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Bland (2022) suggests that defining quality in the early years can be quite challenging. Quality in early childhood education refers to the characteristics and conditions of educational settings that support children's holistic development and learning. It encompasses various aspects such as the environment, interactions, curriculum, and teacher qualifications, all aimed at promoting positive outcomes for young children. Furthermore, beyond quality it proposed that quality was a choice, not a necessity, a choice that followed from adopting a particular position, inscribed with assumptions values and beliefs.
 
According to the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), quality early childhood education programs are characterized by several key components. These include developmentally appropriate practices, which align with children's individual needs, interests, and abilities (NAEYC, 2021). Furthermore, in the realm of academia, Juran (1998) describes quality as "fitness for use," emphasizing the product or service's ability to meet the needs and expectations of the user. Similarly, Crosby (1979) defines quality as "conformance to requirements," stressing the importance of adhering to predefined standards and specifications. Foundation Years(nd) states that children who experience high quality provision are well placed to achieve higher outcomes at school and develop better social, emotional, and cognitive abilities necessary for lifelong learning.
Moss (2016) states that quality should be understood as subjective, value-based concepts and include a wide range of stakeholders. Moreover, Eadie et al., (2022) states that in education and care quality is conceptualized into three domains; structural, process and system.
A science-based framework for early childhood policy (2007) suggests that programs that have a positive impact on young children’s development provide some combination of the following features: highly skilled staff, small class sizes, and high adult-to-child ratios, a language-rich environment and age-appropriate curricula and stimulating materials in a safe space.
Quality in the early years' education has a range of effects on children’s developmental outcomes. High quality early childhood education programs have been associated with improved cognitive development including enhanced language literacy skills (Campbell et al.,2012; Syliva et al.,2004). Secondly, according to Jones et al., (2017) and Shonkoff et al.,(2012) quality early childhood fosters positive social and emotional development by nurturing children’s empathy. Moreover, quality early years education has a long-lasting impact on children educational path and attainment. Research by Heckman (2006) and Schweinhart et al.,(2005) indicates that children who participate in high-quality early year childhood programs are more likely to complete a higher level of education and achieve higher academic success in later years. Similarly, Magnuson et al., (2004) and Vandell et al., (2010) add that participation in high-quality early year programs is linked to better school readiness outcomes, including readiness of formal schooling, literacy and numeracy acquisition, and academic achievement. EPPE has also shown that pre-school education can help to alleviate the effects of social disadvantage and can provide children with a better start to school. These findings have had a considerable impact on government policy, where it is now highlighted that investment in a good quality pre-school provision or setting provides an effective means of reducing social exclusion and of breaking the cycle of disadvantage(Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva,2003).
Quality assurance can be defined as the collection of polices , procedures , systems and practices internal or external to the organization designed to achieve, maintain and enhance quality (William 2016). Similarly, UNICEF(2019) adds that quality  is the process of promoting quality by ensuring that early childhood education settings, and institutions adhere toa set of standards or guidelines whose explicit aims is to promote the provision of early years services. Quality assurances systems are necessary to ensure that standards are monitored and enforced, and that data referring to quality are regularly captured and shared with key stakeholders to inform decision making and policies making; and enable real-time improvements to be made in early childhood education settings. Additionally, a well-functioning quality assurance system should boosts children’s outcomes and promote better services, improve accountability and make planning and policies more responsive. 
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a widely used observational tool designed to assess the quality of early childhood education environments for preschool-aged children. It evaluates various aspects of the physical environment, interactions, activities, and materials within early childhood settings.
 
According to Harms, Clifford, & Cryer (2005), the ECERS assesses different components of early childhood programs, including the space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy activities, learning activities, interaction, program structure, and provisions for parents and staff. Each component is evaluated based on specific indicators and criteria, with scores ranging from inadequate to excellent. The ECERS aims to provide educators and administrators with a comprehensive assessment of the strengths and areas for improvement within their programs, guiding efforts to enhance the quality of care and education provided to young children (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005). The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project conducted in the United Kingdom provides insights into the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS).
 
The EPPE project found that the Early Years Environment Rating Scale (EYERS) is a valuable tool for assessing the quality of early childhood education environments. It is particularly useful for identifying aspects of the environment that contribute to children's learning and development (Sylva et al., 2004). The scale encompasses various dimensions such as space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy activities, learning activities, and interactions.
 
Through its use in the EPPE project, the ECERS helped researchers and educators identify areas of strength and areas needing improvement in early childhood education settings. This information was crucial for guiding efforts to enhance the quality of provision and support positive outcomes for children.

