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‘Quality’ is often thought of as being an essential attribute in providing a valuable service to others, with Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) being no exception (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013). However, defining the term quality and identifying its exact characteristics is not a simple task (Cottle and Alexander, 2012; Reed and Canning, 2012; Government of Canada, 2019; Sollars, 2020). According to Reed and Canning (2012), quality is influenced by perspectives on learning. This can vary from one individual to another as perspectives are shaped by what one has observed, read and practised. Similarly, the Government of Canada (2019) state that quality is a multi-dimensional concept that varies according to the level of influence on children, and the way in which it is measured. However, Pianta, Downer and Hamre (2016) argue that although definitions of quality vary in ECEC, they generally include four aspects. These are: a program’s structural elements, the setting’s environmental features, practitioner-child interactions, and aggregate indices such as quality rating and improvement systems. 
While it may be true that no single universal definition of quality exists within ECEC, nonetheless high-quality provision is considered essential for improving outcomes for young children (Welsh Government, 2014; Bonetti, 2018; Government of Canada, 2019). The Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) Project (Sylva et al., 2004) concluded that there was a direct link between quality provision and better academic outcomes for young children, including enhanced language, mathematical and reading skills. Of course, high-quality care and education are very much dependent on what happens within a setting, with process quality and structural quality working together to influence outcomes for children (Peterson and Elam, 2020). 
An important aspect to note is that the concept of proximal processes derives from Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems theory (1979). He described proximal processes to mean the interactions that occur between a child and the people, objects and symbols within their immediate environment (Edwards, 2021). Therefore, within the context of ECEC, process quality refers to the interactions between practitioners, children and their families, the type of resources and activities that are available to them throughout the day, and their level of engagement. Process quality also places emphasis on the over-all wellbeing and development of a child (Peterson and Elam, 2020). The research suggests that pre-school children have better communication, engagement, problem-solving and fine motor skills when placed in a setting that has higher quality interactions. It also suggests an improvement in their ability to adapt behaviour and regulate their own emotions (Sylva et al., 2004; OECD, 2020). 
Structural quality, on the other hand, relates to staffing requirements in ECEC and the physical environment of a setting (Janta, Belle and Stewart, 2016). Examples include staff to child ratios, group size, staff training, education, stability, wages and working conditions (Bonetti and Brown, 2018; Peterson and Elam, 2020). Fenech (2011) argues that structural features also include adequate indoor and outdoor spaces as well as health and safety provisions. Additionally, she argues that without structural quality, the elements of process quality would not be able to function properly. As a result, the highest possible outcomes for children become unachievable. Likewise, Peterson and Elam (2020) claim that structural and process quality are interrelated, and therefore need to be combined to create the highest quality experiences.
Another important aspect to note is that quality assurance is essential for ensuring that children in ECEC are benefiting from the service that they receive (Anderson and Soonarane, 2021). In Wales, the National Minimum Standards (NMS) for Regulated Childcare sets out the standards for providers to develop quality provision that meets the needs of individuals and their communities. Moreover, section 18 of the NMS (Welsh Government, 2016) states that early year’s settings are required to have effective quality assurance and quality systems in place to ensure the continuous monitoring of the quality of service provided. Through regular monitoring, the government can hold services accountable for meeting the basic standards that relate to health, safety, curriculum implementation and the workforce (Raikes, Neuman and Burton, 2019). While it is true that several measures exist for assessing quality, nonetheless these measures vary in the extent to which they are accessible to all stakeholders, and in the extent to which they reflect stakeholders’ perception on quality (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012). Below are examples of two methods of quality assurance:
Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scales
Designed to be assessed through in-person observations (Clifford et al., 2021), the ECERS contains a wide range of indicators that helps providers to recognise strengths whilst also providing guidance for further improvement. Not only does it provide a means for measuring quality, but also a means for measuring the improvement of quality over time (ECERS UK, 2023). The original version of the ECERS was published by Harms and Clifford in 1980 and was later revised by Harms et al. in 1998. The revised version, known as the ECERS-R (Clifford et al., 2021), is the most commonly used method of quality measurement in ECEC (Pianta, Downer and Hamre, 2016). In fact, it was designed to assess the global quality of settings that provide services for children aged between 2.5 and 5 years old (La Paro et al., 2012). 
The ECERS-R evaluates the following seven dimensions of quality: 1) space and furnishings, 2) personal care routines, 3) language and reasoning, 4) activities, 5) interaction, 6) program structure, and 7) provision for parents and staff (ECERS UK, 2023). Each dimension of quality is composed of items that are to be scored on a Likert-point scale, ranging from 1 (inadequate quality) to 7 (excellent quality) (Government of Canada, 2019). Many large-scale early education studies have included the ECERS-R, such as the ‘Cost, Quality and Outcomes Study’, the ‘Early Childcare and Youth Development Study’, and the ‘Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey.’ These longitudinal studies, in addition to smaller intervention studies, concluded that the ECERS-R provides modest positive prediction for the outcomes of children (Pianta, Downer and Hamre, 2016). The ECERS-R places a greater emphasis on issues within ECEC when compared with the original ECERS, giving consideration to the inclusion of children with disabilities, cultural diversity and family concerns (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010).
