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Moss (2016) defines the concept of quality to be something that everyone wants to have but that it can sometimes be taken for granted. Quality is seen as a value-based, dynamic approach which Moss (2016) states can be seen to have multiple perspectives and understandings which could potentially lead to it becoming meaningless and unreliable as a tool of evaluation. Within early years settings, quality can be defined as the observing and measuring of universal and objective ‘norms’ by professionals, through using techniques, such as rating scales, checklists, and inspections, supporting the work of Cottle and Alexander (2012) who state that quality can be measured, evaluated and assured. Furthermore, Unicef (2014) state that in order for us to be able to protect children’s rights and promote their development, high quality provision in early years settings is essential. According to Moss (2016) a quality early years setting is described as being one in which conforms to these ‘norms’, however this does not link with the previously mentioned value-based, dynamic approach associated with quality, alongside not supporting the importance of context and diversity within early childhood. 
The National Minimum Standards (2012, 2016) are regulations which were put in place for early years settings to adhere to, in order to ensure adequate provision was provided for children at all times. There are 24 standards included in the document, all of which are closely linked to and support The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (no date) as well as supporting the guidelines outlined in The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure (2011). In 2013, the Welsh Government introduced The Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan, which was aimed at all professionals involved with children and families within the early years, such as health visitors, practitioners, teachers, and local authorities. Within section four of the plan, the importance of high-quality early years education and childcare was highlighted, as it states that a higher level of quality provision produces greater long-term benefits for children and has a strong influence on their successes later on in life (Welsh Government, 2013). This can be supported by the work of Tayler (2015) who states that children who have had a good start in life during their early years, helps to lay the foundations of a child’s well-being, health, learning and social care. Alongside this, the quality of a child’s early years experiences can have a direct impact on their brain development, which again could impact their future level of learning, behaviour, and health (Centre on the Developing Child, 2011). According to Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012) high-quality early years provision is extremely important to children who are brought up within disadvantaged backgrounds, with the hope in closing the gap of social disadvantages. This can be supported by Tayler (2015) as she offers those children who do not experience high quality early years interactions are at a greater risk of poor outcomes later on in life as they have missed out on opportunities to enable them to raise and develop their personal, social, and intellectual development. 
Both The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) Project (2002) and The Effective Provision of Pre-School (EPPE) Project (2004) highlight the importance of adult and child interactions as a vital component in the delivering of high-quality provision within early years settings. Both studies show that children made better all-round progress with their development in settings where adults had formed interactive, secure relationships with children, alongside demonstrating sustained shared thinking, through open ended questions being asked, as well as a balance of adult and child-initiated play, with opportunities to extend on children’s learning. This can be supported by Cottle and Alexander (2012) who also believe that without positive relationships being formed between practitioners and children, high-quality provision would be impossible. These crucial interactions, alongside practitioners’ pedagogical knowledge, will help to promote the most effective, high-quality early years settings for children to have opportunities to achieve better learning and social outcomes for later on in life (EPPE, 2004). 
When it comes to assessing high quality early years settings, The Education Policy Institute (2018) states that are two ways of measuring quality, with the first one being structural quality, which relates to inputs that are easier to observe and measure, such as child ratios, teacher training and continuous professional development. Whereas the second type, process quality, observes the experiences children have, the interactions between children, practitioners, and families, as well as how the care needs of children are met. However, Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012), suggest that there is also a third way of measuring quality which should be considered, and this is the measuring of outcomes, predominantly child outcome measures. These are usually child learning outcomes which measure cognitive, social, and behavioural skills, which are assessed by practitioners and other early years professionals. The Institute goes on to say that structural and process quality are interlinked and in order for settings to be able to provide high quality provision, both aspects must be considered and understood to be able to gain efficient practice (The Education Policy Institute, 2018).  
Within early years there are many ways in which quality can be measured in order to help support and promote children’s learning and development and to ensure that a higher level of quality is provided within the settings. As previously mentioned, The National Minimum Standards (2012;2016) were introduced as a way for early years settings to follow guidelines on providing quality provision, however, over recent years there has been an increase in methods of how quality can be measured to ensure these standards can be developed further and go above and beyond the minimum that is expected (Unicef, 2014). 
