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Quality in early years and the methods of recording.
Quality in early years settings has been debated over throughout its existence with a varying diverse perspective of all stakeholders involved in its deliverance, creation, and use. Quality is the key priority for such stakeholders, these stakeholders range from parents, practitioners, the children, local authority, managers and the children’s commissioner for Wales (Cottle, & Alexander, 2012; Campbell-Barr. and Leeson, 2016). Such a wide range of stakeholders impact how quality is considered, understanding there is no single definition of quality within early years as it looks different for each of the stakeholders. The focus has been centred around meeting the needs of the child ensuring they are healthy, safe and given opportunities to play, explore and interact with their surroundings, peers and practitioners. 

Quality for parents and carers as stakeholders may differ from standards set out by those overseeing quality from a professional point of view. Whilst parents and care holders will actively seek setting that have high quality ratings and inspections their definition of quality has been identified health and safety, and emotional and social support being the priority for them as care giver stakeholders (Valerie Sollars, 2020). 

Despite quality differing for all stake holders it is consistently discussed that the standards of quality in early years should be that of high quality. High quality provision underpins early years education with flying start provisions striving to deliver the highest quality of care and aim to set the standards for quality childcare in Wales. To deliver high quality of care, environments and experiences should be of high standard and led by skilled high-quality practitioners (Welsh Government, 2014; OECD 2012).

Quality childcare aids child development allowing children to gain social skills, learning to play and concentrate in readiness for learning. High quality care as suggested through research can contribute to development in the later years giving a strong foundation to enhance language skills, independence, intellectual attainment and stronger social skills (Department for Education, 2015; Gov.Uk, 2003).

Understanding the importance of quality, focus turns to how this is measured, all childcare settings within Wales are regulated and inspected by the Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW). CIW registers, inspects and implements actions to improve quality of services for the people of Wales that access social care and childcare. CIW require childcare providers to complete a Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) providing information required in line with relevant legislation. Part of this requirement is to collate information through a quality of care report. Inspections take place six months after a service becomes operational and then approximately every two years (PACEY, 2017). The quality of care report in early years childcare outlines the progress of the children in setting, accounting for their age, needs and currently development. This report discusses how the setting contributes to the child’s well-being, enables their voice and develops their skills to aid becoming independent and confident individuals. This should be done, but not is limited to every 6 months allowing data collected to help CIW inspectors prioritise areas that require further enquiry and allow for quality self-evaluation enabling the setting to consider ways forwards to maintain and improve their services (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2019).

Assessing quality within early years childcare settings can be done in a variety of ways. One is through the use of a scale, the Sustained and Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW). This is an observational tool to assess practice within early years education and care focusing on self-regulation, well-being and the way children think and how that is supported through interactions with others (Siraj, et al. 2015). This sustained shared thinking approach involves two or more individuals working together to think about concepts, solve problems and analyse situations. This approach should be child initiated, with opportunities to listen to their ideas surrounding concepts. The more knowledgeable other adult or peer can facilitate the expansion of narrative allowing for thinking to develop and extend. The use of open-ended questions gives freedom and space to respond with as much detail, helping qualify and clarify concepts broadening the child’s thinking process, developing their language skills and build confidence in expressing themselves (Siraj, et al. 2019; Gov. UK, no date).

The SSTEW scale consists of 5 scales that are broken down into 7 scores where average scores are calculated and entered on a ‘scale profile’ to enable practitioners to see what areas are working well for the setting and what areas need further work. The five scales focus on pedagogy within the early years setting working on, building trust confidence and independence, the social and emotional well-being of the child, the support of extending language and communication, scaffolding learning and critical thinking and assessing language and learning (Tower Hamlets, no date; Nursery World, 2015). 

Sustained shared thinking focuses on the adult and child interactions and the SSTEW scale reflects the impact this has on the development of the child. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study in the UK identified that high outcomes of cognitive development has been associated with the sustain shared thinking approach. The findings through the EPPE study have been identified an effective pedagogical approach to be incorporated into early years education to raise outcomes (Children’s Services Central, no date: Sure Start, 2004). This way of thinking falls in line with the work of theorist Vygotsky as discussed by Smidt (2009), where the educator within the Zone of Proximal Development of the child, supports the child’s learning but using their knowledge to extend the child’s knowledge further than could be achieved independently. This is known as the more knowledgeable and can take form of the practitioner of a peer that has a better understanding of the concept being explored.

