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Reflective Paper

Cheng (1995, cited in Ho, Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2010) defines quality as the input, process and output that education systems nurture to meet the expectations of the recipient, contributing to the child’s future development. Similarly, Foundation Years (no date) indicates that the provision of high quality care during the child’s early years has a continual impact on the child’s learning and future outcomes in life. 
To enable the child to achieve their potential and enhance their social, emotional and cognitive abilities, it is imperative that early years practitioners create a provision offering the child a high quality learning experience. However, Bonetti (2018) argues that there is insufficient explanation as to what constitutes a high quality education provision, whilst recognising the benefits of the same.

As suggested by (Peterborough City Council (2019), children gain the best start in life by receiving high quality childcare from their families and the services that are incorporated in their everyday care. Additionally, Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY, 2022a) suggests that the child’s experiences are based on the quality of care that is provided by their childcare providers, supporting the child to flourish in their learning and development (PACEY, 2022b).

Through comparative research on quality and improvement in early childhood education, Ho, Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2010) recognise the association between the quality of early childhood education and the impact it has on the child’s future development and learning. The research identifies that the importance of quality early childhood education has become an area of discussion and is of high significance between stakeholders, including parents, childcare services and those with the role of creating polices to provide a quality educational provision. 

Social Care Wales (2021) aims to provide a country with a highly qualified and skilled workforce committed to delivering a quality provision. As highlighted by the Welsh Government (no date, cited in PACEY, 2017), it is essential for relevant training and qualifications to be provided for new and existing staff to develop their career progression and improve the quality of care they deliver to children and their families. 

Boo, Araujo and Tomé (2016) identifies that quality is measured through forms of observations, interviews or questionnaires. In line with the Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016, Care Inspectorate Wales (2019) highlights that it is mandatory for childcare providers to ensure preparatory measures are in place to monitor, review and improve the quality of care and support they provide children and their families. 

According to the Welsh Government (2016), the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare suggests that successful monitoring of quality leads to a service which meets the minimum standards of quality childcare that children and their families should encounter. In agreeance, the Federal Ministry of Education (2016) suggests that quality assurance is gained through methods of monitoring, assessing and evaluating the standards of quality care that is agreed by a childcare setting. This ensures satisfactory quality is achieved to maintain consistent practice, in order for continuous improvements to be made throughout all aspects of the service delivered, to exceed the minimum standards. 

National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2022) recognises that quality standards of care contribute to the implementation of a quality assurance system.  It is highlighted that when assessing and monitoring a service against an agreed quality standard, areas where quality is successful is identified, as well as areas of priority for quality improvement. It is identified that measurement is fundamental to demonstrate that the changes made to the quality of care has had a positive impact on the receiver.

As suggested by Waldren (2017) the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) is recognised as the first significant study to centre research on the effectiveness early years education has on young children. Data from this research was collated by assessing and monitoring over 3,000 children on entry to school age, throughout their time in education and into their adult life. As a comparison, children without pre-school experiences participated in the study.

The study identified that early years experiences enhanced the child’s educational attainment and subsequently had the potential to attain 5 or more GCSE’s grade C or above, achieve a higher result in English and Mathematics, and peruse an academic route upon turning 16 years of age. In addition, the study identified children with early years experiences to develop skills that managed their emotions and behaviour and were less likely to become distracted (Waldren, 2017). The finding from the EPPSE study led to free provision of high-quality pre-schooling for all three and four-year-olds in the UK and extended for families of 2 year olds who meet the lower baseline for entitlement.

Siraj-Blatchford (2002) identifies the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project as a research study providing clarification on the development and learning of young children over a period of 5 years. The REPEY examined 12 settings chosen from the previous Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) study. Its findings highlight each settings ability to provide learners with a good or excellent level of learning experiences. In addition, parent partnerships were found to have a positive impact on the child’s development, as parents were seen to make an effort to achieve similar educational aims as practitioners. Furthermore, the study showed that discipline and behaviour policies were followed effectively in most settings, whilst some were less competent at successfully complying with them. 

