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Reflective paper
In early childhood education and care, the term 'quality' is both debateable and contested. While statutory frameworks such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2024) provide a regulatory base, increased research and professional practice suggests that meeting minimum requirements is insufficient to ensure the richest possible outcomes for young children. This paper critically reflects on the concept of quality in early years settings and evaluates the benefits of adopting additional quality assurance methods that extend beyond statutory obligations. The two quality assurance approaches examined in detail are the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (Siraj et al, 2015). These two tools represent complementary approaches that together offer a holistic lens through which practitioners and leaders can improve their provision.
 
Moss and Dahlberg (2008) argue that quality is not solely for measurable purposes but rather a political concept, shaped by cultural, ideological, and socioeconomic contexts. According to (slot et al., 2015) structural quality focuses on the observable, more easily regulated features of provision, such as staff to child ratios, group sizes, physical space, and staff qualifications whereas process quality in contrast, refers to the experience of children within the setting. Furthermore, process quality is based on the nature of adult child interactions, the richness of the learning environment and the extent to which children experience emotional security and cognitive challenge (Slot et al., 2015).
A further layer, sometimes termed 'orientational quality', relates to the values, beliefs and beliefs that underpin practice (Katz, 1993). Settings operating at a high level of orientational quality are characterised by using a reflective approach to curriculum where there are strong ethical commitments to child rights and participation (Katz, 1993). Katz (1993) argues that truly high quality provision demands attention to all three dimensions simultaneously.
Studies, most notably the effective Pre school, Primary and Secondary Education (GOV,UK, 2012) project, have demonstrated that the quality of early childhood provision has lasting effects on children's cognitive, social, and emotional development that persist well into secondary education (Sylva et al., 2010). Children who attend high quality settings in the early years are more likely to develop strong language skills, positive dispositions towards learning, and better self regulation, all of which are strong predictors of educational attainment and wellbeing throughout the life course (Heckman, 2006).
The economic argument for quality is equally compelling. Heckman's (2006) work on the economics of human development demonstrates that investment in high quality early childhood programmes can improve later costs associated with educational underachievement, mental health difficulties, and social exclusion. From a rights based perspective, Article 29 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) asserts children's right to an education that develops their personality and potential to the fullest extent, a standard that mere regulatory compliance may not be able to fulfil.
Critically, the effective pre school, primary and secondary education (GOV.UK,. 2012) research found that it was the quality of provision, not simply access to any setting, that drove positive outcomes (Sylva et al., 2010). According to (Belsky, 2001), quantity without quality can produce neutral or even negative effects on children's development. This finding lends urgency to the case for quality assurance mechanisms that extend beyond the statutory minimum.
Statutory requirements such as the early years foundation stage (Department for Education, 2024) provide an essential safety net by setting baseline expectations for welfare, safeguarding, and curriculum. The focus on observable outcomes and documentation can create a 'performative' culture in which practitioners manage appearances rather than engage in authentic professional development (Bradbury, 2013). Moreover, inspection snapshots are episodic, offering limited capacity to support continuous improvement between visits.
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) developed by Harms et al (2015), is a structured observational rating scale designed for use in preschool and reception age settings with children aged two and a half to five years. The scale consists of 35 items grouped into six subscales with each item being scored on a seven point scale. An assessment typically requires a trained observer to spend a minimum of three hours in the setting, recording evidence against each item.
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) has been used in hundreds of studies across multiple countries and has demonstrated reliable associations with children's cognitive and social outcomes (Slot et al., 2015). Its comprehensiveness means it offers a broad diagnostic map of the environment, capturing everything from the adequacy of toilet facilities to the quality of book provision and the richness of science and nature activities (Slot et al, 2015). For practitioners, the detailed item descriptors serve an educational function, articulating what excellent practice looks like and providing clear targets for development.
However, the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) has attracted significant criticism according to (Slot et al, 2015). A fundamental concern is that the scale combines process quality with structural quality potentially masking important distinctions (Slots et al., 2015). Critics also argue that the scale reflects a particular cultural and educational principle, one that privileges cognitively focused, adult initiated interaction and may not adequately capture diverse pedagogical approaches, including those surrounding outdoor learning, child initiated play, or community and family culture (Moss, 2010). A further limitation is that the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) is a single assessment and therefore may not reflect the typical quality of provision over time, and the presence of an observer can alter practice through the Hawthorne effect (Sedgwick et al, 2015).
The SSTEW developed by Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2015), was designed specifically to assess the quality of adult child interactions and the promotion of emotional wellbeing and metacognitive development in children aged two to five. Comprising five subscales, the SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) shares the seven point rating format of the ECERS but focuses exclusively on the interactional and relational dimensions of quality that the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) addresses only partially.
