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In Wales the current statutory curriculum for 3 to 7 year olds is referred to as Foundation Phase (Welsh Government, 2015). During these formative years a state education is provided through which children are afforded the opportunity to explore the world around them, make discoveries and begin to understand how things work. The early development of learning is mainly facilitated through play. Through co-operative practical activities and open ended questions practitioners encourage the growth of critical thinking strategies, motivate children to adopt new concepts and stimulate development of problem solving skills via quality early years provision. However, the term ‘quality’ is often used as a prefix to early years, with ‘quality provision’ frequently referred to with very little explanation as to what exactly constitutes quality, how it can be achieved or fundamentally how it is identified (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016). 
What does ‘quality provision’ in early years look like and what does ‘quality’ mean? A definition of quality can be difficult to settle on.  Quality ascertaining to any subject matter is subjective and its collective merit quantified in varying degrees by the assessor (Spencer et al., 2003, p. 16). This can mean that, depending on a myriad of factors, one individuals perception of quality can contrast against another individuals opinion regarding the same matter. Where one individual could see unequivocal quality another observes obvious room for improvement. At both the individual and collective levels an interest will be motivated by different perspectives and these will have a bearing on the overall understandings of quality (Hadfield, 2015; Hyson, 2014; Manning et al., 2017).
Moss (2016) describes quality as the process of shaping conduct via the mitigation and aversion of undesired effects coupled with the production and exacerbation of desired events. A ‘technology of normalisation’ through which established norms shape future policy and practice. This shedding of impurities and consequent embracing of ideals creates a self-perpetuating cycle of evolution allowing the uptake of positive ideologies whilst simultaneously shedding negative practices to continually develop and improve standards. Certainly, quality provision perpetually delivered over a period of time can facilitate the immersion and recognition of reliability, with a sustained high standard of practice becoming the expected conventional norm (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2016; Hodgman, 2012).   
[bookmark: _Hlk92831022]The importance of early years services has been recognised as an essential aspect of childhood educational development with a particular increasing interest in quality provision spanning across the globe (Callanan et al., 2017). At both the individual and collective levels, the understandings of quality will be shaped by a plethora of beliefs and perspectives and specific interest will be motivated by different concerns (Kaplan and Garner, 2017). Cultural values and family lives vary significantly on local, national and international stages and the role and purpose of early years provision is to reflect these changeable principles, embrace diversity and raise potential outcomes and standards for all  involved (Reed and Canning, 2012). Countries all over the world look to invest in quality early years services and provision (Department for International Development, 2018). As a result of the level of diversity covering so many different interpretations, recognised stakeholders children themselves along with parents, practitioners, managers, leaders, local and national governments appreciate that there is no ‘one understanding’ of quality. Conversely, many would agree quality is a desirable feature (Brunsek et al. 2017; Department for Education and Skills 2003; Jordan’s Change for Children Consultancy Ltd 2008; Rentzou, 2017).
The environment plays a key role in supporting a child’s learning and development. As Hodgman, (2012) writes an enabling environment should be a challenging one providing stimulation and allowing opportunities for exploration and experimentation. A high quality environment should be dynamic, flexible and accommodating allowing for a range of activities, including indoor and outdoor areas, areas for reflection and spaces for more boisterous, physical play (Casey, 2010, p. 16; Daniels, 2016; Sharman, Cross and Vennis, 2015). Additionally, independence should be encouraged to help children practice their skills, develop new ones and expand positive attitudes towards learning. In contrast an environment devoid of any stimuli, a room with nothing inside or an empty box could perhaps be considered the polar opposite of high quality early years provision (West, Roberts and Noden, 2010). This complete lack of any substance would discourage any practitioner, who would struggle to provide inspiration and fail to encourage development. Perhaps the perception of this analogy would indicate a reason to provide high quality provision in an inviting, safe environment, encouraging children’s creativity, imagination and holistic development (Sims, Guilfoyle and Parry, 2006; Toon and Cheeseman, 2021; White, 2014).  

