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This  paper  w i l l  rev iew t he q ual i t y  o f  Ear ly  Years  Set t ings ,  i t  w i l l  

d iscuss ,  and ev alu ate wh at  qual i t y  is? The bar r i ers  t hat  

organ izat io ns  f ace whe n meas ur in g or  meet in g qua l i t y  s t andar ds .  

I t  w i l l  d iscuss  Sel f -Assessm ent  o f  Serv ice S tateme nts  and ho w 

set t ings  can ens ure t hey  ar e prov i d in g qua l i t y  prov is ion t hro ugh 

f o l low ing t he N on-Ma inta i ne d Cur r ic u lum Gui danc e.  I t  w i l l  prov id e 

a c r i t ica l  an alys is  o f  Sus ta i ned S hare d Think i ng an d Emot ion al  

Wel lbe ing Sca les  an d Env i ro nme nta l  Rat i ng Scal es .   

Accord in g t o  M oss  (2016) ,  every  set t i ng wa nt s  qual i t y  on of f er .  I t  

is  o f t en t aken f or  grante d as  someth i ng t hat  is ,  ob jec t iv e,  rea l ,  

and wa i t ing t o  be d iscov ered a nd meas ured by  ex per t s .  Pence an d 

Moss  (2004)  su gges t  t hat  qu al i t y  ch i ldcar e is  o f t en in  t he eye of  

t he beho lder ,  sug ges t i ng t hat  qua l i t y  is  how ma ny  ear ly  ye ars  

prac t i t ion ers  cons i der  as  qu al i t y  co uld b e base d on be l ie f s ,  

va lues ,  an d in t eres t  ra t her  t h an un iversa l  rea l i t y .  Dahlb erg et  a l  

(2013)  s t a ted t hat  i f  t here co nt inu ed t o  be var i ous  un ders tan din g 

and mul t i p le  p erspec t iv es  of  what  qu al i t y  is  t hen me asurem ent  o f  

qual i t y  woul d be mea nin gl ess  and us eless  as  a t oo l  o f  evalu at ion.  

Moss  (2016)  ar gues  t hat  t o  eva luate e ar ly  ch i ldh ood e ducat i on 

and make a j udg ement  of  va l ue,  i t  mus t  f i r s t  be dec ided a nd 

unan imous ly  agre ed o n what  makes  a q ual i t y  educat i on .   

Care an d Soc ia l  Serv ices  I nsp ec torate Wal es  (202 2)  s t a te t he i r  

inspec t i on f ramew ork  exami nes  set t in gs  on we l lb e in g,  learn ing,  

t eachin g and ass essme nt ,  env i ronm ent  and l ead ershi p,  and 

manag ement .  The insp ec t io n is  base d on t he Nat i ona l  M in im um 

s tandards .  Ho wever ,  accor d in g t o  Cl i f t on  (2 021) ,  des pi t e  t hem 

s tat ing care is  over a l l  ra t e d go od in  Wal es  insp ec t ing set t in gs  on 

Min imum Stan dards  is  n ot  eno ugh t o  an d a f ocus  shou ld be t o  

suppor t  a l l  set t ings  t o  r each excel lenc e.  Care an d Soc ia l  Serv ice 

Wales  (201 6)  expl a ins  t hat  f rom 20 16 a ne w insp ec t ion f rame work  

was  issue d wher e insp ec tors  wo uld sp end mor e t ime at  a  set t ing,  

d iscuss i ng t he prov is io n wi t h  p arent s  an d ch i l dren,  v ie win g 

records ,  t he env i r onme nt ,  q ual i t y  o f  s t a f f  and leadersh ip an d 

wel l be i ng of  ch i l dren a nd s taf f .  I nspec t ions  wo uld rem ain 

unan nou nced a nd w oul d t ake p lac e once ev ery  two years  f or  

day t ime prov is io n or  once ev ery  t hree ye ars  f or  ch i ldm ind ers .  This  

woul d ensur e t hat  set t ings  wo uld b e mo re l ik e ly  t o  prov i de h i gh 

qual i t y  prov is i on a l l  t he t ime not  jus t  f or  t he insp ec t ion pr ocess .  

