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 According to Dallimore (2019) and Melhuish and Gardiner (2018) early years education and care start from birth, with these early years being the foundations for a successful future. Moreover, they state it is the quality of the Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) that influences the degree of the outcomes. Li et al. (2013) revealed from a study that children’s development at school entry was greater in those children who had experienced high quality ECEC provision than of those children that had attended poor quality provision. Foundation Years (no date) further support this stating that poor quality childcare provision does nothing to support children’s development. 
Hobbs and Mutebi (2021); Pacey (no date) report that high quality ECEC settings can have a positive impact on children’s behavioural, educational, cognitive and social development. Additionally, they express the relationships that children form in these settings can create socially competent individuals of the future. Furthermore, unicef (2020) state that the quality of ECEC has a significant impact on children from disadvantaged backgrounds, reducing child poverty and improving children’s human rights. Similarly, McBride and Belanger (2018) echo that disadvantaged children fail to obtain positive educational outcomes due to poverty, adverse childhood experiences, parenting and their home environment; and that high quality ECEC provision could do much to ameliorate this. Additionally, The EPPE Project (Sylva et al., 2004) and the REPEY Project (Siraj- Blatchford et al.,2002) found that pre-school settings who engage in high quality adult- child interactions ensure children positively develop both cognitively and socially. They say this is especially true for those children of disadvantage as they are inclusive in their practice, with frequent displays of sustained shared thinking determining the highest quality settings.
 However, Langston and Abbott (2006); Armistead (2015) voice that whilst there is consensus surrounding the essentiality of high quality ECEC, there is also considerable discourse surrounding the appearance of quality and stakeholders differing perceptions of it. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) consider quality to be both coveted and chosen, not only to meet a set of standards (norms) set by experts, but to surpass them. However, they state these norms can prevent some practitioners from thinking about what they value as quality. 
The Educational Policy Institute (2018) describe two concepts of quality. The first being structural which relates to such factors as child-practitioner ratios and professional learning. The second being process quality which relates to children’s experiences encapsulating richness of activities, children’s needs being met and child-adult interactions. They argue that one interlinks with the other and to understand the true meaning of quality both must be explored.
 Both Burge and Lenkit (2015) and OECD (2014) reported that the PISA (2014) results showed the children of Wales were scoring low in most areas, with one in five students not achieving the lowest level of proficiency in science and reading. Considering this, OECD recommended that Wales prioritise meeting the needs of all learners and promote improving the quality of education. Donaldson (2015) in Successful Futures stated that he desired children to benefit from the highest quality education by the way of ‘world class’ teaching. This was something that Margaret McMillan believed in, that staff working with children needed to be well trained, highly skilled and intellectual to understand how their practice could benefit the children (Conkbayir and Pascal,2014).
However, Callanan et al. in the SEED Report (2017) stated that a lack of funding was a barrier to professional learning within settings. Contrary to this, Welsh Government (2016) in support of the vision of The Well- being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) acknowledging the importance of the first 1000 days of a child’s life, say they would raise the quality standard of the teaching. This would close the attainment gap and would be done by investing heavily in professional learning opportunities for teachers. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2017a); Welsh Government (2017b) said they would establish a National Leadership Academy to provide training opportunities to create strong leaders of educational settings. This would further drive-up standards as they recognise the necessity of high-quality education beginning in the very early years with a focus on professional learning to achieve this.  However, OECD (no date) added that a high level of investment was needed in training for both the education and care sectors. Blatchford and Manni (2012) support this and voiced that the EPPE project found that having a good standard of trained professionals indicated a high-quality setting.  However, it was found that those with the highest amount of training and qualifications were found in education and not care.
  Both Every Child Matters Green Paper (2003) and The Children Act (2004) state that there was a need for both the education and care sectors to collaborate. However, the advantages for children by merging both sectors have been missed according to Macdonald (2018). Within her paper Macdonald states that The New Curriculum for Wales is to provide an education for children aged 3- 16. This leaves a vast number of children under 3 years and the workforce that care for them overlooked and under supported. Spieb (2013) declares that this is also the case in Germany with only 0.1% of expenditure being invested in provision for children under the age of 3 and it is the case for most OECD countries. Campbell- Barr and Leeson (2016) express that with government and the care sectors investment focus being different they question whether merging both sectors will ever work. 
