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                                                              Quality 
Cambridge Dictionary (2019) defines quality as the standard or level of something, whether it is considered good or bad. In this context, quality reflects how well something meets specific expectations or criteria, with good quality indicating something that excels in performance or durability, while bad quality suggests something that falls short of those standards (‌Collins dictionary,2019). 
The importance of quality in early childhood development cannot be overstated, as it profoundly impacts children's physical, emotional, cognitive, and social growth. According to Birth to 5 Matters (No Date), providing high-quality care during the early years is essential for supporting children in all aspects of their development. Quality care ensures that children receive the appropriate nourishment, adequate sleep, and overall well-being, which are fundamental to fostering healthy physical growth and promoting a stronger immune system. As EarlyyearsCareers (2018) emphasizes, high-quality care not only supports children's physical health but also nurtures their cognitive and emotional development, creating a strong foundation for learning and future success.
Additionally, Healthy Children (2022) highlights that when children are provided with high-quality care, it positively influences their emotional and mental health, social skills, and educational growth. Access to enriching educational experiences in the early years helps children develop critical thinking, problem-solving abilities, and communication skills, all of which are essential for their academic success and later career achievements (Healthy Children, 2022). Quality care fosters the development of emotional intelligence, self-regulation, and resilience, which are necessary for building healthy relationships, managing challenges, and succeeding in diverse environments (EarlyyearsCareers,2018)
The provision of high-quality care also plays a key role in shaping children’s social skills. Positive and supportive interactions with caregivers and peers help children learn how to navigate social dynamics, resolve conflicts, and build empathy, all of which are vital for forming meaningful connections and contributing positively to society (Action Education,2021). Offering children a high standard of care during these formative years sets the stage for their overall well-being, learning, and success, ensuring they have the necessary tools and support to thrive both now and in the future (AECEA, No Date).
This comprehensive approach to early childhood care ensures that children not only meet their basic needs but are also empowered to achieve their full potential in all areas of development. By prioritizing quality care, we invest in the future of every child, helping them become resilient, capable, and thriving individuals (Healthy Children, 2022).
Wagner and DeSouza (2024) explain that access to a high-quality setting plays a critical role in shaping children’s physical health and overall well-being. They emphasize the importance of the first 1,000 days of a child’s life in setting a solid foundation for long-term development, well-being, and education (Wagner & DeSouza, 2024). Establishing a strong foundation during these early years helps to ensure positive outcomes throughout a child’s life (Wagner & DeSouza, 2024). The quality of care and experiences children receive at a young age not only influences their immediate health and development but can also have a significant impact on their adulthood, affecting the standards and expectations they carry into later stages of life (Wagner & DeSouza, 2024).
Schoch, Gerson, Halle, and Bredeson (2023) explain that children benefit significantly from high-quality settings, with these environments not only enhancing their development but also positively impacting their home life. Research consistently shows that high-quality care and education contribute to children’s growth in various ways (Donoghue. E, 2017). Studies have demonstrated that quality settings foster better cognitive, emotional, and social development, which in turn has long-lasting benefits for children’s overall well-being (Schoch, Gerson, Halle, & Bredeson, 2023). These findings highlight the crucial role that high-quality care plays in shaping a child’s future, both within the setting and beyond, including at home.
When it comes to providing high-quality care, there are several barriers that can prevent access to these settings. According to the Welsh Government (2024), over 80% of parents report that they cannot afford childcare, which can significantly impact children’s readiness for school. This lack of affordable, high-quality care can affect a child's development, as they may miss out on the benefits of early learning and nurturing environments (Welsh Government,2024) This aligns with other research, which highlights that one of the primary challenges parents' faces is the cost, availability, and hours of childcare. For many working parents, the high cost of quality care forces them to choose lower-quality options that may be more affordable but are less beneficial for their children's development (Children’s Healthwatch,2020) As a result, the financial constraints on families can lead to disparities in the quality-of-care children receive, ultimately affecting their long-term outcomes.
Carbonell et al. (2024) identify staff shortages as another significant barrier to providing high-quality care for children. In nursery settings, staff play a crucial role in delivering the quality of care that children need to thrive. However, due to these shortages, nurseries are often forced to hire individuals who may not have the necessary qualifications or experience, which can compromise the level of care children receive. This results in children not receiving the high-quality care they deserve (Carbonell et al., 2024). Additionally, Owston, Jones, and Stanley (2024) highlight that key factors contributing to staff shortages include low pay, challenging working conditions, and insufficient qualifications. These issues further exacerbate the problem, as staff may not be adequately trained to provide the level of care and support that children need for their optimal development.
SSTEW
Vic.gov.au (2024) explains that the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale is an important tool used to assess quality across five key developmental areas within early childhood education settings. The SSTEW scale builds upon the foundations of the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), with a particular focus on the pedagogical practices within the setting. It explores the role of adults in supporting children’s learning and development (Hoare, No Date). Additionally, SSTEW evaluates the quality of care provided by staff and examines the interactions between children and adults, recognizing the significant impact these interactions have on children's growth and well-being (Hoare, No Date).