Care an d Soc ia l  Serv ices  I nsp ec torate Wal es  (201 6)  a lso ex pla ins  

t hat  every  reg is t ere d ch i l dcare prov i der  wo uld h ave t o  compl ete a 

Sel f -Assessment  o f  Serv ice S ta teme nt  every  year  by  l aw 

d iscuss i ng ho w t hey  moni t or ,  rev i ew,  an d improv e qua l i t y  o f  care 

t o  ch i ldre n .   
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Howev er ,  Cot t le  and A l exan der  (2 012)  w hen car ry ing o ut  a  s t udy  

on qua l i t y  in  ear ly  years  set t in gs  f ound t hat  prac t i t i oners  s t i l l  f e l t  

qual i t y  was  e lus ive an d sug ges ted t hat  qu al i t y  was  h ard t o  

measure,  i t  was  descr ibe d as  an eth os  or  a tmosph ere an d 

someth in g t hat  was  hard t o  o bserve b ecaus e t he prac t i t io ner  was  

involv ed in  i t .  They  sugg es ted q ual i t y  was  d i f f icu l t  t o  note on 

paper  a nd f e l t  pressur ed i n t o  some prac t ic es  prescr i bed by  t he 

governm ent .  For  example,  in  En gl and,  ch i ldre n ' s  a t t a inments  

agai ns t  t he i r  Ear ly  Years  Fou nd at ion S tag e prof i l es  and O fs ted 

rat ings  wer e seen t o  be a m easur e of  qual i t y  in  some of  t he 

set t ings  in t erv i ewe d,  howev er  some oth e r  set t ings  f e l t  t hat  

a l t hou gh O fs ted out comes w ere imp or t ant ,  t hey  were not  an e nd 

goal  f or  qu al i t y .  These set t in gs  s t i l l  inc orpor ated au di t  and 

accounta bi l i t y .  Th is  again s upp or t s  Cl i f t on  (20 21)  v ie w t hat  whi ls t  

inspec t i on rat in gs  are imp or t ant  a n d show that  set t ings  ar e 

meet ing mi n imum s tan dard a nd re qui r ements ,  set t ings  can s t i l l  

exceed ex pec tat io ns  an d prov i de out s t an din g h ig her  qu al i t y  care 

t han is  measur ed an d exp ec ted.  Ear ly  Years  I n t erve nt ion 

Foundat i on (20 18)  ex pla ins  t hat  t hey  bel ieve t he r e are two ways  

of  look in g at  qual i t y  in  ear ly  years  prov is io n.  S t ruc tura l  qua l i t y ,  

re la t in g t o  input s  t hat  are e as i ly  me asure d and re gul ated such as  

rat io ,  s t a f f  t urnover  and t each ers  t ra in i ng an d profess i ona l  

devel opme nt  and t he n process  q ual i t y  such as  day  t o  day  

in t erac t io ns  betwe en s taf f ,  ch i ldre n and p arent s  an d t he way  in  

which d ay  t o  day  care is  met .  These two ways  ar e in t er re la t ed.  

This  agai n agre es  wi t h  t he C are I nspec tor ate Wales  (20 22)  

inspec t i on check  l is t  where a l l  t hes e f ac tors  are t aken in t o  

cons id erat io n t o  repor t  i f  a  set t ing is  a  qu al i t y  on e .   