Furthermore, Gray (2022) looked at the findings from the Tennessee Pre- K Program, where free ‘high quality’ preschool was provided to disadvantaged children by highly qualified and trained staff.  The findings revealed that the Pre- K children initially performed better than the children who did not attend the program; further on in their school years these positions were reversed and the benefits of not attending the program increased with age. Furthermore, there was a higher prevalence of learning disorders in the children that did attend the Pre-K program. This Gray says is perhaps evidence that too much pressure on early years children’s outcomes has the opposite effect to the intention.
  According to Munton, McCullum and Rivers (2001); Waters and MacDonald (2020) for provision to measure quality within the setting they must be encouraged to use quality assurance schemes or environment rating tools. These evaluate their practice against best practice standards and identify any areas for improvement. This assignment will look at Harms, Clifford and Cryer’s (2005) Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-R) and Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) Assessing Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care (SSTEW) and explore the opportunities and challenges of both.
Harms, Clifford and Cryer (2005) explain that the ECERS-R assessment tool is a globally used program for professionals to assess, monitor and identify areas of improvement needed within the environment of ECEC Provision caring for children aged 0- 5 years.  It covers 43 items within seven subscales. These are: Space and Furnishings, Personal Care Routines, Language- Reasoning, Activities, Interaction, Program Structure and Parents and Staff. Observations of the items within the subscales are then set against 7 descriptors; 1 for inadequate, 3 for minimal, 5 for good and 7 for excellent, with the lower descriptors in between being awarded if the descriptors in the level above are not fully met. If the observer cannot move up the scale any further, the final score is recorded, data collected, and children’s outcomes attributed to it. 
Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015a) describe the SSTEW scale as a tool to evaluate the physical, social and emotional environment and to facilitate improvement. Like the ECERS-R it is to be used by practitioners within settings that care for children aged 0-5, with its scoring system working similarly too.  However, Kingston and Siraj (2015) acknowledge that the items within the sub scales can be hard to observe and score in practice due to their discreetness.  Sylva (2015) however, reassures this is because the underlying theory of practitioners supporting social and emotional development through sustained shared thinking consistently runs throughout the scale. Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston (2015b) say that the SSTEW builds on the ECERS tools and follows the same structure in that it uses the seven-point assessment scale, but with 5 subscales. These are: Building trust, confidence and independence, Social and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking and assessing learning and language and develops the role that interactions play in much more depth than the ECERS-R.  Furthermore, the tool incorporates just 14 items as opposed to the ECERS-R 43. Melhuish and Gardiner (2014); Kruty et al. (2021) states a smaller amount of scales and items allows for quicker implementation, reduced assessment times and cost and is the preferred tool of choice for these reasons. In contrast, whilst Brodie (2015) praises the SSTEW scale for being a very thorough tool she shares she finds it time consuming. Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015a) say if familiar with prior rating tools it should be easy to use. However, they stress that its content is different and therefore will require intense training. Mabina et al. (2015); Mackenzie (2016) support this and state that the use of the scale requires training that is specific and needs practitioners to have extensive child development knowledge to observe accurately.
 Clifford and Cryer however continue to comment on the reliability and validity of the ECERS-R scale. They voice studies had shown that that this revised version of the original ECERS is reliable at the item and indicator levels and field tests have revealed acceptable levels of agreement at scoring indicators, items and total scores. However, Fujimoto, Gordon Fang Peng and Hofer (2018); Mayer and Beckh (2016) discuss that with some American States relying on the ECERS-R scale assessment to have an influence over funding they receive and the reputation they hold, validity and reliability are a necessity that needs to be explored further. Both papers further discuss that in fact studies have shown a low correlation between the scores obtained and children’s developmental outcomes; this could be due to the nature of the tools stop-scoring scale base. With lower scores having to be met before moving on to higher levels, some areas of higher qualities that are present within the setting such as interactions and instruction will be missed and not celebrated.  Whilst they recognise that this stop-scoring approach reduces pressure on observers to meet all indicators within the scale it does not reflect the accurate quality of the setting and results in elements of the scale being underused and redundant. Moreover, Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) argue that this modernist approach reflects societies views that children are something we continually need to get ‘right’, and this is done by measuring tools. Professionals have been led to believe that this quantifiable practice often directed by powerful policy makers is best and provides the best outcomes for children. Additionally, they further stress the importance of keeping an awareness of what these approaches may miss.
