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Introduction

The aim of this assignment is to critically evaluate the concept of quality in early years provision and assess its importance for child development. This assignment will focus on two methods of quality assurance, evaluating their effectiveness in improving quality in early years provision. The assignment shall acknowledge how quality can help practitioners to identify ways in which they can enhance their provision and create high quality learning environments that support the overall development of young children. Quality assurance methods not only improve quality, but they also help settings to meet the statutory frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (2024) as well as the National Minimum Standards (2023). 
Quality in early years education is defined by Eadie et al (2022) as a varied concept which is categorised into three domains. Structural quality, which refers to the learning environment and staffing. Process quality, which refers to child and practitioner interactions and pedagogy, while system quality which refers to regulations and investment. According to Eadie et al (2022) these domains help settings to achieve and maintain high standards which result in better outcomes for children. However, Moss (2016) challenges the traditional view of quality, suggesting that quality is a choice more than a necessity and that quality is determined by the individual’s personal interpretations.
Moss (2016) challenges the traditional view of quality, suggesting it is a form of neoliberalism. Ganti (2024) defines neoliberalism as a political approach that favours anything that reduces the government’s spending. Lestari, Nurhasanah and Kurtniati (2022) supports Moss (2016)’s argument highlighting how neoliberalism emphasizes competition, looking at education as a product or service and governance. Lestari, Nurhasanah and Kurtniati (2022) highlights how this can negatively impact early education settings due to prioritising quality and measurable outcomes over the developmental needs of the children. As well as pressure on practitioners to be meeting market-based goals. Therefore, reducing the quality and care. 
However, Cottle & Alexander (2012) suggests that while practitioners understanding of quality is influenced by government issues. It is often shaped by their own professional and personal contexts. Highlighting that for practitioners to enhance professional development and address inconsistencies in practice by taking a more collaborative approach to understanding and defining quality within the early years.
Quality is important because it ensures that the children are getting the best standard of education that is going to positively impact their overall development and their education. Eadie et al (2022) supports this suggesting that the quality of education and positive interactions with teachers and practitioners can significantly impact the child’s cognitive, language and social development. We know it is important for children to have access to high quality early years settings because of how important the early years are for child development. It is important that we ensure that they are getting the best possible provision with the environment and the opportunities that positively impact their overall development. 
According to Sylva (2010) high-quality early years settings are fundamental for a child’s development, suggesting that quality settings ensure that children receive high value learning experiences as well as building positive relationships. Sylva (2010) also suggests that by ensuring that children have access to high quality settings, we can bridge the developmental gap of children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Therefore, ensuring that all children have equal opportunities to succeed and to thrive throughout their lives.
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a quality assurance method with the intention of assessing and improving the quality of provision for children within early years settings. They do this by evaluating the quality of adult and child interactions, provision and the environment itself, to ensure that children are getting the best possible outcomes. Brunsek et al (2017) reviewed this method of quality assurance. Brunsek et al (2017) review highlighted how ECERS are linked with positive outcomes for children particularly relating to their overall development. This review highlights the positive impacts of the ECERS framework and its effectiveness in measuring quality.
Furthermore, the sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing scale (SSTEW) is another method of quality assurance which focuses on enhancing quality within early childhood education environments. As its primary purpose is to evaluate and improve interactions between children and adults as well as encouraging reflective practice. SSTEW has a particular emphasis on nurturing relationships and encouraging social and emotional development within young children. According to Siraj et al (2015), the SSTEW scale is particularly effective in encouraging reflective practice among practitioners. Encouraging practitioners to focus on improving their interactions and communication with the children within their care. 
While both methods aim to enhance the quality of early years provision through research and encouragement of reflective practice, their focus differs. 
While statutory requirements, such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework (2024) provide a foundation for quality assurance in settings, additional methods such as ECERS prioritize environmental and structural domains of quality such as routines and curriculum aspects and SSTEW which emphasizes relationships, interactions and reflective practice help settings enhance their provision to exceed these standards. While ECERS primarily focuses on structural quality, SSTEW compliments this by evaluating process quality, particularly in fostering relationships and emotional well-being between child and practitioner. This is reinforced by Melhuish & Gardiner’s (2018) Study of early education and development (SEED), which found that early year's settings often scored higher in the environmental and curricula aspects that are measured using ECERS. 
Furthermore, children’s centres such as playgroups and community hubs excelled in SSTEW’s measurements with high levels of quality in fostering meaningful interactions and supporting the children’s emotional development. Therefore, highlighting that ECERS is a more effective method of quality assurance whereas SSTEW is a more effective method of quality assurance for community-based provision. Using both SSTEW and ECERS provides us the best opportunity to have a comprehensive understanding of quality assurance across early years provision whether it be educational or in regard to the children’s social and emotional development.
Practitioners can use information gathered from ECERS to improve environments, aligning with the Early Years Foundation Stage Frameworks (2024) emphasis on enabling environments. Which highlights the need for children to have an engaging environment in which they can learn and develop. Furthermore, practitioners using the findings from SSTEW to improve and build upon meaningful interactions and critical thinking skills. That being said, there is still improvements that need to be made to ensure that the methods of quality assurance are culturally diverse or to understand the long-term effects of quality improvements, which highlights the need for further adaption to ensure a fully comprehensive method of quality assurance that results in better outcomes for all early years children.