[bookmark: _Hlk96121164]There are many assessment tools available that can be used to determine indicators of quality provision and accurately measure levels of quality within an environment. The environmental ratings scales are a group of research scales that have been developed to support practice and can be used to assess the quality of provision within an early years setting (The Centre for Early Education and Development, 2017). Some of the available environment rating scale tools used to assess the quality of early years provision are: The Family Child Care Environment Rating Scale (FCCERS) for use by family childcare programs serving all ages; The Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) for care provided to children from birth to age 2 ½; The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) for care provided to children ages 2 ½ to 5; The School-Age Care Environment Rating Scale (SACERS) for care provided to school-age youth ages 5-12. Both, the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale – Revised (ECERS-R) (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 1998) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale – Extension (ECERS-E) (Sylva, Siraj, and Taggart, 2003) were developed and introduced later. These are obviously created in support and are closely linked with the original ECERS and share similarities in scoring frameworks. The ECERS assessment tool was initially first published in 1980 and has been revised a number of times since first conception (Harms and Clifford, 1980), existing in its present form as the ECERS – R, 3rd edition (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2004). The ECERS-R was influenced by years of teaching and observations in early years and childhood classrooms and was based on a checklist of items that yielded potential to improve the quality of the learning environment (). An ECERS-R assessment is recommended to commence over a minimum of a 3 hour period and observations should be made on each class or classroom individually. The numerical scoring system used delivers a 1 – 7 column rating determined by a series of yes or no answers in relation to the early years environment being assessed. The assessment consists of 35 items organised into 6 subscales: Space and Furnishings; Personal Care Routines; Language and Literacy; Learning Activities; Interaction; Program Structure. A succession of positive answers progresses assessors on to the next column of questions and through each subscale of items. The assessor works periodically from 1 through to 7 until a negative correlation occurs establishing the conclusion of that section. This determines the early years settings’ assessment rating score of that particular section. Finally, each section rating score is combined, to determine an overall final average score for the setting and rated between 1 or 7. A score of 1 would be regarded as unacceptable practice or inadequate care and a score of 7 would be deemed exceptional practice (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2004). The ECERS-R is used to identify quality indicators, evaluate the levels of quality and differentiate between the levels of high and low quality early years care and provision in settings for children aged 2 ½ to 5 (Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute, 2022). 

It is a self-assessing observational tool based on evidence rather than personal judgment and is designed to facilitate professional development. This is supported by the final part of the assessment which collates the collected data and plots a visual profile displaying the high and low points of setting practices (Kulikovskaya et al., 2021; Mariano et al., 2019). This could support practitioners to recognise positively implemented practices, provide guidance for future considerations and highlight possible areas of concern through a visual representation of a settings’ strong and weak points (Gordon et al., 2013; Mayer and Beckh, 2016).   

The environment rating scales have proved to be a valid and reliable assessment tool used to assess the quality of provision, with higher quality inextricably linked to better outcomes for young children’s socio-emotional and cognitive development (Brock, 2015).
However, when supporting children’s development and promoting children’s outcomes, more recent research on effective settings by the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education indicated that it is important to consider other aspects of development and practice (Sylva et al., 2004). The quality of adult-child interaction in early years education, also referred to as sustained shared thinking, can also be measured, assessed and quantified. Sustained shared thinking could be identified as the intuitive collaboration of two parties on an intellectual level, attempting to solve a problem, answer a question or clarify a concept (Purdon, 2016; Woods, 2015). This collective interest enables a unified state of ‘working together’ and a ‘meeting of the minds’ however, both parties must contribute openly and fully to extend the narrative to develop understanding further. Consequently, sustained shared thinking is more likely to occur during interactions between small groups or especially on a 1:1 level. Hilderbrandt and Musholt (2020) describe sustained shared thinking as, times of total absorption and engagement between practitioner and child, during a conversation or an activity, with the only requirements being time and interest on the part of the participants. A reflective practitioner would likely be aware of these occasions, the fundamental importance of these connections and the quality these interactions provide, accordingly allowing the practitioner to see the world through the eyes of a child (Neale and Pino-Pasternak, 2017). Furthermore, along with the uptake and retention of factual information and a child’s cognitive development, the Department for Education (2022) explicitly states that sustained shared thinking experiences are crucial for a child’s development of creativity and critical thinking. Additionally, children’s self-esteem and emotional wellbeing are positively affected during shared experiences with improvements being mastered in areas of social interaction and emotional maturity (Hilderbrandt and Musholt, 2020). As Sylva et al. (2004) and the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education project reported, longitudinal research clearly identified that it is a necessary pre-requisite for the most effective settings to encourage sustained shared thinking. Furthermore, Sylva et al. (2004) continue that a higher quality service is delivered when practitioners employ sustained shared thinking practices, incorporate open-ended questioning and demonstrate positive modelling.  