The Infant and Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) (2006) is a method that is used in order to measure the level of quality provided in an early year setting. The purpose of the ITERS is to assess process quality in early years through the environment of a setting, with regards to space, materials and opportunities offered to children, alongside the interactions between staff, children, and parents (Harms, Cryer, and Clifford, 2006). Howard, et al. (2018) suggests that even though Environmental Rating Scale quality assurance methods, such as ITERS, consider the interactions between adults and children, the underlying characteristics of these interactions are not considered in great depth. This resulted in the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing scale being introduced (Siraj, et al., 2015) in order to extend and build upon the findings from within ITERS to focus on these adult and child interactions in order to best help and support children’s learning and development (Hoare, no date). The ITERS form of quality measuring tool is an observation-based method, as Harms, Cryer, and Clifford believe that observations are most beneficial to the progression of children’s development. This supports the work of Sancisi and Edgington (2015) who also promote the importance of observations within the early years and the information that can be gathered from them in order to make further improvements with children’s learning. However, it should be taken into consideration any matters which could affect the results from the observations, such as regular staff missing or the day of the week/time of the day that the observations are carried out (Lerkkanen, no date). Within the ITERS documentation, there are seven subscales, which are broken down into 39 individual items, and it is these items that are scored on a scale of between 1 and 7 to determine the level of quality that is being provided for children (Keystones to Opportunity, no date). ITERS is the predominate method of measuring levels of quality provision within Flying Start settings and works alongside the requirements outlined in the Flying Start Initiative Programme (Welsh Government, 2012). These requirements include for children to have access to a stimulating, safe and secure environment both indoors and outdoors, with opportunities to experience hands-on learning, whilst developing positive relationships with adults and peers. Harms, Cryer, and Clifford (2006) support this as they believe that without children having these opportunities, they cannot experience high levels of quality early years provision, which is needed in order for them to reach their full potential. The importance of the environment and the people within that environment is highlighted from within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory as he focussed on the quality of a child’s environment and how their needs change as they develop, offering those environments should reflect this and strive to change to meet children’s individual needs as they development progresses (Paquette and Ryan, 2015). Furthermore, Roy (2015) highlights the importance of the environment in early years and refers to it as the ”third teacher”. Roy goes on to say that the environment should be one that is welcoming to children, with a rich set of materials and resources available to them in order to encourage play and development.  
Following on from the research that was collated from within the REPEY project in 2002, it was highlighted about the importance of adult-child and child-child interactions from within settings, with a focus placed on the idea of sustained shared thinking (SST). This led onto the introduction and development of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale (Siraj et al., 2015) as a tool to be used to assess the level of quality of interactions from within early years settings. The REPEY project also emphasised the importance of experienced and knowledgeable practitioners within settings and the impact they can have on the quality of experiences and provision children have access to during their early years (REPEY, 2002). In line with this, Social Care Wales (2017) also highlight the need for qualified, experienced staff to be present within early years settings to ensure the provision that is provided for children is of the highest quality and offers them enriched opportunities to develop their full potential. Alongside this, The Flying Start Initiative Programme (Welsh Government, 2012) state within their requirements that all staff working in flying start settings should be qualified to at least level 3 with a relevant childcare qualification in order to be able to best support children. However, consideration needs to be given to settings within differing socio-economic backgrounds and non-maintained settings as these will not have access to the same funding as programmes, such as Flying Start, for example but will still be assessed and measured using the same scale. Is this a fair comparison between settings of varying backgrounds? (Department for Education, 2017) Furthermore, Fukkink and Lont (2007, cited in Howard, et al., 2018) suggest that it is the practitioner’s ability to provide and create high quality pedagogical environments and interactions within settings make the difference to children’s development, rather than the actual ‘paper’ qualification they may have. The SSTEW scale was introduced in order