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Reflection paper
Quality is a concept which is difficult to define. Moss (2016) identified that it is a necessity to understand the complex concept of quality to be able to use it as a tool. Subsequently, it is suggested that early year’s practitioners need to understand what quality childcare and provision looks like, to assess whether they provide this quality. PACEY (2024) states that for children to experience the advantages childcare provides, high quality is needed. Additionally, Eadie et al. (2022) explains that quality within the early years consists of three elements, structural quality, process quality and system quality. Despite the three suggested elements of quality in the early years, settings may evaluate their quality in different ways. Thus, relating back to Moss’s (2016) suggestion that quality is hard to define. Similarly, Cottle and Alexander (2013) explain that quality is a debatable concept in the early years because of the differing opinions of quality by the stakeholders involved. Consequently, the assessment of high quality may be difficult.
It is suggested that quality is substantial within the early years. Moss (2016) explains that quality can be a useful tool in evaluation. In addition to being used as an evaluative tool, quality is a substantial part of child development. Kelly (2016) and Birth to Five Matters (no date) state that quality and quality experiences in the early years have positive impacts on child development and learning. Moreover, practitioners may find it beneficial to strive for quality and provide engaging experiences within their setting to promote positive child development and learning. Kelly (2016) notes that in quality early years settings, children are less likely to experience gaps in their individual development. Therefore, it is suggested that quality settings assist in preventing these barriers to children’s development from occurring. 
Quality is a concept which is often discussed and promoted in early years settings. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (hereafter EPPE) study acknowledge the importance of the role that quality early years settings play in child development (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004). Therefore, it is beneficial for practitioners to strive for quality due to the substantial role that early year’s practitioners play child development.
Moreover, Birth to Five Matters (no date) imply that quality is a key aspect in the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) Framework. There are statutory assessments and inspections that assess the quality of early years settings. PACEY (2024) notes that early year’s settings are continuously inspected to ensure child development is being supported. Thus, emphasising the importance of quality in relation to child development. However, inspections can vary between settings. Wales and England use different assessment frameworks to evaluate quality in settings. The Department for Education (2024) explains how in England, Ofsted analyse how the early years framework is implemented in settings and complete a report on the settings quality. Similarly, the Welsh Government (2015) provides details on how Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) and Estyn also use a framework to assess the quality of early years settings. Quality of provision and interactions are assessed to promote the well-being of people (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2024). Ofsted, Estyn, and CIW all assess similar aspects in relation to quality. Subsequently, it is suggested that early year’s settings are assessed on the quality they provide, to ensure that children’s development and well-being are being supported. 
As statutory assessments provide an indication of the quality early years settings provide, some may use additional methods to improve and expand their quality. Williams (2016) describes quality assurance as the procedures taken to maintain and promote quality. Therefore, settings may use quality assurance methods as the extra steps taken to ensure they are achieving high quality. EPPE suggests the inspection of other areas is substantial in supporting a child’s prospect (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002 and Siraj-Blatchford, 2009 cited in Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Subsequently, quality assurance scales can be used to assess multiple aspects of a setting. Practitioners could use these assessments to highlight areas of success and areas which require improvement. 
There are various additional methods of measuring quality that are suggested to early years practitioners. Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) states that global research has shown that environmental rating scales are effective in promoting quality in the early years and thus promotes child development. The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale is an environmental rating scale that focuses primarily on the interactions within an early year setting. The significance of sustained shared thinking noted in the Researching Effective Early Years Pedagogy, hereafter REPEY, highlighted the importance interactions had upon sustained shared thinking (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Therefore, the SSTEW scale could be used as a quality assurance tool by practitioners to assess the quality of the interactions that take place within their settings. 
In order to use the scale, it may be beneficial to understand what sustained shared thinking is. Learning Journals (2024) explain that shared sustained thinking takes place when children and adults collaborate to evaluate issues resolve problems. Practitioners can have daily interactions with children and can collaborate with issues that could occur such as shoelaces or sharing toys. Thus, these practitioners could benefit from recognising a child’s perspective through the SSTEW scale. Furthermore, to promote this shared sustained thinking, open-ended resources should be provided (Tower Hamlets, no date). Additionally, Kelly (2016b) suggests that adults need to recognise the importance of open-ended resources. So, children’s experiences of resources and their perspectives can assist in advancing a settings quality. Moreover, practitioners may also find it useful to use open-ended resources to show quality regarding the SSTEW scale score of their setting. 
Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2024) explain that the SSTEW scale can be used to generate quality provision and promote a practitioners professional development. The opportunity for professional development can be beneficial for practitioners and the children within their setting. PACEY (2024b) notes that continuous professional development promotes understanding and shows how one can improve. Through feedback from the SSTEW scale, practitioners could share knowledge and experiences to promote quality interactions. Moreover, this relates to the interactions they have with the children in their setting. The UK Government (no date) states that quality interactions between children and adults effect a child’s language and communication development. Prior to a SSTEW assessment, practitioners may not have had an awareness on the impact their positive interactions can have on child development. Tower Hamlets (no date) explain that an item within the SSTEW evaluation is for staff to promote listening. Therefore, quality settings could present children with opportunities to express themselves and answer questions and role model good listening.  
