
This reflective paper will critically reflect on the benefits of additional methods of promoting and ensuring quality above statutory requirements as well as critically analysing methods of quality assurance with the focus on two different types of tools or methods used for improving or enhancing quality; in which both tools/ methods will be compared and contrasted with the analysis of the advantages and disadvantages of both.  
Quality is defined by Cambridge University (No Date) as how good or bad something is; however, within the early years the definition is that of a concept with multidimensions and a range of definitions due to various components such as teacher education, education programmes, curriculum and pedagogy and each individual settings ethos (Bacchus, 1995). Connecting with this statement Harvey and Green (1993) defines quality as that of a varied definition to an extent due to individual and society perceptions in which leads there to be no single set definition of quality. 
Furthermore, quality can be seen as a relative construct, meaningful only from the perspective of those evaluating quality at the given time against particular standards of purpose (Zajad, 1995). Bacchus (1995) further follows his statement with quality as a complex field embedded within political, cultural and economic context however is viewed as an essential concept especially in regard to addressing various areas of education. There are several opinions regarding the elements which surround the definition of quality; with what defines quality in one setting may vary in other settings (Myers, 2001) 
There remains a lack of clarity and definition as to what high quality provision is and what is looks like within practice however, high quality provision is essential within the early years; generating significant and sustained improvements in children’s outcomes (Education Policy Institute, 2018). 
Research linked with EPPE/EPPSE/SEED highlights high quality provision being critical for children and positive outcomes (Teach Early Years, No Date). EPPE(2004) notes research on quality within the early years confirmed the importance of elements such as health, sensitive, knowledgeable and responsible adults who are respectful and supportive, curriculum with holistic views of each child, safe and clean environments which are stimulating and provide sufficient space, adult to child ratio, catalytic leadership, sufficient resources (Myers 2001 cited ball 1994; Moss and Pence 1995; Schweinhart 1995; NAEYC 1986; Basili 1994) and in which settings have highly qualified practitioners whom promote effective pedagogy with balanced teaching methods (Katz 1999). The Welsh Government (2014) state high quality provisions such as the ones stated above can create major contributions to overcoming the effects of disadvantages as well as improving learning achievement. With lower-level staff qualification linking with poorer child outcomes, low quality and co-operations and higher levels of anti-social behaviours (Elliot, 2006; Shankoff and Phillips, 2000) Elliot (2006) argues however it is not the qualifications which effect outcomes but rather the ability of staff to create, improve and maintain better pedagogic environments which improve quality (Foundation Years, 2000).
OECD (2006) further connect with EPPE in which they connect staff-child ratio in playing key role in ensuring high quality within an early years setting through research showing ratio’s being a general consistent predictor of high quality learning environments due to it increasing the potential for frequent and meaningful interactions (UNESCO, 2004) as well as ensuring safer environments(Planta et al 2009). 
Furthermore, the level and quantity of qualified practitioners further ensures quality however challenged can arise; education standards need to be at a high level to produce and promote high quality learning environments but with higher teacher qualifications salaries may be higher. Surpassing what providers may be able to afford which could leave a negative impact on environments and lower the level of quality settings provide (Bender et al 2007). 
Additionally higher quality provisions are linked closely with neuroscience findings in which influences of high quality care and interactions during the first years of a child’s life link with the growth of neural pathways which effect a child’s learning capacity and behaviours (Mustard, 2002) as well as effecting the child’s physical and mental health positively throughout their childhood and adult life, laying the foundations for life long learning (Ramphele, 2002).
Similarly early childhood educators highlight investing good quality early childhood programmes is contributory for the future of any county in which it effects both social and economic aspects (Van Der Gaag, 1997) as well as this high quality interventions can aid children into escaping poverty moving into adulthood (Young 2002) through placing children to achieve higher education outcomes, better improved social, emotional and cognitive abilities (Foundation Years, Date unknown). Quality improvement is a continuous cycle based on planning, implementing, reviewing and analysing (Foundation Years, Date Unknown). The success linked with a child through their education and participation within society into adulthood greatly depends to a large degree upon the foundations laid during their early childhood (Evans, Myers, Ilfled 2000, p.7). 