to help support, increase, and improve the level of sustained shared thinking that was present in early years settings, where its effectiveness impacted on children’s developmental learning outcomes (Howard, et al., 2018). Sustained shared thinking is defined as ‘an interaction where two or more individuals work together, in a way to evaluate an activity, extend a narrative or solve a problem’ (Siraj, et al., 2017 cited in Howard, et al., 2018). Furthermore, Hoare (no date) supports this as she offers that SST is the outcome of adults and children working together to develop an idea or skill, with practitioners being aware of children’s individual interests and level of understanding. The format of the SSTEW scale is very similar to that of the ITERS as it is based on a seven-point scoring system, again with one being the lower end of the scale and seven being the higher level, and consists of five subscales, with 14 individual items outlined in the scale. These are used to demonstrate how adults interact and support children, in order to help their development and to ensure that a high level of quality is being offered to the children within the setting (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Higher levels of scores can be achieved when it is demonstrated that practitioners know the interests of individual children, as well as providing opportunities to allow children to risk take and develop independence in their own learning, alongside interactions between adults and children (Brodie, 2015). Adults can help support opportunities for sustained shared thinking within early years setting through providing children with open-ended resources, opportunities to revisit activities and ensuring there is plenty of space available to children to explore and have quiet time (Hoare, no date). Furthermore, Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) offer those adults can extend on SST in more depth by tuning into what children are saying and show a genuine interest in the child’s conversation, as well as role modelling the thinking process, through asking open ended questions to further develop the interaction between adults and children. 
Both the ITERS and SSTEW methods of measuring quality within early years setting, highlight and emphasise the importance of knowledgeable and experienced practitioners in order to help children achieve their full potential. This can be supported by Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development theory (Aubrey and Riley, 2019) as he discusses the importance of practitioners having the understanding on how to lead and support children’s individual learning and development, through observations, engaging with them, and tuning into their needs and interests. Through being the more knowledgeable other, practitioners are enabling children to have opportunities to develop their skills further, by ensuring they are providing them with an enriched environment, with real experiences, being role modelled by themselves, whilst promoting and encouraging positive interactions between adults and children within the setting (Lynch, 2021). Further to this, Unicef (2014) suggest that alongside using quality assurance tools such as ITERS and SSTEW scales, in order to measure levels of quality, they can also be used as an improvement tool within individual early years settings, as a guideline to highlight any areas of improvement that are needed to progress further in order to continue to strive and provide children with the best possible provision that is available to them. 










Reference List.

Aubrey, K. and Riley, A. (2019) Understanding and Using Educational Theories 2nd Ed. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 
Brodie, K. (2015) The New SSTEW Scale. Available at: https://www.kathybrodie.com/resources/the-new-sstew-scale/ (Accessed: 15 February 2022).
Cottle, M. and Alexander, E. (2012) ‘Quality in early years settings: Government, research and practitioner’s perspectives’, British Educational Research Journal, 38(4), pp. 635-654. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/01411926.2011.571661 (Accessed: 08 February 2022).
Department for Education (2017) Early Years Workforce Strategy. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/596884/Workforce_strategy_02-03-2017.pdf (Accessed: 19 February 2022).
Education Policy Institute (2018) Early Years education: What does high quality provision look like? Available at: https://epi.org.uk/publications-and-research/early-years-high-quality-provision/#:~:text=%20We%20think%20there%20are%20two%20important%20ways,the%20educational%20activities%20undertaken%2C%20the%20types...%20More%20 (Accessed: 12 February 2022).
Harms, T., Cryer, D. and Clifford, R.M. (2006) Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale – Revised Edition. New York: Teachers College Press. 
Hoare, P. (no date) Sustained Shared Thinking and Well-being scales. Available at: https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/Documents/Children-and-families-services/Early-Years/Sustained_Shared_Thinking_and_Emotional_Well_being_scales_Presentation.pdf (Accessed: 02 February 2022).
Howard, S.J. et al. (2018) ‘Measuring international quality in pre-school settings: Introduction and validation of the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale’, Early Child Development and Care. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2018.1511549 (Accessed: 01 February 2022).