An extension to the ECERS-R, referred to as the ECERS-E, was designed by Sylva et al. (2004) as part of the EPPE Project. The ECERS-E rates the educational aspects of childcare provision. This includes Science and the Environment, Mathematics, Literacy and Diversity (ECERS UK, 2023). Additionally, the ECERS-E assesses the quality of resourcing, and the extent of staff support for learning and development. It cannot be denied that the ECERS include assessments of both the process and structural elements of quality, however, they do not focus on outcomes. Rather, they evaluate the environmental features that contribute to children’s outcomes (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012). While it may be true that structural quality is more easily observed, measured and regulated (Slot et al., 2015), nonetheless Manning et al. (2017) state that scientific evidence linking process quality (as measured by ERS) and child learning is compelling despite not being unanimous. 
According to Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012), ECERS consider the quality of the learning environment in its broadest sense. However, research by Brunsek et al. (2017) found that it does not consider other developmental outcomes, such as social and emotional development. Furthermore, it does not take into account the thoughts and opinions of children, despite Article 12 of the UNCRC (Unicef, 2019) stating that children have a right to express their opinions with regard to any matters that may concern them (Iles, 2019). Additionally, Gordon et al. (2013) point out that some practitioners and academics have raised concerns about the ECERS-R instrument, claiming that there is not enough empirical evidence of its validity to support its extensive use in policy and research contexts. They argued that their own analysis revealed that there was little agreement on which domain was supported (for example, cognitive, health, socioeconomic) as indicators did not fit together to measure single dimensions of quality. However, Manning et al. (2017) argue that this study was limited due to its reliance on information gathered by others and did not directly look at the indicators’ validity with regards to school readiness. 

Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale assesses the quality of environment and pedagogy that relate to the social and emotional development of young children (Victoria State Government, 2020). Built on the ECERS-R and ECERS-E, the SSTEW scale is designed to measure and promote practice that supports children that are between 2 and 5 years old in developing emotional wellbeing and sustained shared thinking skills (Kingston and Siraj, 2015). It has a total of 14 items that come under 5 subscales: 1) building trust, confidence and independence, 2) social and emotional wellbeing, 3) supporting and extending language and communication, 4) supporting learning and critical thinking, and 5) assessing learning and language. Each item is rated from 1 to 7, using 3 observations as evidence. Once the average score has been calculated, this can be entered on a scale-profile, which can be used to assess areas of strength and areas in need of improvement (Brodie, 2015). 
Sustained shared thinking links to the work of Vygotsky, who asserted that a ‘more knowledgeable other’ can assist and extend children’s learning when in their zone of proximal development. Through sustained shared thinking, children can develop knowledge and meaning by sharing and clarifying their understandings with others (Children’s Services Central, 2018). Sustained shared thinking is particularly important for enhancing the development of children’s thinking, language and learning skills (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Howard et al., 2018). 
The REPEY project (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002) found that the most effective settings encouraged sustained shared thinking. In fact, it discovered that sustained shared thinking interactions between staff and children were significantly more frequent in high quality settings when compared to other settings. Therefore the SSTEW scale was developed to assess interactional quality in ECEC, and is one of the few tools available that captures this specific aspect of process quality (Howard et al., 2020).  According to Kingston and Siraj (2015), it supports the development of strong relationships, effective communication, aspects of self-regulation and concept development. Furthermore, it considers the responsiveness of adults when children attempt to interact, and whether an adult has a good understanding of a child’s cultural heritage, achievements, development, feelings and behaviours.
As the SSTEW scale requires observation for assessment (like the ECERS), it can be argued that this method can lack validity due to the Hawthorne effect. In other words, individuals may alter their usual behaviour when they know that they are being observed (McLeod, 2023). In addition, it can be difficult to analyse interactions that are short in duration in an in-depth and meaningful way (Iles, 2019). However, research conducted by Howard et al. (2018) compared the validity of results from SSTEW with the ECERS-E, and found that the SSTEW scale was indeed an effective tool for capturing the process quality level of ECEC settings (MacDonald, Gealy and Tinney, 2021).

Conclusion
From these arguments, one could conclude that despite the varying definitions of quality within ECEC, high-quality provision is vital for improving outcomes for young children. This statement is supported by the research conducted within the EPPE project (Sylva et al. 2004), which found that children who attend high quality settings have improved outcomes for language, reading and mathematical skills. Quality is also greatly influenced by the learning perceptions of those who work in ECEC. 
To create high-quality experiences, settings require a combination of structural and process quality. Several measures exist for measuring quality, however, they vary in the extent to which they are accessible to all stakeholders. Two examples of these measures include the ECERS and the SSTEW scale. Whilst there are similarities in both measurement tools, the ECERS are more effective in considering the quality of the learning environment, and the SSTEW scale is more effective in monitoring elements of process quality, supporting the development of strong relationships, effective communication and aspects of self-regulation.
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