W i l l iams (2 016)  s t a tes  t hat  t o  ensure qua l i t y  orga nizat i ons  ne ed 

t o  have sys tems and prac t ic es ,  and co l lec t i ons  of  po l ic ies ,  

proced ures  des ign ed t o  sup por t  and e nha nce qu al i t y .  Ho et  a l  

(2010)  su gges t s  t hat  qu al i t y  in  e ar ly  years  e ducat i on is  eas ier  t o  

achiev e wi t h  nat i ona l  po l ic i es  and re gul atory  gu i danc e such as  t he 

Ear ly  Years  Foun dat io n Phas e in  Eng lan d.  Welsh Governme nt  

(2022)  s t a tes  t hat  t o  prov id e qu al i t y  ear ly  ch i l dho od ed ucat io n in  

W ales  ch i l dcare set t in gs  shou ld b e prov i d in g ena bl i ng ad ul t s ,  t o  

scaf f o ld  and su ppor t  ch i ldr en ' s  learn in g and w el l be i ng an d 

ef f ec t ive env i ro nments ,  t hat  are we l l  mai nta in ed,  safe and 

su i t ab l e and a lso en ga gin g exper ienc es ,  exper i ences  t hat  are 

su i t ab l e f or  t he uniq ue ch i ld ' s  age and d evel opme nt ,  authent ic  

learn ing ,  t o  exper i ence r ea l  l i f e  s i t uat io ns  and ex per i ences .  Ho et  

a l  (201 0)  supp or t  t h is  gu i danc e and su gges t s  qu al i t y  ear ly  

ch i ld hoo d educ at io n is  a  prov is ion w here a dul t s ,  nur t ure ch i ldr en 

t o  suppor t  t he i r  ho l is t ic  dev el opme nt  and t o  supp or t  ch i ldr en t o  

unders ta nd t he wor ld  ar oun d t hem .   
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When measur ing q ual i t y ,  t he Care I nspec tor ate Wales  (20 22)  

evalu ate ch i l dren ' s  we l lb e in g at  t he set t ing,  prov i ng t hat  how a 

set t ing nur t ures  t he ch i ldr en i n  t he i r  care a nd lo oks  af t er  t he i r  

ho l is t ic  w el l be i ng is  a  maj or  ind icator  i n  measur ing q ual i t y .  Hoare 

(no date)  a ls o agre e wi t h  C are I nspec tor ate Wales  (20 22) ,  Welsh 

Government  (20 22)  an d Ho et  a l  (2 010)  w hen d escr ib ing t he 

Researc hin g E f f ec t ive Peda gogy  i n  t he Ear ly  Years  (REPEY)  s t udy  

t hat  qual i t y  can b e def i ned by  a dul t s  hav ing w arm respo ns ive  

re la t io nshi p ' s  wi t h  ch i l dren,  en gag ing i n  h i gh qu al i t y  re l a t ions hips  

wi t h  sus ta in ed shar ed t h i nk in g,  in  set t ings  wi t h  c l ear  go als  an d 

p lan nin g.  S taf f  should hav e recog nize d ear ly  ye ars  qua l i f icat i ons  

and par ent s  be sup por t e d in  ch i ldre n ' s  learn ing .   

(The Chi l drens  Ac t  198 9)  s t a tes  t hat  po l ic ies  ne ed t o  ex is t  t o  

protec t ,  ch i ldre n ' s  parent s  an d s taf f  and ensur e t hat  everyon e is  

c lear  ab out  t he way  t he or gan izat io n f unc t ions  a nd exac t ly  w hat  

proced ures  t o  f o l lo w shou ld a ny  s i t uat io n ar ise.  Pacey  (2 021)  

desc r ib es  a po l icy  as  a wr i t t en s t ateme nt  about  ho w an are a of  

prac t ice works ,  an d a proce dur e deta i ls  t he ac t ions  n eed ed t o  be 

t aken t o  conduc t  t he p ol icy .   