Mayer and Beckh (2016) say that high quality provision must protect children’s health and safety, stimulate and provide experiences and build relationships This would align with Bowlby’s (1982) theory which re iterates the importance of interaction and attachment for children to positively develop. However, by using the stop-score approach of the ECERS-R some of these positive aspects of provision are being overlooked (Mayer and Beckh,2016). Nevertheless, Zeng (2017) acknowledges that some say that for provision to be rated as high quality all the indicators in all the items should be met. 
Bentancur et al. (2020); Zeng (2017) whilst also agreeing with the problematic progression of the scoring system of the ECERS-R also found that in LAMI (Low and Medium Income) countries the validity of this tool was questionable as it is not culturally and economically responsive. They argue whilst the intention of the ECERS-R is to value the importance of free play and high quality one to one interactions in LAMI countries bigger grouped activities are valued higher. Moreover, they state there is a lack of resources in provision which are needed to meet lower-level indicators; to rectify this the observer must modify the tool to value differing resources like the availability of running water. Without the observer’s recognition to diversify the tool, they would score as being low quality even though they may meet some of the higher levels descriptors.  Early et al. (2018) state that whilst the ECERS-R is designed to measure both process and structural quality it mainly measures structural. Whilst this is important to support process quality, it is the interactions of process quality that Burchinal (2017) says has the greatest impact on development.
Whilst Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015a) acknowledge that the ECERS-R observed all areas of the environment and how this supported children’s academic outcomes, they argue that studies such as The REPEY (2002); EPPE Project (2004) has shown the importance of additional practices such as Sustained Shared Thinking (SST) in promoting children’s development. This builds upon Vygotskian theory whereby interactions with adults’ impact children’s cognitive development (Morin, 2012). Siraj, Kingston and Muihuish comment that whilst they realise that observations of SST may be low, they hope the SSTEW will promote to both practitioners and children the value of a commitment to SST to improve outcomes. Howard et al. (2020) further voices that if practitioners consider children appropriately by responding to their interests, supporting their curiosity and questioning then the SSTEW scale will score them higher. Tonge, Jones and Okley (2019) further support the importance of quality interactions and expresses that although the physical environment that the ECERS-R measures is important so is the quality of adult to child interactions that happens within it. Considering this, Victoria State Government (2016) expresses how the two tools could be used side by side to provide a complete picture of the appearance of high-quality practice. However, Williams (1995, in Cottle and Alexander,2012) voices that whilst these environment rating scales are important that they can bear a universal view of quality.
Whilst undertaking this module, I have learnt about the subjectiveness of quality. That what I may perceive as quality may not be others’ perceptions. For example, government view it in terms of children’s educational outcomes and that this derives from practitioners professional learning and that funding relies heavily on the outcomes of these children. Parents not only look at settings being high quality from their children receiving the care that they need but also from things like, how close provision is to their home and the cost. 
I however have always looked at it from providing a warm, caring environment that stimulates children’s sense of curiosity and provides a richness of activities. I have a close nurturing bond with the children I care for. I create this by lots of one to one and small group discussions and by sensitively listening to the children and observing them to meet their needs and interests.  I have learnt about the theory behind some quality assurance tools such as ECERS-R and the SSTEW and the projects that informed them such as the REPEY and EPPE. These revealed that social interactions, more specifically episodes of SST are what define not only a high-quality setting but what promotes children’s holistic development.  Tayler (2015) describes these playful experiences that I provide in my setting as what shapes children’s minds and promotes their development and future outcomes. Considering this, I feel confident that what I am doing is right for the children in my care. However, whilst I meet with Welsh Governments (2016) National Minimum Standard 18 for quality assurance by monitoring the quality of service I provide through a quality-of-care report and by seeking the views of my parents/families and children I care for. I am now further aware of the need to go above the NMS and what is required of me and will consider the use of ECERS-R and SSTEW to better evaluate the quality of care I provide in my future practice. Furthermore, previously I had not considered that quality is also culturally sensitive, in some cultures some parents do not see the value of adult child interactions as others do. (Kinkead- Clark, 2020).  Whilst I feel I am generally culturally aware and inclusive in my practice I had not considered that different cultures may have differing views about the quality I provide. In future practice if different cultures are present, I will endeavour to fully address and understand this.








