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Quality Reflection Paper
Quality as a concept is difficult to define and measure as it highly depends on the people assessing the quality and the individual circumstances of a childcare setting at the time (Moss, 2016, Education Policy Institute, 2018 and Palaiologou, 2023). Quality means different things to different people as everybody has their own idea and opinion of what quality looks like based on their own experiences (Bland, 2024). Moss (2016) states that providing a quality service is a choice and not a necessity, which needs to be understood to enable improvement as considering the quality of a childcare setting is a valuable way of evaluating and reviewing practice. Martin, Elg and Gremyr (2020) discusses the need for quality to be considered and aimed at the needs of the customer which means that quality may change depending on the specific needs of customers at a particular time (Palaiologou, 2023). Department for Education (2018) states that there is always scope to improve quality and Cottle and Alexander (2011) express that by aiming for quality, settings are always striving to improve and provide better for the children in their care.
Research has shown that accessing high-quality childcare provision will make a difference to children’s learning and development (Ofsted, 2013 and Iles, 2019) and make improvements to children’s quality of life in the long term (Antulic Majcen and Drvodelic, 2022). The curriculum for funded, non-maintained nursery settings states that high-quality Early Years provision is essential for children’s learning and development. The curriculum describes the need to provide enabling adults, engaging experiences, effective environments, and a child-centred pedagogy to ensure that children are accessing high-quality provision (Welsh Government, 2022). Children’s earliest experiences are vital in supporting their development and can impact on life-long learning, each child’s experience will differ depending on the environments that they have accessed (Eadie, et al. 2022). Antulic Majcen and Drvodelic (2022) also discuss the impact that quality provision can have on disadvantaged children as a quality environment can adjust to meet the needs of individual children and reduce the risk of social exclusion.
Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2004) reflect on findings from two research projects to determine how a setting is assessed and described as a high-quality setting. The projects considered the practice and pedagogies of childcare settings by completing observations over a specific period of time to determine how they are quality settings. The EPPE project looked at Effective Provision of Pre-school Education and found that accessing a high-quality childcare setting influences children’s intellectual and social development and impacts on children’s future learning (Sylva, et al. 2004). This project discovered that staff qualifications play a vital role in high quality settings as knowledge of child development underpins practice and provision, therefore, more training is required for staff without high level qualifications in Early Years (Sylva, et al. 2004). Ofsted (2013) and Department for Education (2018) agree as they believe that staff qualifications have an impact on providing high quality provision. The REPEY project found similar findings as the project focused on Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years and identified the most effective pedagogical strategies in high-quality settings (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2002). This project found that high quality settings provide a positive balance of child-led and adult-led activities, and a high level of interactions were observed that involved sustained shared thinking between adults and children (Siraj-Blatchford, et al. 2002). Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva (2004) describe the quality of interactions between adults and children as crucial for quality provision as staff are scaffolding and supporting children’s learning and development.
Measuring the quality of a childcare setting is difficult, therefore, Education Policy Institute (2018) describes splitting it into two sections. Structural quality considers aspects including staff qualifications, staff ratios and the leadership of a setting, whereas process quality looks at interactions between staff, children and parents, the daily routine, and children’s day-to-day experiences. Eadie et al. (2022) points out that a variety of tools used to measure and assess quality are needed to consider structural and process quality. Mathers et al. (2007) states that using tools to assess and measure quality allows settings to monitor, evaluate and improve their practice which will result in improving quality.
One tool used to measure and assess quality in childcare settings is ITERS-R which is the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale-Revised and used to measure quality of settings providing childcare to children from birth to thirty months of age, which is described as the most vulnerable age group (ERS, no date and ECERS, no date). Mathers, Singler and Karemaker (2012) discuss the importance of environment rating scales for measuring quality as they are completed considering the whole learning environment accessible to children during the observation period. ITERS-R includes thirty-nine items which are organised into seven subsections titled:
· Space and furnishings
· Personal care routines
· Listening and talking
· Activities
· Interaction
· Program structure 
· Parents and staff.
These sections include a wide range of statements used to evaluate the quality of an Early Years setting and provide a scoring system whereby examiners choose from three possible outcomes to each statement, yes, no, or not applicable. When completed the ITERS-R scale will provide an overall score for the setting which will describe them as inadequate, adequate, minimal, good or excellent (ECERS, no date). ERS (no date) explains that the ITERS-R scale is easy to use and requires very little training and supervision. However, Evans (2012) states that the ITERS-R must be used accurately and not in a biased way to be most successful in determining quality. Rentzou (2017) emphasises the difficulty of gaining multiple perspectives regarding the quality of a setting using an environment rating scale such as ITERS-R as the observation is completed over one day by one person, therefore, only displaying one person’s views which could impact the reliability of the results. Cottle and Alexander (2011) express their concerns of reliability and validity of using assessment tools to determine the quality of a setting as official assessments often come down to personal opinion on quality as everyone has differing thoughts and standards. As ITERS-R is mainly considering the physical environment, a setting could score highly on this scale, even though their children’s levels of emotional wellbeing and involvement are low, therefore, are they still to be defined as a high-quality setting (Mathers, Singler and Karemaker, 2012).