As  descr ibe d by  S i ra j  e t  a l  (2 01 5)  t he Sus ta in ed Shar ed Think ing 

and Emot io nal  Wel lbe ing Sc ale  (SSTEW) is  an observ at ion al  

prac t ice-b ased t oo l  t o  assess  prac t ic e in  Ear ly  Ed ucat io n 

Set t ings .  As  Hoare (no d ate)  exp la i n  t he scales  is  sp l i t  in t o  f ive 

sub scales ,  wi t h  t he f i r s t  two assess i ng soc io -em ot ion al  

devel opme nt  and Auto nomy an d t he las t  t hree assess ing t he 

devel opme nt  of  execut ive sk i l ls  such as  em ot ion al  reg ulat i on,  

f ocus ing o n t asks  and g oal  set t in g,  and ach iev i ng.  The f ocus  

bein g on ef f ec t ive commu nic at ion b etwee n adu l t s  and ch i ldre n .   

Mel lu ish (20 04)  s t a tes  t hat  ch i l dren n eed pr ac t i t ion ers  who ca n 

suppor t  t hem wi t h  t he i r  soc io - emot i ona l ,  l ing uis t ic ,  and co gni t iv e 

devel opme nt ,  ensur in g ch i ldre n f ee l  safe an d comfor t ab l e t o  a l lo w 

t hem to be ready  t o  lear n.  Mas lo w c i t ed by  Bates  (20 19)  sup por t s  

t h is  as  when d escr ib ing t h e h ier archy  of  nee ds  ch i l dren n eed t he i r  

bas ic  ne eds ,  such as  safet y  an d commun icat io n nee ds  met  f i r s t  

before t hey  can re ach se l f - ac tua l izat io n and l earn n ew sk i l ls .  

Sy lva et  a l  (200 4)  argu es  t hat  emph as is  sho uld b e p lac ed on car e 

and ed ucat io n eq ual ly  as  whe n i t  is  on ly  p l aced o n care an d wel l -

be in g ch i l dren ’s  cogn i t ive sk i l ls  suf f er .   

A  benef i t  o f  t he Sus ta in ed Shar ed Think ing a nd Emot io nal  

Wel lbe ing Sca le as  S i ra j  e t  a l  (20 15)  exp la i ns  is  t hat  dur in g t he 

observat i on ch i ldre n are o bserve d and t reate d as  uni que ch i ldr e n 

in  respec t  o f  t he i r  pro gress  an d dev elo pment  not  on t he b el i e f  t hat  

a l l  ch i ldre n f o l lo w a s t r ic t  un i f ormed pat t ern of  deve lopm ent  
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depe nde nt  on t he i r  a ge.  This  is  supp or t ed by  Welsh Gover nment  

(2022)  t hat  exp la i n  t hat  i t s  new no n mainta ine d cur r icu lum 

recogn izes  t hat  every  ch i ld  is  u n iq ue an d t hat  set t ing f o l lo win g t he 

new no n-mai nta in ed cur r ic u l um shou ld kee p every  ch i ld ' s  

wel l be i ng at  t he f oref ront  o f  i t s  prac t ice.  Ear ly  Years  Mat t ers  (no 

date)  a lso su gges t s  t hat  le arn i ng is  a  proc ess  t hat  cannot  be 

rushed a nd t hat  prac t i t io ners  sh oul d supp or t  ch i ldr en wi t h  t he i r  

ind iv idu al  ne eds  sup por t i ng t he i r  d evel opme nt .   

S i ra j  e t  a l  (20 15)  exp la i ns  t hat  t o  record t he Sus ta i ned Sh ared 

Think in g and Emot i ona l  Wel lb e i ng Scal e prac t i t io ners  req ui re  

t ra in in g in  t he p roc ess .  Mel lo w (20 21)  exp la i ns  t hat  Cont in uous  

Devel opme nt  benef i t s  ch i ldr en.  I t  he lps  prac t i t io ners  dev elo p new 

sk i l ls  an d ref lec t  on t he i r  pr ac t ice.  F ly in g S tar t  (2014)  s t a tes  t hat  

t he i r  s t a f f  mus t  under t ake f ive days  of  cont i nuo us  profess i ona l  

devel opme nt  per  year .  How ever ,  M i l l am (20 19)  exp la i ns  t hat  o f t en 

cont inu ous  profess ion al  d evel opme nt  t ra in in g is  o f t en t oo 

expens ive,  or  prac t i t io ners  d o not  have t he t ime.  So,  whi ls t  t he 

Sus ta ine d Share d Think i ng a nd Emot io nal  Wel lbe ing Sca le is  

benef ic ia l  t o  t he set t ing,  a  d owns ide is  t hat  i t  may  be d i f f icu l t  f or  

t he set t ing t o  meet  t he cos t  or  prov id e cover  f or  t he i r  s t a f f  t o  

a t t end t he t ra in i ng t o  impl eme nt  i t  in  t he set t ing .   