Moreover, the study suggests that cognitive and social development go hand in hand and children’s outcomes were achieved when settings effectively supported Sustained Shared Thinking (SST), encouraging the children to work together to problem solve and comprehend an idea, expanding their thoughts and understanding. The importance of adult-child interactions was discovered during this research, identifying SST as an essential condition for quality early years practice to be delivered, as well as adult ‘modelling’ and child-initiated partnerships. Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002)15) agrees and acknowledges that the process of teaching within the good and excellent settings, displayed the balance between child and adult led initiated tasks. This is supported by a more recent document by Taylor (2015), which associates the link between high quality adult-child interactions and their enhanced development in language skills.

Similarly, research by Howard et al. (2018) acknowledges the significance of high quality adult-child interactions, as well as child-initiated tasks. It is suggested that this reinforces and expands the child’s thinking, to develop skills to self-regulate and become an independent learner, as well as to work cooperatively alongside others, which in turn will support the child’s thinking skills (National Education Association, 2022). This is described by Siraj et al. (2015) as the definition of SST, where the child works in partnership with a more knowledgeable other to problem solve. This is supported by Vygotsky (1934, cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2019) who believed that with this in place, the child’s learning and development would be promoted and assist in the attainment of developmental maturity earlier than expected.
Siraj et al. (2015) describes the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale as a new quality assurance observational tool. It was shaped to assess and measure the impact that quality adult interaction has on the child and promote practice to support the development of SST and emotional-well-being within an early years educational setting for children aged two to five years (Kingston and Siraj, 2015). Further research provides evidence indicating relevance to children aged two to six years of age (Melhuish, 2016). The scale was established on the findings identified from developmental sciences and is centred on practices that reinforce the development of skills to focus on the task in hand, problem-solving and creativity (Siraj et al., 2015). 
Similarly, Howard et al. (2018), suggests that the SSTEW scale is built on propositions and procedures that mirror the foundations of effective practices. However, despite this, Siraj et al. (2015) argues that on examination of the SSTEW study, a fundamental theory was identified, associating communication between the adult and child to have an influence on the child’s emotional development, as well as their ability to task focus in problem solving.
Kingston and Siraj (2015) recognise that for practitioners to effectively engage in SST, it is essential that a positive relationship has been formed between the child and adult. This enhances the adult’s knowledge and understanding of the child, including their present developmental achievements, personal interests, feelings and beliefs, as well as providing an environment which supports the child’s inquisitiveness, thoughts and exploration (Howard et al., 2018). 
Ultimately, the SSTEW scale results are dependent on the adult’s connection with the child, as well as acquiring an understanding of supportive teaching strategies to inspire the child’s learning. To support reliable SSTEW scale results, Siraj et al. (2015) emphasises the need for the practitioner and the child to develop trust by consciously listening to each other and allowing for sufficient time for children to comprehend what is communicated to them, developing a mutual understanding and broadening the child’s language and communication skills, supporting the third subscale within the SSTEW scale assessment (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015).
Kingston and Siraj (2015) acknowledge that professional development in the SSTEW scale is adequate for reliable results to be provided. This highlights the importance of gaining experience and knowledge in the role, before undertaking observational assessments. The Welsh Government (2022) supports this and suggests that a quality SSTEW assessment supports the practitioner to recognise the child’s progression, identify any additional needs and promote the implementation of the new curriculum in non-maintained settings. Similarly, Howard et al. (2018) recognises that a good comprehension of Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) is essential for understanding the standards relating to the SSTEW scale, therefore reducing the structural characteristics of a setting, such as its staff’s qualifications (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018). 
Melhuish and Gardiner (2018) acknowledge that research findings relating to quality provision are gained from observational assessments across the 5 scales of the SSTEW study. These scales consist of Building Trust: Confidence and Independence, Supporting and Extending Language and Communication, Supporting Emotional Well-being, Supporting Learning and Critical Thinking and Assessing Learning and Language. Hoare (no date) highlights the scales focus on the settings teaching practice and its approach to implementation by staff. Therefore, this suggests that the quality findings gained from assessment illustrates a successful quality provision and support for quality improvements to be made.   
However, Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015) indicates that not all settings or staff will be ready to use the SSTEW scale, requiring time to become familiar with this new observational assessment tool. Furthermore, Howard et al. (2018) suggests that although findings provide evidence of the scale’s validity, there is dispute that the scale provides adequate quality provision to support the child’s development and should be used alongside another tool, such as Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS-R), to produce reliable quality findings. Kingston and Siraj (2015) support this, suggesting that combining the two assessment tools provides support settings with a substantial quality foundation to exceed their current practice. However, Howard et al. (2020) recognises that there are few measuring tools that portray certain characteristics of quality.
Evans (2012) describes the revised Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-R) as a classroom assessment tool that measures the quality provision and its benefits to learning outcomes for children aged 2.5 to 5 years, through observational assessments and interviews (PA Keys, no date). The Environment Rating Scales Institute (ERSI, no date, a) identifies that the ECERS-R is made up of 43 tools, grouped under 7 environmental subscales, relating to Space and Furnishings, Personal Care Routines, Language-Reasoning, Activities, Interactions, Program Structure and Parents and Staff. ERSI, no date, b) clarifies that no one subscale has more importance than another and all positively contribute to the child’s development and provide direction for the observer to assess and arrange their learning environment accordingly, to provide the child with quality educational experiences (Siraj et al (2019).
Clifford and Reszka (2010) identified the rigid scoring system within the revised ECERS. PA Keys (no date) highlights that each scale is ranked between 1 to 7, with 1 describing care that does not meet the child’s personal needs, with 7 indicating the setting excels in high quality provision. This suggests that the scoring system effectively illustrates areas of good practice and identifies areas where quality improvements can be made to enhance the service provided.
Evans (2012) acknowledges that although the scales provide an evaluation of a settings quality provision, it can be adapted to reflect on early years pedagogy within the setting, as the scales provide a thorough illustration of how the distribution of quality should be practiced across the setting as a whole. This suggests that the ECERS provides support for practitioners to reflect on their individual practices and make improvements to the quality of care they deliver to their learners. 
ERSI (no date, c) acknowledges the ECERS-3 as a revised document of the commonly used ECERS, established to increase the knowledge on the child’s outcomes, whilst remembering the principals of the original ECERS. Research carried out by Neitzel et al. (2019) investigates the relation between the ECERS-R and the ECERS-3rd edition. The study identifies both scales as the most widely used tool for assessments within international early years settings. It is suggested that the revised ECERS has encouraged professionals to transition to the new version. 