The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale is an observational tool used in early education and care to assess the quality of practice in early years settings (Siraj, et al. 2015). Where the SSTEW scale separates itself and contrasts against other quality assessment tools is by generating an emphasis on the significance of self-regulation, wellbeing and the focussed cognitive encouragement generally identified during positive, sustained shared thinking exchanges (). The SSTEW scale is an observational tool which delivers a rating scale that can be used for assessing practice, further research and improvement, self-evaluation and professional development (). Furthermore, the SSTEW scale focuses less on assessment of quality of resources, useable space, activities and curricular provision generally associated with other quality assessment tools. Perhaps the focus of the SSTEW scale could be regarded as a ‘compliment to’ as opposed to a ‘replacement for’ pre-existing quality assessment tools (). The SSTEW scale uses a scoring system very similar to the scoring system used in the ECERS assessment tools, delivering an overall average rating between 1 and 7. As a result of the similarities in comparisons between the ECERS and SSTEW quality assessment tools, practitioners with prior training on earlier implemented environment quality rating scales, that have familiarised themselves with their execution, usually adopt the SSTEW scale and employ its ethos with relative ease (Siraj et al. 2015). Despite this, Siraj, et al continue that specialist training from reputable, certified trainers is a necessity. 
 








If I was to attempt to simplify the concept of quality, or what constitutes quality in early years provision, my definition would be: quality is anything above and beyond the benchmarked norm. There are minimum requirements for early years provision, often delineated in numerous guidelines and policies, with anything falling below the minimum line considered inferior, whilst anything above and beyond the line advancing into recognised quality. However, this would be a very crude and over simplified definition. 
Before completing this module, I would have struggled to pinpoint what represents high quality in early years provision, similarly as well as in contrast, recognising inadequate practices almost intuitively.
It is my personal belief that one of the key components to a high quality learning experience is the implementation and execution of sustained shared thinking. Although the techniques and practices of sustained shared thinking can be utilised for academic progress, in my experience, this delivery method for imparting knowledge is better applied to emotional development and remodelling challenging behaviours. This can in turn allow an individual to develop a sense of belonging and respectively embrace a more formal learning style. However, the ability to sit and write reams of unconnected pages of information poses a further challenge to those who are more unsettled due to anxiety. 
Over the years I’ve worked in education I’ve come to realise the benefits of working 1:1 with individuals. Building a relationship foundation and forming a trust between one another, experiencing first hand a true interaction and the rewards associated with mentoring and teaching so directly.    
In mainstream education it is often all too easy to fall into a trap of checklists, routines, guidelines and scoring, potentially losing sight of true individual development and tailored progress. Likewise, educational practitioners can miss out on the effects of positive sustained shared thinking, due largely to the over-whelming class sizes and subsequent varied range of abilities and skill sets. The daunting challenge of attempting to positively advance the educational development of over 30 children, whilst simultaneously ‘adhering to’ and ‘nurturing’ each child’s emotional wellbeing, is a gargantuan, arduous task. Perhaps this could explain the ubiquity of ‘old school’ methods and the prevalent tradition of cliched colloquialism’ still entrenched in practice. The old adage ‘a square peg in a round hole’ and the ‘cookie cutter’ approach to teaching still pertains to a conviction that one size fits all and those that don’t fit are different. This ethos does not accommodate individuality so how can it be quality for all?
Although items such as the SSTEW scale exist, measuring quality in this context still remains difficult to assess. This could be due to the intrinsic, intricate nature of emotions or equally the complexity in attempting to quantify positive human interaction.  
   