With this there are various appropriate tools and methods which can be used to assess the levels of quality in the early years which are valued by those who’s needs the facility are seeking to meet, stakeholders as well as the local councils and governing bodies (Bacchus, 1995). 
The Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scales (ECERS) is a comprehensive assessment tool which measures both environmental provisions and teacher led interactions which effect a broad range of the developmental needs of children (Coventry Early Years Newsletter, No Date). Designed for evaluating provision for children aged 2 to 5 years old (Nursery World 2012) ECERS is a tool with the reliance on observations as the main source of information on which to base assessments of classroom quality (Harms, Clifford, Cryer 2005). 
ECERS maintain a basic approach of yes/no indicators of quality within six subscales: space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy, learning activities, interactions and programme structure with a 1-7 point scoring system (ERS,2023) 1 being describes as what is not acceptable or meet care needs and 7 being describes as an excellent high-quality provision (Lancaster University, 2019). Created in this format to promote ease of observations and allowing similar information to be collected across settings and observers (Cryer et al 2003).  
ECERS is being increasingly used by local authorities during inspections to determine and improve quality (Siraj-Blatchford and Iram 2010) and caregiving staff to improve practice through professional development, to improve classroom quality and within creations of action plans (Lancaster University, 2019). ECERS has been deemed appropriate to statutory, private and voluntary settings (Melhuish 1994) within the United Kingdom (Sylvia et al 1999). 
Due to lack of clarity of the definition of quality ECERS is often interpretated to be tantamount with quality of a classroom and is often used to define quality leading to early years settings striving to achieve high ratings is often a focus for enhanced quality initiatives (Paro, Karen, Thomason et al 2012).
Additionally a number of research found links between ECERS scores in nursery and the measure of children’s language, intellectual and social development (Schlieker et al 1999) ECERS also is able to be predictive of children’s language and literacy performance (Love et al 2004) as well as showing greater receptive language abilities (Peisner-Feinberg et al 2001). 
Furthermore higher staff qualifications predict higher ECERS score (Hadeed, 2013); there is multiple research suggesting ECERS demonstrates reliability and effectiveness to be used in quality assurance (Planta et al 2008) with consistency in scores over time and among varied observers (Kubiszun and Borich, 2003). Field testing of ECERS showed a good inter observers rating with the percentage of agreement being 70% (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 1998) this could be through training as well as check ups to obtain reliable scores. Those who are trained reach an 85% agreement level across varied settings (Cassidy et al 2005). 
As well as this an ECERS observation can be undertaken within 2 hours and can be used to provide a great comparison measures on a number of areas within the criteria which various childcare professionals have agreed are significant and are of great importance (Pamela, 1999) however many believe for accurate results to fully understand classroom quality this may multiple days of observations (Mashburn et al 2014). 
Essaylead (2019) lists ECERS as cost and time effective and easy to monitor however many researchers and policymakers have noted various worries with the widespread use of ECERS (Gordon et al 2013). With ECERS only measuring common characteristics with distinctive tools that cannot be interchanged or adapted to unique settings (Borich, 2003) with this the argument arises with the possibility that quality may not be measured precisely enough  with not one single tool existing to measure all aspects of quality (Zaslow et al, 2016) scoring methods were originally created to fit American cognitive based philosophies therefore do not share other nations psychological development traditions as well as cultural or theoretical differences in curriculum or practice. Many settings also have variations in what they believe is important within their setting with many aspects of quality in nurseries such as equipment, schedules or organisational structure not being picked up on by ECERS due to the short observation (Pamela 1995) . 
Therefore, a wider discuss must take place regarding the meaning of quality (Pence and Moss, 1994) and further develop measurement tools which clearly state values and practice behind construction. 
A further list of weaknesses of ECERS noted lacking broader aspects such as management and parent partnership, difficulty in involving all members of staff, settings having to keep records and stay up to date with paperwork requiring additionally time many settings may not have as well as the ECERS report leaves no guidance or solutions which could leave settings with a lack of knowledge about the noted weaknesses and how to overcome it (Essaylead, 2019). 
The second tool is Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW). Sustained shared thinking (SST) refers to an interaction between two or more people working together to problem solve, evaluate and extend a narrative or activity (Siraj-Blatchford et al 2008); international research highlights these interactions as a key practice to enhance children’s learning and development (Katz 2008; Sylva et al 2014). However despite this, practices connected with sustained shared thinking are relatively poor and difficult to come across (Siraj-Blatchford et al 2002). 