Using the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) offers many benefits for accessing the quality of early childhood environments. The ECERS provides a comprehensive assessment of various aspects of early childhood programs, including the physical environment, interactions, activities, and materials. This comprehensive approach allows educators and administrators to gain a holistic understanding of program quality (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005). Additionally, the ECERS can serve as a tool for guiding professional development efforts. By identifying specific areas of strength and weakness, this tool helps educators pinpoint areas where additional training or support may be beneficial, leading to ongoing improvements in practice (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005).  According to Gilliam et al., (2016) conducting an ECERS assessment can be time-consuming, particularly for evaluators not familiar with the scale or assessing large numbers of programs. This may limit the scale's feasibility for regular use in busy early childhood settings. Similarly Munton et al.,(1997) stated that ECERS ratings are selected on an observational basis of two to three hours, by an observer with an additional four hours of training. Secondly, the ECERS primarily focuses on observable aspects of the environment, such as physical space and materials, interactions, and activities. While these are important components of quality, the scale may not capture more nuanced aspects of program quality, such as cultural responsiveness or the emotional climate of the classroom. According to Brunsek et al.(2017), ECERS has a tendency to focus on only one aspect of quality assurance within education and care settings, resulting in a limited assessment of quality.

The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale is an observational tool used to assess the quality of interactions between early childhood educators and children in early childhood education settings. The SSTEW scale focuses on two key elements sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing. This aspect of the scale evaluates the quality of interactions between educators and children that involve extended, high-level engagement in problem-solving, exploration, and critical thinking. Sustained shared thinking occurs when adults and children collaboratively explore ideas, ask questions, and build on each other's contributions over time(Vygotsky 1978). Secondly, the SSTEW Scale also assesses the emotional climate of the early childhood setting, including the warmth, sensitivity, and responsiveness of educators to children's emotional needs. This aspect of the scale considers the extent to which educators support children's emotional development and create a positive, nurturing environment. Moreover, The SSTEW Scale provides a framework for observing and evaluating these aspects of interaction and emotional wellbeing in early childhood settings. It is designed to help educators and administrators identify strengths and areas for improvement in their practices, intending to enhance the quality of interactions and promote positive outcomes for children. The Sustained shared thinking and wellbeing scale has many advantages for accessing the quality of interaction in the early years, these advantages include; Support for Professional Development: By using the SSTEW Scale to assess their practices, educators can identify areas of strength and areas for improvement in their interactions with children. This information can inform targeted professional development efforts, helping educators enhance their skills and knowledge in supporting children's development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Secondly, by addressing both sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing, the SSTEW Scale provides a holistic assessment of the quality of interactions within early childhood settings. This comprehensive approach ensures that educators consider both cognitive and socio-emotional aspects of children's development when evaluating program quality (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Furthermore, Kingston and Siraj (2017) the SSTEW scale highlights the importance of parent partnership in supporting quality interactions at home which results in compatible learning outcomes between both settings.


 Like many observational tools, the SSTEW Scale relies on the subjective interpretation of observers. This subjectivity can introduce biases and inconsistencies in scoring, particularly if observers have different understandings of the scale's criteria or varying levels of experience (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Howard et al., (2018) states that children should be observed engaging in developmentally appropriate activities including dialogue with practitioners and risk taking. Secondly, the SSTEW scale provides a limited scope that focuses primarily on sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing, which may not capture the full range of factors that contribute to program quality. For example, other important aspects such as physical environment, curriculum content, and adult-child ratios may not be adequately addressed by the scale (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Both the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale are observational tools designed to assess the quality of early childhood education environments. Despite their differences in focus, there are several similarities between the two rating scales such as; Both scales rely on observational methods to assess program quality. Trained observers use predetermined criteria and guidelines to observe and rate various aspects of the early childhood environment and interactions between adults and children (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Additionally, similar to the ECERS, the SSTEW rating scale is assessed using a seven -point scale. Several key themes are divided into numerous sections: assessing learning and language, social and emotional wellbeing, trust, supporting learning and critical thinking, confidence and independence, language, and communication (Siraj,2015). Furthermore, both scales provide a structured framework for assessment, with clear criteria and scoring guidelines for each component. This standardized approach helps ensure consistency in assessment across different settings and evaluators (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).

In conclusion, UNCRC (United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child) article 29 states that children have the right to a standard of living good enough to meet their physical and mental needs. Therefore, providing high quality provision is crucial for the attainment of academic goals, social skills, emotional stability, and the ability to play and explore freely (Welsh Government,2014). Additionally, quality assurance tools such as ECERS and SSTEWS  scales  proven to be beneficial for enhances the quality of the provision thus improving the level of service that Early years setting provide to their stake holders.
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