However, although findings from this study indicate that the link between quality and the child’s developmental outcomes are supported, previous research by Vermeer et al. (2016) suggests that the relation is conflicting across the board. Despite this, Vermeer et al. (2016) acknowledges that the long term use of these scales, implies a cross-cultural validity. Conversely, research by Gordon (2015) investigated the validity of the ECERS. The findings from this study implied that there is little evidence to connect quality provision to child development outcomes, as well as observational standards of quality care.

Research by Howard et al. (2020) identifies correlation between the validity of the SSTEW scale and ECERS. This suggests that both quality measuring tools have similar expectations and scoring of quality, to enhance the child’s development in SST and learning outcomes. 

The term quality has been described by many as the foundation to learning and development. As practitioners we believe that quality is important as it enables the child to develop the skills required to succeed throughout their life. This module has shown me that quality has a sense of belonging in an early years setting and is essential for children to achieve their full potential.

It is evident that research provides adequate confirmation that children who are exposed to high quality in early childhood educational care have better developmental outcomes. The level of knowledge the practitioner holds on quality of care provision impacts on the learning environment. Children may be negatively influenced and fail to reach their full potential or positively influenced by a provider who continues with professional development to enhance their knowledge, enabling them to grow in their profession.
Quality care is essential for disadvantaged children, to narrow the developmental gap in between them and their more advantaged peers, as evidence implies the lack of early childhood educational care results in a low performance in education. 

It is evident that children get the best experiences from the service when quality care is high. This highlights the importance of assessing and monitoring the level of service provided for the setting to maintain and exceed their minimum standards of care. Essentially, a good partnership should be developed between the adult and child prior to undertaking an assessment. Awareness of this will ensure I am knowledgeable of the child’s individual needs and the outcomes they have already met, as well as enable me to provide any additional care or support needed. 

This reflective paper has discussed two quality assurance tools: SSTEW and ECERS, which are used in educational settings to assess the quality of early childhood care. Although these assessment tools measure quality differently, they also show similarities in that the assess through observation. The importance of interaction is highlighted in the SSTEW scale to support the child’s development in SST, which is a skill children require to enhance their ability to converse with others and extend their thinking.
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