With this there is a need for clarity and support in ensuring understanding and high quality practice associated with SST; these inconsistencies between research and practice have led to quality assessment tools being designed to capture practices which include SST. 
In which SSTEW was created to support, increase and improve practice of SST (Siraj et al 2015) developed from research evidence from Research Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (PACEY) (Bodrova and Leong, 2007; Downer et al 2012). Setting SSTEW aside from other environmental rating scales through its account of importance characteristics, SSTEW’s foundation being with current thinking and developmental theories(Mayer and Beckh, 2016; Monrero et al 2017) as well as considering all related policies and practices which encourage practitioners to engage in responsive positive interactions with children(Ainsworth, 1979; Bowlby, 1969; Harne and Planta, 2001), as well pedagogies which support critical thinking and problem solving (Vygosky, 1978) and concepts which encourage development and learning, recognising the importance of child-centred practice (Downer et al 2012; Mashburn et al 2008). 
Additionally Central Collaborative Knowsley (No Date) state based on research from developmental science meta-cognative and self-regulation approaches have consistently high levels of impact with children with Education Endowment Foundation stating both are strong elements within SSTEW.
Similarly SSTEW is an international rating scale which interlinks with other environmental rating scales such as ECERS(Victoria State Government, 2020) to create a more complete picture of what high quality early childhood care and education may look like as well as following a similar method of assessing, SSTEW just like ECERS (Harms et al 2003) follows their assessments through observations and again a rating score system included within 5 subscales (Victoria State Government, 2020) with 1 being inadequate and 7 being excellent (Iram, Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish 2015) with scores representing overall and professional judgement of practitioners behaviours, responses, interactions and knowledge resulting in children’s experiences within each setting. 
Designed for the use of research, self-evaluation and for improvement for audit or regulations (Victoria State Government, 2020) SSTEW is able to aid settings in laying the foundation for all learning and high quality provision(Sylva et al 2004; Allen, 2001). As well as SSTEW having profound effects on economic growth and prosperity( Melhuish et al 2010) and taking a step further within rating scales to define what role adults should have in supporting children within their emotional well-being and learning behaviours and attitudes (Nursery World, 2015) whilst linking with an on-going action plan for settings and OFSTED recommendation. 
Observers must complete a course to be knowledgeable of each subscale and how to convey that knowledge during observations and aiding settings (Victoria State Government, 2020) as well as this, observers will be accompanied by a workbook to further their provision and will receive a completion certificate (Birth to Seven Matters, No Date).  
From practitioner feedback many report training guidance and course were relevant to every day practice and were beneficial for children as well as the resource pack being very clear and straightforward however not all settings are aware of these training and resource packs available (Macdonald and Battenbough, 2016).
Linking with staff unawareness Nixon (2019) states practitioners may lack skills and knowledge for sustained shared thinking within the early years and how to effectively support children within this as well as having open ended conversations which could lead to low levels of quality and scoring in SSTEW. 
However SSTEW highlights interactions that are positive and support children’s problem solving, curiosity, and concept developing as well as further thinking (Tinney and Macdonald, 2020) allowing practitioners to understand SST and further support it in an easier method as it is a far more complex assessing and supporting scoring scale available up to date in which it offers guidance to improve settings quality unlike other than other environmental scales (Nursery World, 2015). 
However due to SSTEW being a relatively new tool for measuring quality within provisions further investigations are necessary to fully understand and conclude the effectiveness and reliability of SSTEW (Howard et al 2018). 

To conclude this reflective paper, it is clear to see that quality a term in which is difficult to define, with no set definition it leads to each setting having their own unique provision and pedagogy in which each settings outlook and aims to provide high quality within their provision will be unique and will vary. Therefore, assessment tools such as ECERS and SSTEW may not be enough to truly understand and measure each settings quality. Practitioners, as well as researchers must delve further into the definition of quality and what that may look like in each unique setting considering various factors. However, assessment tools such as ECERS and SSTEW are the first steps in expanding research, knowledge and positive high-quality provision for all involved within the early years sector. 