It has been acknowledged that quality settings provide children with opportunities to have better future outcomes. Factors such as social disadvantage can affect a child’s outcomes. However, Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2004) explain that quality early years settings assist in cracking social disadvantage. It is therefore suggested that quality settings could accommodate equal opportunity for child development and learning to take place. Wadepohl and Bethke (2022) identify that quality interactions have a positive impact on child development. Therefore, as the SSTEW scale assesses the interactions within settings, practitioners could use this as a tool to ensure these are quality interactions. Thus, promoting child development. The STTEW scale also gives information on the various perspectives of a child’s play. Brodie (no date) suggests that the SSTEW scale provides insight into aspects such as child development and play in addition to what quality looks like. Subsequently, settings could use this environmental scale to assess quality but also as a resource for understanding child development and the part that play, and interactions represent in it. 
However, the SSTEW scale focuses primarily on the interactions that occur within the setting. It does not assess the quality of other aspects such as the environment or provision. The Welsh Government (2023) notes that efficient child learning and development occurs with quality interactions and an effective environment. Therefore, the SSTEW scale would be beneficial at assessing the quality regarding the interactions within a setting, but it lacks the ability to assess other areas of quality. Consequently, if a setting uses solely the SSTEW scale, they may risk being unable to promote overall quality due to the lack of consideration of aspects such as the physical environment. 
Another environmental scale is the Early Childhood Environment Scale (ECERS). This tool focuses on observations of the classroom environment to assess quality (Environment Rating Scales Institute, 2024). The SSTEW scale lacks this assessment of environmental aspect. Therefore, through observations, evaluations of the settings quality of provision and environment can be undertaken. Observations can be seen as a valuable tool within the early years. Windsor (2019) identifies that observations provide clear evidence of learning. Moreover, the evaluation through observation in the ECERS tool, could allow the assessor to see in person, the impact the environment and the interaction within a setting has on children’s development. As the NSPCC (2024) states, a child’s development can be influenced by their surroundings and environment. Therefore, practitioners could identify what areas of the environment and provision may need changing if they are not promoting child development. For example, if the children are not engaging or interacting with an activity or area of provision, then practitioners can alter it. The ECERS consists of seven subscales, Space and Furnishings, Personal Care Routines, Language–Reasoning, Activities, Interaction, Program Structure, and Parents and Staff. The seven subscales are rated through observations and set yes or no questions (Neitzel et al. 2019). Practitioners could use the results from their ECERS evaluation, to identify what areas of the settings environments are successful and what areas could be improved to promote quality. 
Despite the various implied advantages of using ECERS, it is suggested that the findings of ECERS benefits lack validity. Setodji, Schaack and Le (2018) and Gordon et al. (2013) note that the support of the ECERS tool in policy, lacks validity. In addition to this, it is also suggested that using ECERS does not place a large enough emphasis on quality regarding a child well-being. The Welsh Government (2023) describes the importance of children’s well-being and explains that it is at the centre of early years learning and care in Wales. Due to the significance of child well-being, it could be suggested that ECERS may not be as useful when assessing children’s well-being in relation to the quality of a setting. 
Moreover, Brunsek et al. (2017) states that ECERS does acknowledge elements of quality that affect a child’s well-being, but it does not assess this in enough depth. Furthermore, practitioners using the ECERS scale may not have a deep enough understanding of how quality aspects within their setting are affecting child development and well-being. However, as previously discussed, the SSTEW scale places emphasis on child-well-being. Therefore, it may be beneficial for practitioners to use additional environmental rating scales such as the SSTEW scale that assess well-being in addition to other elements to generate a more rounded view of well-being within a setting. 
Brunesk et al. (2017) continue and suggest that ECERS is too focused on one area. As a result, other aspects of quality may not be considered, such as what external influences may consider quality. The children may have different views on what quality looks like, this environmental rating scale would not consider this. In addition to this, the Welsh Government (2023) explains that assess the quality of an environment, a child’s perspective should be considered. The ECERS tool may not consider children’s perspectives. 
Moreover, the ECERS has recently been revised to ECERS-3. Following the dispute with the validity of using ECERS, the revised scale acknowledges the significance of interactions in addition to the environment (Neitzel, et al. 2019). Therefore, the revised ECERS-3 is like the SSTEW scale as it recognises the significance of interactions within the setting. However, ECERS-3 also assesses the environment and its impact on child development. The results of ECERS-3 can be used to identify what areas of influence a settings quality. Neitzel et al. (2019) state that ECERS-3 findings alongside positive teacher interactions promote high quality. Subsequently, the ECERS-3 tool can provide practitioners with the understanding of why the environment and interactions within it promote a settings quality. 
However, using both scales can give a clearer overall picture of the quality of early years settings. Howard et al. (2018) noted that the assessment of the SSTEW generated valid evaluations of the interactions within settings and that these results were related to curriculum evaluations undertaken with the ECERs scale. Subsequently, these environmental rating scales that are used as an additional tool to assess quality, can be combined to provide a deeper understanding of the varying aspects of a settings quality. 
To conclude, quality is substantial in child development within early years settings. Quality assurance scales such as SSTEW and ECERS can be beneficial to assess quality within settings. These scales indicate that settings are going above and beyond their statutory requirements to promote their quality. EPPE and PEPEY support the practice of using quality assurance methods to promote quality in early years settings to assist in producing successful outcomes for children. Together, a variety of quality assurance scales can illustrate an overall picture of the quality within a setting. 
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