Keystones to Opportunity (no date) Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS-R). Available at: http://static.pdesas.org/content/documents/Intant%20Toddler%20Environment%20Rating%20Scale%20(ITERS-R).pdf (Accessed: 13 February 2022).
Lerkkanen, M.J. (no date) Measuring classroom quality with the class in four different countries. Available at: https://ecec-care.org/fileadmin/careproject/Presentations/Jyvaskyla_08_2014/measuring_classroom_quality_with_the_class_in_four_different_contries.pdf (Accessed: 18 February 2022).
Lynch, M. (2021) ‘What is Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)?’ The Edvocate [blog] 15 March. Available at: https://www.theedadvocate.org/what-is-vygotskys-zone-of-proximal-development-zpd/ (Accessed: 19 February 2022).
Mathers, S., Singler, R. and Karemaker, A. (2012) Improving Quality in the Early Years: A Comparison of Perspectives and Measures. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/270747368_Improving_Quality_in_the_Early_Years_A_Comparison_of_Perspectives_and_Measures (Accessed: 06 February 2022).
Melhuish, T., Siraj, I. and Kingston, D. (2015) How SSTEW Scale Supports Quality Improvement [Conference]. Available at: https://www.foundationyears.org.uk/files/2015/03/Eary-Childhood-Matters-a-presentation-by-Iram-and-Denise.pdf (Accessed: 04 February 2022).
Moss, P. (2016) ‘Why can’t we get beyond quality?’, Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 17(1), pp. 8-15. Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9770 (Accessed: 01 February 2022).
Paquette, D. and Ryan, J. (2015) Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory. Available at: https://www.dropoutprevention.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/paquetteryanwebquest_20091110.pdf (Accessed: 18 February 2022). 
Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (nawm 2). Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/mwa/2011/2/contents (Accessed: 04 February 2022).
Roy, C. (2015) ‘The Importance of Early Learning Environments’ Natural Pod [blog] 15 July. Available at: https://naturalpod.com/the-importance-of-early-learning-environments/ (Accessed: 19 February 2022).
Sancisi, L. and Edgington, M. (2015) Developing High Quality Observation, Assessment and Planning in the Early Years. London: Routledge.
Siraj, I., Kingston, D, and Melhuish, E. (2015) Assessing Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care: Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale for 2-5-year-olds. Staffordshire: Trentham Books Ltd.
Siraj-Blatchford, I. et al. (2002) Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/4650/1/RR356.pdf (Accessed: 05 February 2022).
Social Care Wales (2017) List of Required Qualifications to work within early years and childcare in Wales. Available at: file:///C:/Users/tubs0/Downloads/List-of-Required-Qualifications-to-work-within-Early-Years-and-Childcare-in-Wales_171016_155641.pdf (Accessed: 04 February 2022).
Sylva, K. et al. (2004) The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project: Findings from Pre-school to end of Key Stage 1. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/18189/2/SSU-SF-2004-01.pdf (Accessed: 05 February 2022).
Tayler, C. (2015) ‘Learning in Early Childhood: Experiences, relationships and ‘Learning to Be’’, European Journal of Education, 50(2). Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=9770 (Accessed: 06 February 2022).
Unicef (2014) Measuring and Improving Quality in Early Childhood Environments. Available at: https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED582024.pdf (Accessed: 02 February 2022).
Unicef (no date) United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk/what-we-do/un-convention-child-rights/ (Accessed: 04 February 2022).
Welsh Government (2012) Flying Start Strategic Guidance. Available at: https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-07/flying-start-strategy-guidance-for-local-authorities.pdf (Accessed: 16 February 2022).
Welsh Government (2013) Building a Brighter Future: Early Years and Childcare Plan. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/18045/1/130716-building-brighter-future-en.pdf (Accessed: 05 February 2022).
Welsh Government (2016) National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years. Available at: https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/national-minimum-standards-for-regulated-childcare.pdf (Accessed: 04 February 2022).
  


2

