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The aim of this essay is to discuss the meaning and importance of quality and how it may be defined. There will then be a critical evaluation of two different tools of measuring quality. Concluding with a section of reflection on the areas of learning within this module. 
The meaning of quality has caused some confusion over the years, due to the varied perceptions of the way quality is portrayed (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). Cottle and Alexander (2012) further explain that all stakeholders involved in early years education and care such as, practitioners, children, parents, managers and politicians are likely to focus on quality from different angles, with different aspects of care and education taking priority. Similarly, according to Moss (2016) quality is a choice made by each individual person adopted from varying assumptions, values and beliefs. Therefore, quality has no set boundaries and proves difficult to measure (Moss, 2016). Understanding that quality can mean different things to different people allows the meaning of quality to be adapted for the individual child or person (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) explain that low quality is often easier to recognise and identify than high quality, as people tend to have more of an understanding of what has a negative effect on a child’s development.
However, quality can be described as something that is excellent, something that is above the general standard of its kind (Schuyler Centre for Analysis and Advocacy, 2012). According to The National Association for the Education of Young Children (no date) cited in Schuyler Centre for Analysis and Advocacy (2012) high quality provision should be an environment that is safe and nurturing with high consideration to the needs of the whole family, whilst promoting cognitive, physical, social and emotional development. However, Education Policy Institute (2018) believes that although these aspects are important in regards to the process quality, there is also the need for the structural quality of the setting to be considered. This relates to aspects which are considerably easier to observe such as, child-adult ratios, practitioners professional development and training, group sizes and staff retention which all lay the foundations for high quality practice to be possible (Education Policy Institute, 2018 and Slot et al. 2018). However, high quality settings strive to achieve more than the National Minimum Standards that are expected of them in regards to the structural aspects (Childcare Partnerships, 2017 and Welsh Government, 2016). Furthermore, the areas that a setting views as most important are likely to influence the direction of their service, therefore impacting the quality of education and care provided (Barnardos, 2016). 
The Effective Provision for Pre-school Education (EPPE) project was a study designed to measure the effects pre-school had on children’s ongoing development (Sylva et al. 2004). Results showed that high quality pre-school settings have a particular effect on children’s social and behavioural development as well as ongoing holistic development. It was also evident that children who attended settings where practitioners found social development equally as important as education, generally made greater all round progress (Sylva et al. 2004). 

According to Logan, Press and Sumsion (2012) quality is becoming a key concept and topic of discussion within education and care policies. Adding, that this could be due to the building evidence and understanding that high-quality early childhood experiences have a positive impact on a child’s overall development and learning (Logan, Press and Sumsion, 2012 and Moore, 2017).  Macdonald (2018) agrees, explaining that attending an early years setting that is of high quality has a positive impact on a child’s behavioural, social and emotional development going forward. Donaldson (2015) explains that Wales along with many other countries internationally, strive within their policy to ensure children’s education is of high quality. Also, stating that there is a strong link between the quality of education and care to the quality of the country’s economy and general health (Donaldson, 2015). Welsh Government (2020) explain the concept of the new curriculum being a curriculum designed by individual schools and settings, allows room for quality to be defined from within. It is believed that in order to be a high quality setting it relies heavily on leadership roles ensuring that the learning and teaching capacity is at its best, with the need for enabling quality continued professional development, developing local leadership, decision making and responsibility as well as encouraging meaningful learning (Welsh Government, 2020).  Quality is essential, not only for promoting development but also for protecting children’s rights (International Step by Step Association, 2014 and Unicef, no date).
However, to ensure early years settings are meeting the need for high quality experiences to assist in child development there must be continuous measurement, evaluation, monitoring and coordination amongst stakeholders (Black et al. 2017). This type of quality assurance has the potential of making essential and important improvements on teaching pedagogies (Anastasiadou and Anastasiadis, 2019). International Step by Step Association (2014) believe that there are eight core elements that should impact a settings level of quality, therefore should be evaluated and measured. These core elements are the environment, engagement with community and family, workforce, interactions, inclusiveness, structural support, health and hygiene and the settings curriculum. 
