ‘effective’ based on the children’s outcomes (University of Oxford, 2022). 
 



Different ways of assessing and building on quality 
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS, ECERS-E (extension), ECERS-R (revised)) and Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scales are two methods used to assess the quality of early childhood education and care settings.  

ECERS 
ECERS, Family Childcare Environment Rating Scale (FCCERS) and Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) are three of the four Environment Rating Scales (ERS). Each one of them is designed for a different part of the early childhood spectrum (the fourth rating scale is school age care (SACERS) (Environment Rating Scales Institute, (2024).  
The ECERS is designed to measure quality for the under threes in group programs. It is a tool for classroom assessment. Through classroom observations, and staff interviews, data is collected for the 43-item rating scale, which in turn has seven environmental subscales (Environment rating scales, no date found). 
ECERS is intended to improve the quality of early years provision by using standardised tools for measurement, offering a structured approach for self-evaluation and improvement of quality (A UK ECERS NETWORK RESOURCE, no date found).  
The scale is in place so that the process quality in an early childhood environment can be assessed effectively. Observations have been found to be a better method of predicting child outcomes and so this is used to assess the process quality. The alternative would be to look at things like the child ratio, cost and type of care, and group size, known collectively as structural indicators. Process quality looks at what happens in the classroom in terms of interactions between staff, parents, amongst the children and between children and staff. It also assesses the interactions that take place between the children and their environment, including materials, physical space and the schedule involved for these (Whitebook, Howes & Phillips, 1995).  
A good quality program should provide the basic needs for all children. These three basic needs are:  
· Protection of their health and safety 
· Support for emotional development and building positive relationships 
· Having opportunities for intellectual and language stimulation with appropriate learning activities.  
Ensuring these are provided in care and education will allow a high quality to be experienced by the children. For the assessment the observer looks at a few things: the spatial arrangement indoors and outdoors, activities available to children and materials used, daily schedule, interactions with the children and their supervision, support offered to staff and parents (Environment Rating Scale, 2024). 
 

SSTEW 
Vygotsky (a theorist on cognitive development) determined that children’s learning could be extended with the support of an educator within their ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD), meaning that with help and support a child could achieve more than they could on their own (Children’s service central, 2022). 
Built on ECERS-R, and ECERS-E/ITERS-R, is the SSTEW, where pedagogy is the focus within the setting. It looks at the role of the adult in terms of learning and developmental support and their interactions with the children. The scale consists of 5 subscales with 14 items to consider: 
1. Building trust, confidence, and independence: this considers self-regulation and social development, the encouragement of choice and independent play, planning for small group work and individual interactions 
2. Social and emotional well-being  
3. Supporting and extending language and communication: looking at the way children are encouraged to interact with others, how staff listen actively to the children and how they encourage the children to listen, how children’s language use is supported and the sensitivity of response of adults   
4. Supporting learning and critical thinking: considers the support for problem solving and curiosity, the encouragement for sustained and shared thinking during story time and investigation and exploration, and the support for higher order thinking and concept development. 
5. Assessing learning and language, looking at where assessment is used to support and extend learning and critical thinking (Hoare, no date found). 
 
Comparison of ECERS and SSTEW 
Whilst both scales assess early childhood education and care settings in terms of quality, their primary areas of focus are different. SSTEW has sustained shared thinking and the emotional well-being of children as the focus. ECERS, on the other hand, looks at the whole learning environment to give a broader view, including quality of interactions. Both methods provide tools that can be used to promote positive outcomes and improve the programs for early childhood care (Hoare, no date found), (Study of Early Education and Development (SEED), 2021), (Comparing regulatory and non-regulatory indices of early childhood education and care (ECEC) quality in the Australian early childhood sector, 2019). 
Government social research, focussing on SEED, considered whether the ECERS (revised and extended) and SSTEW scales gave the best indicators for the development of children, both cognitively and in terms of self-regulation. The research also looked at whether effective predictors regarding quality could be found from collecting smaller pools of data. Their results suggested that this may be the case as handling fewer quality items would lend to quicker assessment methods, impacting less on the settings involved, for staff and children in them. New scales would have to be in place, however, and thoroughly assessed before any full conclusions were drawn (Study of Early Education and Development (SEED), 2021). 
 


Conclusion 
Where there is high quality provision, children’s social, cognitive, emotional, and school outcomes are likely to be higher. Life-long learning depends on all these abilities (Foundation years, 2024).  
Many policies have been put in place to work towards the highest quality provision for children in settings, from health and safety to the curriculum structure. Different settings apply them in ways specific to their own environment and the children in their care. 
Staff are guided by the policies which make sure that the well-being of all associated with the setting (children, staff, families, and volunteers) is ensured and endorsed (Waltham Forest, 2022) 
Policies and procedures are regularly reviewed and there to keep all safe. The policies extend to making sure that parents understand the role they play, for example, in not letting other people into the building as part of the health and safety policy (The neighbourhood day nursery, 2021) 
The early years development of a child’s cognitive and social-emotional skills is a time of risk, as well as being a time of great opportunity. Development during this time impacts on long-term outcomes both during school and into adulthood. A poor start during early years restricts a child's long-term development, whereas it is enhanced by early learning that is strong and the quality of schooling is high (OECD Library, 2024).  
So much research has been done on the development of the child but without measures in place to ensure high quality, opportunities are lost that could otherwise impact on the best long-term outcomes for the children involved. 
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