The theoretical foundations of SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) are explicitly rooted in social constructivist learning theory, particularly the concept of 'sustained shared thinking' identified by Sylva et al (2010) in the EPPSE research as one of the most powerful predictors of positive outcomes. Sustained shared thinking refers to episodes in which two or more individuals work together in an intellectual way to solve a problem, clarify a concept or extend a narrative (Siraj et al, 2015). SSTEW operationalises this construct, providing practitioners with concrete examples of what such interactions look like at different levels of quality.
A key advantage of sustained shared thinking and emotional well being scale (Siraj, 2015) over Early childhood environment rating scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) is its sharper theoretical focus. By concentrating on the quality of pedagogy and adult child interaction rather than environmental resources, SSTEW is arguably more sensitive to the dimensions of quality that most strongly influence children's developmental outcomes (Siraj et al., 2015). Its emphasis on emotional wellbeing also aligns well with contemporary understandings of the inseparability of emotional security and cognitive engagement, captured for instance in Laevers (1994) Leuven Involvement Scale. 
Nevertheless, SSTEW has limitations of its own. Its narrow focus on interactions means it provides no information about the physical environment, resource provision, or the structural features of the setting (Hoare, No date). There is also a risk that, without adequate training, practitioners may conflate quantity of adult interaction with quality, pursuing more frequent adult initiated exchanges at the expense of child led exploration and peer collaboration (Hoare, No date). Furthermore, like all observation based tools, SSTEW is subject to assessor bias and the limitations of a single observation window.
When considered together, ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) and SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) offer a more complete account of quality than either instrument provides alone. ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) maps the broad terrain of the early years environment while SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) probes the relational and pedagogical depth of that environment. Together, they address both the 'what' of provision and 'how'. Both instruments share the seven point rating structure and require trained observation, creating consistency in their use. Both generate profile data across multiple dimensions, enabling settings to identify specific areas of strength and development rather than receiving a single, undifferentiated score. This is a substantial advantage over inspection based quality judgements, which must condense complex realities into a small number of grade categories.
However, the instruments diverge in their pedagogical commitments. Early childhood environment rating scale (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) takes a broad spectrum approach, encompassing a wide range of activities and routines, which makes it more accessible for practitioners less familiar with holistic interaction analysis. SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) demands a higher degree of conceptual literacy about pedagogy and child development, making it more challenging to implement but potentially more transformative for practice. A setting might usefully deploy ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) for an annual overview assessment and SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) for a focused enquiry into the quality of adult child interaction in particular sessions.
In terms of what the tools cannot tell us, both are observational instruments that provide information about the setting at a specific point in time and from the perspective of a trained adult observer. Neither instrument captures the perspectives of children themselves which is be a significant tool in quality assurance (Clark and Moss, 2011). Neither directly measures children's progress or learning outcomes. Neither provides insight into the quality of relationships with families, partnership working, or the setting's responsiveness to its community and cultural context. 
The value of quality assurance tools lies not in the data they generate but in how that data is used to support reflective practice and targeted improvement (Clark and Moss, 2011). Both ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) and SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) generate data that can serve as the basis for structured professional dialogue between practitioners and leaders. When practitioners are involved in the analysis of assessment findings through discussing the evidence behind each rating and collaboratively identifying priorities for development, the process becomes a powerful form of professional learning (Siraj Blatchford and Manni, 2007).
Effective use of these tools should be embedded within a broader culture of continuous quality improvement and collaborative professional development (Siraj Blatchford and Manni, 2007). This might include regular team reflection meetings in which ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) or SSTEW (Siraj et al, 2015) findings are discussed alongside child observations and documentation. Research by Siraj and Hallet (2014) suggests that settings that make sustained use of evidence based tools through professional collaboration show the most significant and durable improvements in quality.
It is equally important that quality assurance processes are experienced by practitioners not as surveillance or judgement but as supportive and empowering (Siraj and Hallet, 2014). As Dahlberg et al (2007) argue, quality improvement processes that position practitioners as reflective professionals capable of generating and interpreting evidence are more likely to produce genuine transformation than those that treat practitioners as implementers of external standards. 
Conclusion
It is clear that high quality early childhood education has lasting and wide ranging effects on children's development, wellbeing, and life chances. The ECERS (ers.fpg.unc.edu, 2025) and SSTEW (Siraj et al) scales were identified as two complementary, research validated quality assurance tools that together offer a comprehensive and granular account of both environmental and interactional quality. Each has distinct strengths and limitations, and each provides different but complementary information about what is happening in a setting and why. Their real value is realised when they are used within a culture of reflective, collaborative professional practice, not as instruments of compliance but as tools for genuine enquiry and improvement. Quality in early childhood is not a fixed endpoint but a continuous process of becoming, one that demands ongoing commitment, critical reflection, and investment in the professional learning of all those who work with young children.
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