ECERS has a broad range of advantages one of these being its comprehensive structure that looks to measure quality across all aspects of early years care. According to Clifford et al (2010) ECERS is a comprehensive approach of quality assurance for early years settings, highlighting that it is known for its reliability and its versatility in its implementation on a global scale. Clifford et al (2010) also suggests that ECERS score are frequently linked to positive outcomes for children’s holistic development. Therefore, proving its effectiveness as a method of quality assurance this is further supported by Telfar et al. (2022) who highlights the effectiveness of ECERs clear guidelines surrounding improving both the environmental and curricula aspects of the setting. 
However, despite the effectiveness of the model Telfar et al. (2022) also highlight the very limited attention to the social and emotional aspects such as interactions compared to SSTEW. Brodie (no date) and Nursery World (2015) highlight the emphasis the SSTEW scale has on emotional wellbeing. Siraj & Kingston (2023) argues that SSTEW prioritizes emotional well-being and high-quality interactions, encourages reflective practice and is innovative compared to other models of quality assurance as it emphasises on process quality. However, there are disadvantages to SSTEW. According to Siraj & Kingston (2023) SSTEW is a more limited overview of quality assurance as it heavily prioritises process quality, and when implementing this method, the practitioners using it need to have an extensive knowledge of child development. Therefore, SSTEW is much less versatile than ECERS in terms of implementing across settings and countries. 

ECERS enables practitioners to adapt their provision and resources to align with child development requirements and create an enabling environment. It supports the evaluation of curriculums, daily routines and activities such as outdoor play and child-led approaches, to promote holistic development. Clifford et al (2010) highlights ECER’s comprehensive approach to measuring quality across all aspects of early years provision, emphasizing its reliability and adaptability in global settings. Furthermore, Telfar et al. (2022) underline its clear guidelines for improving both environmental and curricular aspects, enabling settings to identify specific areas of improvement and achieve better outcomes for the children.

SSTEW, on the other hand, encourages practitioners to improve their engagement with children by fostering meaningful interactions and using open-ended questions to promote critical thinking and problem-solving skills, which fosters a sense of independence and self-confidence. Siraj et al. (2015) emphasize SSTEW’s focus on reflective practice, encouraging practitioners to assess and enhance their engagement styles with children. 
Additionally, Siraj et al. (2023) argue that SSTEW’s emphasis on emotional wellbeing and inclusivity makes it a transformative tool for improving the social and emotional aspects of early years provision. SSTEW supports practitioners in scaffolding children’s social and emotional development, ensuring each individual child’s needs are me and are promoting a safe and inclusive environment. SSTEW aligns with Statutory requirements by fostering emotional growth which is a key area of the National Minimum Standards (2023). The National Minimum Standards (2023) emphasize the importance of children’s emotional well-being as fundamental aspects of quality care.
 The SSTEW scale directly addresses this by enabling practitioners to evaluate and improve their interactions. Therefore, improving children's social and emotional development as it fosters emotional growth and builds trust. Macdonald, Gealy & Tinney’s (2019) research highlights how targeted intervention carried out by practitioners can enhance the quality of child and practitioner interactions, resulting in stronger emotional connections which support and enable a child’s development. Macdonald, Gealy and Tinney (2019) also emphasize the importance of reflective practice in order to improve engagement and meeting the needs of children. Particularly children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Reflective practice aligns with statutory requirements surrounding scaffolding emotional well-being and ensuring inclusivity within the practice. This aligns with the UNCRC (no date) articles 3, 6 and 12 which all highlight the child’s right to development, freedom of expression and their best interests being at the forefront of practice. Therefore, SSTEW is a effective method of quality assurance which also aligns with and supports compliance with Statutory requirements. 

Combining methods like ECERS and SSTEW creates a more comprehensive approach to quality assurance within early years provision by including both structural and process quality. As ECERS focuses on the environmental aspects that support child development, SSTEW enhances strong enabling relationships between child and practitioner by encouraging reflective practice. If both methods were to be combined into one overall quality assurance method, it would positively enhance early years provision by encouraging and improving the quality of inclusive and enabling environments. Guidance for practitioners would need to be clear to ensure that they are utilising the benefits of both methods to enhance outcomes for children. However, there would need to be adjustments made to ensure that the method is inclusive and consider cultural differences and how that would potentially impact the implementation of the method. This would ensure that the method addresses long-term impacts and how they could affect the implementation and the versatility of the method to ensure it remains accessible and relevant to people across the world. 

In conclusion to address inconsistencies and challenges brought by neoliberalism, settings should utilize tools like ECERS and SSTEW, adapting them to be more inclusive to cultural diversity. By combining these tools, it offers settings a clearer understanding of quality and a comprehensive approach in enhancing quality. While also ensuring compliance with statutory regulations to give the children the best possible outcomes for their development and their education.
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