Hoare (No Date) states that the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale is a valuable tool for several reasons, including promoting high-quality care and fostering positive interactions between children and staff. These interactions help children engage in meaningful communication, which is crucial for developing both social and cognitive skills (Hoare, No Date). Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2023) highlight that SSTEW plays a significant role in supporting children's emotional well-being. The scale emphasizes the importance of creating nurturing environments that promote emotional health and resilience for all children. Additionally, WatchMeGrow (No Date) notes that SSTEW helps children develop critical thinking and problem-solving skills, which are essential for their lifelong learning and success. Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2023) also point out that the SSTEW scale is evidence-based, rooted in research, and offers a systematic approach to improving the quality of education and care in early childhood settings. This framework helps educators provide better support for children’s developmental needs.
While the SSTEW scale offers many benefits, there are also several challenges associated with its implementation. Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2023) note that the SSTEW scale can present difficulties, as some staff may find it challenging to implement all aspects, particularly when it comes to fostering critical thinking skills and assessing children's learning effectively. Brodie, K. (No Date) highlights that the use of the SSTEW scale can be somewhat subjective, as it depends on the inspector's interpretation of the setting. Different inspectors may have varying understandings of how the setting operates, which can lead to inconsistencies in the assessment process (Brodie, K., No Date) Additionally, Hoare (No Date) points out that one of the significant challenges for settings is the training requirements. Nurseries and early childhood centres must allocate funds for staff training to ensure a deep understanding of child development and best practices, which can be financially burdensome for some settings (Hoare, No Date).
ECERS
‌ Teachers' College Press (2025) explains that the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is used in early childhood settings to assess the quality of the environment where children play and how staff interactions support children's development. Vic.gov.au (2024) further elaborates that ECERS evaluates both the physical environment and the quality of staff-child interactions, ensuring that these interactions contribute positively to children's growth. Additionally, ECERS examines the health and safety of the environment, assessing whether it is safe and conducive to children's well-being and play (Teachers' College Press, 2025).
Harms, Clifford, and Cryer (2014) explain that the ECERS scale is beneficial for both settings and children as it provides a smooth and seamless transition from the ITERS scale, which is designed for younger children. Kaplan (2016) further supports this by noting that ECERS helps promote children's vocabulary and speech development by encouraging them to use language with both peers and staff. Harms, Clifford, and Cryer (2014) also emphasize the importance of the teacher’s and staff’s roles in creating a high-quality environment. They stress that ECERS highlights how staff interactions and the learning environment can address various developmental needs, ensuring children’s growth in different areas (Harms, Clifford, and Cryer, 2014).
While the ECERS scale offers many advantages, it also has some notable disadvantages. Sakai et al. (2003) explain that ECERS can be culturally insensitive, as it does not always account for the diversity of different cultures and communities. This limitation may result in an assessment that fails to fully address the unique needs of individual children and the diverse backgrounds of the families within a setting. Similarly, Iitm.ac.in (2021) agrees, noting that the culture of the children and the community is often not considered within the ECERS framework. Furthermore, Introduction to the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (No Date) points out that ECERS tends to focus on structural indicators, such as staff-to-child ratios and group sizes, but it does not sufficiently assess the quality of interactions or the daily routines within the setting these factors, which are crucial for children’s development, may be overlooked, even though they can have a significant impact on future success.
While the SSTEW scale focuses on the quality of interactions between children and staff, as well as the well-being of children and how adults support their development through sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being (Mackenzie, M., No Date). However, the ECERS scale primarily examines the physical environment, routines, and interactions within the setting. ECERS evaluates aspects such as space, personal care, and the furnishings of the nursery (Hoare, No Date). One key difference between SSTEW and ECERS is their approach to assessment. SSTEW emphasizes high-quality interactions, assessment for learning, communication support, and the pedagogy within the setting (Hoare, No Date). In contrast, ECERS relies on observations and questions to assess the environment, and the practices implemented within the setting (How SSTEW Scale Supports Quality Improvement, 2015). This distinction highlights the different focuses of each scale SSTEW on the quality of interactions and pedagogy, and ECERS on the overall setting and structural factors.
While there are many differences between the SSTEW scale and the ECERS scale, there are also several similarities. Brief and Gardiner (2021) note that the primary goal of both scales is the same: to improve the quality of early childhood education. Both the SSTEW and ECERS scales are observation-based tools, designed to assess settings and ensure that practices and interactions are conducted appropriately (Brief and Gardiner, 2021). Additionally, Hoare (No Date) emphasizes that both scales serve a professional purpose, as they are used to train educators with a deep understanding of early childhood development and best practices in the workplace. These shared objectives and functions highlight the importance of both scales in enhancing the quality of early childhood education.
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