[bookmark: _Hlk95853611][bookmark: _Hlk96086667]There are various existing ways of measuring quality within a setting, one of the more common global quality assurance tools being The Early Childhood Environment Rating System - Revised (ECERS-R) (Lopez Boo, Caridad Araujo and Tome, 2016 and Brunsek et al. 2017). ECERS-R is aimed to be used to support the quality of classrooms and settings, relating to children aged two and a half to five years. Although, research suggests that because of the importance of individualised care for this stage, the age children are most effected by the quality of a setting is from birth to three years (Lopez Boo, Caridad Araujo and Tome, 2016). However, the Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale – Revised (ICERS-R) was created for the same use, only for infants and toddlers from birth to 2 and a half years (Evans, 2012). 
ECERS-R were designed to assess the process and structural quality in early years settings (Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010, Evans, 2012 and Hartman et al. 2016). According to Clifford, Reszka and Rossbach (2010) and Slot et al. (2018), high process quality is likely to produce higher child development outcomes than high structural quality. However, Hartman et al. (2016) research suggests that having high structural quality improves overall process quality, therefore both aspects are important to maintain a high quality setting. 
Guided by research that outlined what kind of early years practice is most effective, with a particular focus on developmentally appropriate practice, the different aspects of ECERS-R aimed to assess a variation of influences on the classroom quality. These being, teaching practices, the environment, curriculum and practitioner-child interactions (Brunsek et al. 2017). Using the scale showed to have significant links to the outcomes of children and the knowledge, skills and understanding of teachers and practitioners (Environment Rating Scales Institute, no date). The ECERS-R can be carried out by trained practitioners as a type of self assessment, by programme directors as a type of supervision and a method to assist general improvements or by outside agencies for monitoring (Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford and Taggart, 2010). Training is available to build an understanding of how to carry out ECERS-R which aims to communicate and develop an understanding of the consistency needed for the scale to be successful (Environment Rating Scales Institute, no date). 
[bookmark: _Hlk96084312]Quality is primarily measured within the setting or classroom, however, it is argued that on a larger scale, policy, whole setting or school decision making and government assessment criteria have a substantial impact on the quality of every child’s learning journey (Reynolds and Temple, 2019). Despite this, the quality of these aspects are not measured by the ECERS-R (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, no date). However, according to Setodji, Schaack, and Le (2018) there is existing criticism about the lack of in depth focus on teaching practices known to promote social and emotional development and connections that influence learning experiences. Therefore, adding another layer to the already existing broadness of the ECERS-R would potentially restrict this even further (Setodji, Schaack, and Le, 2018). According to Brunsek et al (2017), the ECERS-R successfully cover the quality of aspects that impact children’s overall learning and wellbeing.
Within the quality assurance tool there is a subsection on staff and parents that can be measured (Keystones to Opportunity, no date). This is important as the skills, knowledge and understanding the staff have within a setting impacts their provision and the level of standards of education and care for the children (Early Years Alliance, 2019). Also, parental involvement and engagement is understood by many, to be essential due to the role it has on children’s ongoing educational outcomes and experiences (Barr and Saltmarsh, 2014). However, there is no mention of engagement with the community in the scales (Keystones to Opportunity, no date). Buckley, Martin and Curtin (2020) believe it is not only the responsibility of the practitioners in a setting but a community responsibility to ensure quality improvement. In addition, The National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)(no date) state that one of the professional standards expected of practitioners and teachers is to have the understanding of how connections with the community can improve quality and why it is important to involve them in children’s development. 
Another quality assurance tool commonly used is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scales (Hoare, no date). The scale is used to assess the quality in early years settings related to children aged two to five years (Mackenzie, 2016). This is related to the same age group as the ECERS-R (Lopez Boo, Caridad Araujo and Tome, 2016). It was designed at the basis that once children adopt certain behavioural and mental patterns, it is difficult to change these patterns, meaning that it essential to deliver high quality early years provision in order to develop positive patterns during these years, to take forward through school and life (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015). Additionally explaining, that the quality of the interactions children have during this time scale will impact their development going forward (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015).
