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for systems for quality
Reflections on the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale and the Environment Rating Scale in the context of quality assurance.
Early childhood practitioners would benefit from critically examining the benefits and methods of two widely used quality assurance tools in early childhood education through the use of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) and the Environment Rating Scale (ERS). These quality assurance tools are essential for promoting high-quality early childhood education, as they provide educators with the opportunity to evaluate their practice and identify areas of improvement (Cottle, 2012). Both the SSTEW and the ERS are intended to assess the quality of early childhood settings with a focus on the interactions between children and adults, as well as the physical environment within the setting (Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish, 2023; ERS Institute, n.d). The purpose of this paper is to provide an overview of these two tools, examine their benefits and limitations, and critically evaluate their effectiveness as quality assurance measures for early childhood education.
In early childhood education settings, quality assurance and inspection play an important role in promoting best practices and achieving change (OECD, 2017; Fisher, 2012). Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) and Environment Rating Scales (ERS) are two well-known tools used for assessing the quality of early childhood education programs (Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish, 2015). A SSTEW is a tool for evaluating the quality of interactions between adults and children in early childhood education settings (Pascal, Bertram & Waller, 2013). Specifically, it is concerned with the quality of sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing, which are critical to promoting the learning and development of children within a childcare setting (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2013; Siraj & Hallet, 2013; Welsh Government, 2014a). The SSTEW is composed of five scales: emotional support, organization, instructional support, interactions between adults and children, and partnerships with parents. It is also important to note that the ERS is another tool that can be used to evaluate the quality of early childhood education programs. There are seven subscales for assessing the classroom environment, including space and furnishings, personal care routines, language-reasoning, activities, interaction, program structure, and parents and staff (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2015). It is common for the ERS to be used alongside other quality rating systems, including the NAEYC accreditation process (Whitebook, Sakai, & Howes, 1997). Quality assurance and inspection play a significant role in the implementation of the SSTEW and ERS. The purpose of quality assurance and inspection is to identify areas of strength and weakness in early childhood education programs (Welsh Government, 2014b). With the help of the SSTEW and ERS, inspectors are able to assess the quality of interactions between adults and children as well as the overall environment of the classroom (Clifford, Reszka, & Rossbach, 2010; Clare, 2016). Based on this information, improvements can be made in areas such as enhancing emotional support or improving the quality of language and reasoning activities. Furthermore, quality assurance and inspection can provide early childhood educators and program administrators with valuable feedback. Based on the results of the SSTEW and ERS assessments, educators and administrators can receive targeted feedback, highlighting areas of strength and improvement (Ackerman, 2019). In order to improve the quality of early childhood education programs, educators can use this feedback to guide professional development and training opportunities. In addition, quality assurance and inspection can contribute to transparency and accountability (Hoecht, 2006). Inspectors can hold educators and program administrators accountable for providing high-quality services to children and families (Thomas & Brady, 2005), by using the SSTEW and ERS to assess the quality of early childhood education programs. It can help to ensure that programs comply with regulatory requirements and that children receive the best possible education and care (Collette, 2015). To promote best practices and implement change in early childhood education settings, quality assurance and inspection play a critical role in implementing SSTEW and ERS (Welsh Government, 2017). With the help of these tools, early childhood educators and administrators can identify areas of strength and weakness, provide targeted feedback, and promote accountability and transparency. Although these tools provide insight on weakness to improve on, there challenges faced to meet criteria of both SSTEW and ERS, especially in the sense of the reliability of the assessment tools can be affected by the time of the visit, since the quality of interactions and the environment may differ depending on the time of the day or week of the visit (Clifford, Reszka, & Rossbach, 2010). The result of this can be the development of inconsistencies in the assessment results, raising questions regarding the validity and reliability of the tools used in the assessment. As in early years, no two days are the same, meaning results could be negative or positive entirely depending on the day and it doesn’t show an accurate overall picture of how the setting is run (Penn, 2002). Potentially taking multiple sample days or having someone on placement there to review the setting over a long period of time would be more accurate, yet this would require more funding and also would add more stress to practitioners being constantly monitored. Hents the paradox of how to approach assessment tools accurately to assess quality that is ethically beneficial (Fidler, 1998; Brimblecombe, Ormston & Shaw, 1995).