As  S i ra j  e t  a l  (201 5)  s t a tes  t he compl eted scal e shows h ow we l l  

set t ings  are prov id i ng care t o  t he ch i ldr en.  I t  h igh l i ght s  t he 

downfa l ls .  Th is  is  ben ef ic ia l  t o  prac t i t io ners  t o  re f lec t  on t he i r  

prac t ice.  As  L ind on (20 16)  s t a tes  ref lec t iv e prac t ice is  u npi nne d 

by  cont inu ous  profess io nal  d evel opme nt  and l i f e lon g lear n in g,  and 

t hat  cons t ruc t ive c r i t ica l  a nalys is  o f  cur rent  prac t ic e can le ad t o  

in f ormed j udg ement  on s t re ngths  an d weak nesses  t o  sup por t  

p lans  a nd go als  f or  improv eme nts .   

S i ra j  e t  a l  (20 15)  a ls o expl a i n  t hat  t he observat i on ne eds  t o  be 

conduc te d  accurate ly ,  t hat  observat i on m us t  have t ake n p lac e f or  

i t  t o  be marked,  i t  cannot  be som eth in g a prac t i t io ner  has  t o l d  you 

about .  Th is  means  t hat  t he pr ac t i t ion ers  cond uc t ing  t he 

observat i on ne ed t o  be h ones t ,  f or  t he repor t  t o  g ive an acc urate 

t rue ref lec t ion.  O f t en observat i ons  ca n  be mis  in t er preted as  

Nutbrow n (199 6)  expl a ins  t h at  i f  educators  hav e t unne l  v is io n 

somet imes  i t  is  not  a  case of  un ders tan din g what  has  b een se en 

but  what  is  rea l ly  hap pe nin g,  not  what  adu l t s  in t erpret  wh at  is  

happ eni ng .   

S i ra j  e t  a l  (20 15)  s t a tes  t hat  t he SSTEW scale does  not  g iv e a f u l l  

represe ntat ion of  a  set t in g whe n used as  a s t an dal one meth od of  

qual i t y  assessment  as  i t  does  not  assess  spac e,  resources ,  

ac t iv i t ies ,  and cur r icu l ar  prov is ion.  They  su gges t  us i ng i t  
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alon gs id e an env i ronm enta l  ra t ing s ca le as  t hese h ave be en 

shown t o be d epe nd abl e  and va l id  b oth nat io nal ly  and 

in t ernat i ona l ly  an d are re l a t ed t o  ch i ldre n ' s  Soc ia -em ot ion al  an d 

cogni t iv e deve lopm ent .   

The Shared Sus ta ine d Think ing a nd Emot io nal  Wel lbe ing Sca le 

can only  b e used w i t h  on e gro u p at  a  t ime f or  observat io n and 

over  one sess ion as  ex pl a in ed by  S i ra j  et  a l  (201 5) .  B ruce (200 5)  

sugges t s  t hat  i t  is  not  jus t  eno ugh t o  obs erve an d gather  

in f ormat io n,  but  t he observ at ion n eeds  t o  be a nalys ed t o  ensur e 

prac t i t ion ers  can eva luate t h e appr opr i a t eness  of  wh at  t hey  have 

prov id ed.  Whi ls t  t he observ at io n is  be i ng an alyse d ,  t he 

observat i on sho ws a prac t i t io ner ' s  beh av i ours  an d in t erac t i ons  in  

one sess i on.  So,  despi t e  t he in t erac t i on ' s  be i ng h i gh qu al i t y  an d 

success fu l  dur ing t he o bserv at ion i t  ma y  not  be a me asure of  

cont inu ous  h i gh -q ual i t y  prov is ion .   