The barriers to the SSTEW scale being used is that it relies on the high-quality interaction from the adult to the child and should there be members of the team not using quality sustained shared thinking or requiring additional training to understand the importance of its use. This then impacts the quality of the results of the SSTEW scale as children whose key adult uses strong sustained shared thinking approach may score differently to those children without. The way in which sustained shared thinking is used also impacts the quality of its use, should the practitioner be using open ended questions and provoking thought are they also giving time, pausing to allow the child to respond, explore and identify. Often the adult can over facilitate the learning and turn an experience from a highly inquisitive situation to one that becomes quickly adulterated. This is where is it important to understand the pedagogy behind sustained shared thinking and identify that questions, prompts and shared ideas are not always needed but instead the use of facilitating in a less intrusive manner by providing a resource, or setting up structures for further exploration would allow for authentic learning following the child’s interests. (Department for Education, 2018; Department for Education and Skills, 2002). 

In comparison there are other scales within early years that assess quality however looking at the quality of physical provision through space, resources, the utilisation of curricular and activities. One of which is the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), environmental rating scales are designed to provide stable, meaningful and reliable methods of measuring quality in environments where childcare is being provided. This scale scores classroom quality through thirty-five items that are organised into six subscales and scores the setting on its space and furnishings, personal care routines, adult interaction, program structure, learning activities and language and literacy development. Early years settings undergo inspection and observation over a period of four hours in flying start settings this is done by the advisory team. During the observation period the ECERS scale is used to score the setting. This scale covers a wide variety of aspects important to early years however there is the concern that the evaluation may not be a true reflection of the setting as you only get a snapshot within the time frame. Will the observation show fair representation of the settings provisions? (Welsh Government, 2014). Another disadvantage of such scale is each subscale has criteria that needs to be met to allow the raise in the score, so despite the setting meeting all the top three criteria’s to reflect high quality, there may be an aspects missing further down the scale stopping the score progression and not giving a true reflection of the setting as a whole. Despite these concerns research has shown the use of environmental rating scales such as ECERS have been seen to produce valid and reliable ratings and in line with positive child development outcomes (Clifford, and Reszka,2010).

Both quality assessing scales have their advantages and barriers. They gather information in respects to quality and highlight rooms for improvement. However, SSTEW alone would not give a picture of complete quality as it focuses on interaction details, where as ECERS also covers environmental provisions. Using both alongside each other can give a strong, more balanced outlook surrounding the quality of the setting and the impact that has on the outcomes of the child (Department for Education, 2018). Both scales are only effective if the practitioners delivering the care are trained to a high quality and have a strong understanding of the pedagogy that under pins each scale and why the criteria are important. Understanding the theory behind the first five years of child development and its crucial impact on future develop with strengthen the quality of care delivered. With this in mind and knowing high quality workforce influence life chances consideration to the workforce is needed. A barrier to obtaining high skilled workforce is money, the professional is at his highest quality when highly educated however the pay grade is low, funding is tight and care providers working hard to make new initiatives work with now incentive or reflection in their pay. Research shows that practitioners are passionate about their jobs, however the low pay and increasing work load has led to a high turnover of staff with more than one in six practitioners leaving the profession within a year. Additionally, the lack of training and professional development or areas for progression also impact this high turnover figure (Social Mobility Commission, 2010)

Ultimately quality in early years settings is a key priority, however high quality is expected in line with the research showing outcomes for children who attend high quality provisions are greater than those who attend average provisions. The two scales discussed are a selection of scales available to assess and rate quality within early years childcare, however additional methods can be used to measure quality and a collection of quality-based ratings may give a wider more diverse picture of the standards within the setting. Research, inspections and scales can inform stakeholders as to whether the setting delivers a high-quality service and how the children within the setting are achieving their expected goal, but also highlight areas for change or improvement. 
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