Having said this, the importance of providing quality services, aided by the use of SSTEW & ERS, is essential in order for a child to grow healthy and to improve their well-being. However, it is important to recognize that quality early childhood education and care involves more than simply meeting the criteria of an assessment tool (Burriss & Tsao, 2002). Additionally, the social, cultural, and economic context within which services are provided can have a significant impact on the quality of care (Abrassart & Bonoli, 2015). Practitioners must therefore possess a deep understanding of the children, their families, and their wider communities with whom they work (Vesely, Brown & Mehta, 2017). Promoting children's emotional well-being is also a critical aspect of quality early childhood education and care (Aubert, et al., 2017). In recognition of this, the SSTEW includes a subscale that is specifically focused on emotional well-being. It has been consistently demonstrated that children who experience positive emotional connections with their caregivers have better outcomes in social and emotional development, academic achievement, and mental health (Pettit, Bakopoulou & Reeve, 2016). As a whole, both the SSTEW and ERS are valuable tools for evaluating and improving early childhood education and care. It is necessary to focus on more than just meeting the criteria for a particular assessment tool in order to gain a deeper critical awareness of the issues involved in providing quality services for young children (Cipolle, 2010). A commitment to promoting emotional well-being and a deep understanding of children and their families are both required of practitioners working with children. There is also the issue of the scales not always being culturally sensitive or appropriate for all children and families. In settings that serve children with disabilities or from non-English speaking backgrounds, some items on the SSTEW may not be applicable, limiting its usefulness. The observer may not be able to fully comprehend a child's interactions or behaviour if they do not speak the child's native language. Therefore, inaccurate assessments of the quality of interactions between adults and children, as well as the quality of the environment, could result (Reyhing & Perren, 2023). A number of efforts are being made to adapt and translate these assessment tools so that they may be used in contexts other than English. In spite of this, it is important to keep in mind the limitations and potential biases associated with these tools when used with children whose first language is not English (Kim, Lambert & Burts, 2013). For children who do not speak English, it may also be necessary to use a variety of assessment tools and methods in order to provide a quality early childhood education experience (Clarke, 2009). Assessments of bilingualism, for example. This will be designed specifically for children who speak or learn multiple languages simultaneously. Additionally, this can facilitate the development of a child's ability to transfer these skills to English in addition to evaluating their proficiency in their first language. The Bilingual English Spanish Assessment (Peña, et al., 2018) and the New Reynell Developmental Language Scales (Edwards, Letts & Sinka, 2011) are two popular bilingual assessments.
It is also beneficial to consider how these tools can serve as a guide for further professional development, SSTEW and ERS can be used to identify areas in which staff may benefit from additional training or support. It may be beneficial for staff to receive training on supporting children's emotional regulation and social-emotional development if a setting scores low on the Emotional Wellbeing subscale of the SSTEW (Bakopoulou & Dockrell, 2016). Zones of Regulation help children develop emotional self-regulation, which can improve their mental health and wellbeing (Munro, 2017). The framework divides emotions into four zones: green, blue, yellow, and red. Green zones represent calm and focus, blue zones represent low energy or sadness, yellow zones represent anxiety or excitement, and red zones represent intense or angry states (Nowell, et al., 2019). Additionally, it could have a positive impact on SSTEW and ERS results as an early childhood intervention strategy. Since these scales assess emotional wellbeing and quality of interaction in early childhood settings, interventions that promote emotional self-regulation can have a positive effect (Sanger, 2020). By assisting young children with understanding their moods, increasing self-awareness and regulation, we can enhance interactions, increase emotional wellbeing, and contribute to a more positive early years environment (Lalor, 2020).
However, it is important to approach the use of these tools as a way of continuously improving staff performance rather than as a means of identifying and punishing poor performance (Rodd, 2013). This also brings up the reality that SSTEW and ERS also have some potential disadvantages to be aware of. As an example, these tools may be considered overly prescriptive, concentrating on specific indicators rather than taking into consideration the unique needs and experiences of each child and family (Calder, 1995). Furthermore, the use of these tools may place undue stress on staff and administrators, particularly if the primary objective is to achieve high scores rather than to support children's development and wellbeing (Brimblecombe, Ormston & Shaw, 1995; Hopkins, et al., 2016). One of the significant challenges associated with meeting the criteria of these scales is that they require considerable time and effort on the part of teachers and practitioners. Setting up an assessment tool can be particularly difficult for settings which have limited resources or staff, who may find it difficult to balance the demands of daily care and education with the requirements of the assessment tool. As an example of how inspections can affect staff, it's important to highlight the recent suicide of a UK headteacher who was accused by Ofsted of not having the "required knowledge" to prevent students from harm. In addition, inspectors reported that a boy performing a flossing dance move from Fortnite was evidence of sexualization of children at the school. Staff were informed by inspectors that they had seen child-on-child abuse, which turned out to be a fight between children on the playground (Independent, 2023). As a result of this, we are able to see the complete lack of empathy and insight shown to practitioners as human beings as well as the lack of compassion shown to them. Someone has taken their own life as a result of the detrimental effects of these constant inspections and harsh feedback. A serious approach should be taken to prevent this from happening again. It is possible to accomplish this by reducing the frequency and intensity of inspections and assessments, as well as providing support and resources to teachers (Bray & Stanley, 1996). Schools can offer support and resources in order to help teachers cope with the stress and pressure of inspections and assessments (Case, Case, & Catling, 2000). In addition, training and support may be provided on managing stress and building resilience, in addition to counselling or mental health services. By promoting a positive school culture, we will see wellbeing improve overall (Elfrink, et al., 2017). Creating a positive school culture that supports and values teacher well-being will reduce stress and create a more supportive environment for all (Zinsser, Christensen & Torres, 2016). It may be necessary to promote open communication, provide opportunities for professional development, and recognize and reward teachers' achievements (Fahnert, 2015). However, it is important to note that inspections and assessments are an integral part of the educational process (Janssens & Van Amelsvoort, 2008). It is, however, important to strike a balance between these policies and the well-being of teachers and educators (Roos & Borkoski, 2021). It is possible to create a more positive and supportive environment for all students and staff by prioritizing teacher well-being and providing the necessary support and resources (Spratt, et al., 2006).
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