Accord in g t o  ECERS UK (no dat e)  env i r onme nta l  ra t in g Scales  ar e 

s t andard ized t oo ls  f or  t he measur ement  an d improv ement  of  

qual i t y  ear ly  years  pr ov is i on.  The env i ronm enta l  sca les  of f er  a  

s t ruc tured  appr oach t o  impr ov i ng qu al i t y  an d se l f -eva luat i on.  The 

evalu at ion i nc lu des  sp ace an d f urn ish ings ,  pers ona l  care rout i nes ,  

lang uag e and re aso nin g,  prov is i on of  ac t iv i t ies ,  in t er ac t ion,  

inc lu d in g superv is io n an d supp or t ,  programme s t ruc ture,  inc lud ing 

how chi ldre n can access  t h e i r  ow n cur r icu lum,  p la nni ng sche dul es  

and rout i nes  an d prov is io n t o  parent s  an d s taf f .  Env i ronmenta l  

Rat ing Sca les  (no d ate)  exp la i n  t here are f our  ra t i ng scal es  t o  

f o l low d epe nde nt  on ag e grou p of  ch i ldr en in  t he set t in g .   

As  Bul l  e t  a l  (201 7)  expl a ins  t h ere are sev en subc ategor ies ,  t he 

assessment  s t ar t s  a t  leve l  on e,  i f  a l l  i t ems are a ward ed t hen t he 

nex t  categor i es  are eva lu ated,  set t ing ne ed t o  score 50 p ercent  or  

above t o  move o nto t he nex t  categ ory .  I f  t hey  do not  meet  t he 

nex t  category ,  t hey  s t op scor i ng.  Gordon et  a l .  (20 13)  sug ges t s  

t hat  due t o  t he in t en ded or der i ng of  t he ECERS an d t he s t op 

scor ing meth od,  t rue qua l i t y  is  not  d is p lay ed.  This  is  beca use 

bas ic  in d icators  suc h as  c lea nl i ness  mus t  be met  befor e a set t ing 

can be score d on h i gh er  leve l  ind icators  such as  t eac her -ch i ld  

in t erac t io ns .  Hofer  (201 0)  sug ges t s  t hat  set t ings  co l l ec t  data on 

a l l  categ or ies  t o  a l low a mor e accur ate v iew of  set t ing q ual i t y .  

Despi t e  t h is ,  Bul l  et  a l  (201 7)  exp la i n  t hat  t here have b een f ew 

pos i t ive ass oc iat i ons  betw ee n ECERS qu al i t y  scores  a nd ch i ld  

devel opme nt .   

To conc lud e,  whi ls t  both t h e Sus ta in ed Shar ed Think ing a nd 

Emot iona l  Wel lb e in g Scale a nd t he Env i ronm enta l  R at ing Sca les  

both have t he i r  l im i t a t i ons ,  t hey  both a lso be nef i t  ear ly  ye ars  
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set t ings  by  prov i d in g a bas is  f or  audi t  an d qua l i t y  assura nce .  

When used co l la borat iv e ly ,  us i ng t he env i ronm enta l  ra t i ng scal e in  

i t s  ent i re t y ,  and not  us in g t he s t op metho d,  set t ings  can be nef i t  by  

f u l ly  aud i t ing t he i r  s t a f f  and env i r onme nta l  reso urces .  I t  prov ides  

an ins i ght  in t o  t he set t in g ' s  s t rengths  and w eakn esses ,  a l l owi ng 

lead ers  t o  re f lec t  and put  ac t i ons  in  p lace t o  impr ove t he i r  

prac t ice,  t herefore im prov i ng ch i ldr en ' s  out comes .   
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