The SSTEW scale is used in a setting and focuses on the interactional quality, the settings pedagogy and the role practitioners have on supporting development and learning (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015 and Yew Chung Education Foundation, 2020). The aim is to identify strengths in practitioners practice and suggest improvements going forward (Nixon, 2019). When settings make the decision to use this method of quality assurance, it can assist children in developing the ability to participate in sustained shared thinking, and gives them support in developing their emotional wellbeing, building relationships, communication skill and methods of self regulation (Siraj et al. 2015). Howard et al. (2018) explain that few tools currently exist to measure the quality of interactions that assist in supporting and extending children’s thinking. Whilst SSTEW assess the quality of these interactions and aspects of process quality, it does not however measure aspects of structural quality (Howard et al. 2018).  According to Early Intervention Foundation (2022) it is important to look at both of these aspects together to measure the level of quality within a setting. 
The SSTEW assessment needs to be carried out by someone who has an appropriate understanding of how to use it and the knowledge behind it, due to the size of the scale and how the observations are carried out (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015). In order for a person to have this in depth understanding, there is training available as support and guidance (Birth to Seven Matters, 2022). However, to build a consistent understanding of this knowledge through training, takes time. This may mean that practitioners will need to rearrange their setting structure to allow for training days, which is not always straight forward (DeMonte, 2013).
This scale only measures the interactions practitioners have with the children in their care and does not look at the quality of other methods of childcare and education that is believed to be important (Aubrey, 2011). The environment being one aspect that if high quality, can reduce the staff turn over, in turn improving child development and outcomes (Aubrey, 2011). There are also aspects such as promoting children’s rights, keeping children safe, effective partnerships and strong leadership qualities that are not measured within the SSTEW tool, but are measured within Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales (no date) inspections. However, if used alongside the ECERS-R the results can measure a wider area of quality as it also focuses on a broader range of qualities (Melhuish, Siraj and Kingston, 2015 and Department of Education, no date).
In conclusion, quality will always be something that is difficult to define as it has different meanings to different people, depending on their beliefs and values. It is, however, understood that high quality care and education is something above standard and should support children with their holistic development whilst considering all parts of their settings process and structural quality. The EPPE project recognised that children who attended high quality settings generally made better progress through education, emphasising the importance of monitoring this quality. With all the research available presently it has impacted the need for high quality care and education within policies and curricula. It is important to measure the quality provided, which can be done through the use of quality assurance tools. The ECERS-R was designed to measure a variety of aspects within a classroom and did have links to higher outcomes for children and influenced teacher’s skills. However, there are aspects of quality that are missing from the ECERS-R. Although, some would argue that adding another layer to the scale would minimise the focus. The SSTEW scale focused on interactions with the belief that these had a strong impact on children’s emotional development and communication abilities. However, the SSTEW misses many aspects that are believed to effect the quality of a setting. The suggestion is to use these tools alongside each other for a deeper understanding of the quality of a setting and the improvements that need to be made.
Before this Leadership and Management for Systems of Quality module, I understood that quality was important and that high quality settings, were likely to have a better understanding of how to support children in their everyday care. I had a general understanding of the areas of practice that were important in order to deliver high quality childcare and education through previous modules. I also knew that Estyn and Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) carried out inspections on all provisions providing care and education for children. However, I was not aware of how often and what exactly it was they measured. 
I feel after the lectures received and research I have done, I now understand that quality is difficult to measure due to the differing perceptions of the meaning. However, high quality is highly important in settings and can have a large impact on children’s ongoing education. My knowledge has broadened about different aspects that effect a practitioner and settings overall quality. There are many methods that attempt to define and measure different areas of quality, in which we have learnt about a number of them. I now understand the types of settings both CIW and Estyn inspect, how regularly this will take place and the process of the inspection. I have learnt about the Quality of Care report and the Self Assessment of Service Statement and how to use these in line with inspections. I have learnt that as a leader there are many responsibilities that all impact the quality of the setting in regards to meeting National Minimum Standards, such as ratios, continual professional development, supervisions and appraisals, policies, partnerships, collecting feedback and more. I have also learnt the standards to expect when working as an employee within a childcare or school setting. 
Going forward, I feel every aspect of this will assist in my practice. If a setting does not use a tool as a method of measuring quality, I will feel confident in explaining and suggesting one. I will continue to remind myself of all the varying definitions of quality and strive to reach beyond minimum standards in every area possible as I now know in detail the effects this has on young children. I will ensure I always take part in as much CPD as possible to keep up to date with any changes. 
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