Using the ITERS-R scoring system can highlight good practice and pinpoint areas in need of development as the tool is used to reflect on practice and implement changes to improve quality (Evans, 2012). ITERS-R assesses the overall quality of a setting as it includes structural and process features, however, Bisceglia et al. (2009) points out that much of the ITERS-R content relates to the physical environment and that more focus is needed on interactions between adults and children to gain a fuller picture of the quality of the setting. Mathers et al. (2007) agrees that ITERS-R should be used alongside other tools as they believe that an environment rating scale is unable to capture the quality of a setting alone as it is a ‘tick box’ exercise that relies on the observer seeing all aspects of the setting during the observation period. A setting may receive a lower score than it deserves if the observer does not see everything throughout the time of their observation, for example, they could miss something that has occurred outside whilst they are observing inside. For this reason, Rentzou (2017) expresses that it would be beneficial to gain multiple perspectives when assessing quality. La Paro, Williamson and Hatfield (2014) points out that ITERS-R does not take into account the children’s social and emotional development so they believe that another tool considering children’s well-being should be completed alongside ITERS-R to measure the quality of a setting further.
Another tool used to assess and measure quality in Early Years settings is the Leuven scale which is an observational tool that considers children’s well-being and levels of involvement to determine the quality of their learning environment (Woods, 2016 and MacRae and Jones, 2020). The Leuven Scale was devised by Ferre Laevers and his team at Leuven University to measure children’s emotional wellbeing and involvement levels by completing meaningful observations and placing children at the centre of their learning (Structural Learning, 2021). Children’s wellbeing and development are at the heart of early childhood play, learning and care in Wales as the Quality Framework emphasises the need for children to have a high level of wellbeing to impact their learning and development (Welsh Government, 2023). Laevers (no date) emphasises the need for adults to focus on children’s wellbeing whilst providing a safe and stimulating environment for them to explore and be involved in their own learning. The curriculum for funded, non-maintained nursery settings in Wales states that children’s wellbeing is influenced by their environment, experiences, and adults around them so by ensuring that these are all of a high quality within Early Years settings, children can increase their levels of wellbeing and therefore their level of involvement and development (Welsh Government, 2022).
Woods (2016) highlights that the quality of a setting can be measured using the Leuven scale as high levels of wellbeing and involvement can impact a child’s learning and development, now and for future learning. The Leuven scale consists of a five-point scale used by practitioners to record children’s levels of wellbeing and involvement from one, which is a low score to five, being the highest score. Practitioners using this scale will observe children for short periods of time and consider where they score on the Leuven scale (Laevers and Declerq, 2018 and Storli and Sandseter, 2019). MacRae and Jones (2020) points out that higher levels of child involvement recorded on the Leuven scale, indicates the high-level quality of provision that they are accessing. Practitioners can use the Leuven scale to understand children’s wellbeing and involvement levels and can also review and evaluate the practice that they provide. Whilst completing the wellbeing and involvement screening, practitioners will recognise areas of their setting where children record low levels of involvement which will impact adaptations to these areas to increase involvement levels (Woods, 2016).
Using the Leuven scale to determine the quality of a setting does require practitioners to have a good level of observation skills as the scale relies on adult observation, requiring the adult to understand the child to record their scores correctly (MacRae and Jones, 2020). Storli and Sandseter (2019) stress that a child’s play is strongly related to their wellbeing and involvement, therefore, practitioners could score children incorrectly on the Leuven scale if they do not get into the experience of a child and understand their play (MacRae and Jones, 2020). As the Leuven scale observation is completed over a short period of time Guimaraes et al. (2016) express their concerns regarding the reliability and validity of the scores as they highly depend on how each child ‘performed’ during the time of observation, which may not always be a true reflection of the child’s abilities.
The Leuven scale differs from the ITERS-R in the respect that it looks specifically at individual children’s wellbeing and involvement levels rather than their physical environment. Children may score high on the wellbeing and involvement screening whilst having access to very limited resources and experiences at their setting, which questions the measurement of quality of a setting based on an individual assessment tool (Cottle and Alexander, 2011). However, the tools are linked and compliment each other as Laevers and Declerq (2018) discuss the fact that children’s experiences and opportunities in their environment will impact their levels of involvement. Completing both tools alongside each other can provide a full picture of children’s experiences in a setting and determine the quality of the provision that they are accessing (Woods, 2016 and La Paro, Williamson and Hatfield, 2014). 
To conclude, quality is a multidimensional concept (Rentzou, 2017) which is difficult to define and measure as it means something different to everyone (Moss, 2016). However, all practitioners, leaders and managers should work together and aim to improve practice and provision for the sake of the children (Cottle and Alexander, 2011). Research describes multiple tools and methods that can be used to assess the quality of an Early Years setting, it is considered that using a collection of these tools together can give an overall view of the provision and quality provided (Mathers, et al. 2007, Eadie, et al. 2022 and Martin, Elg and Glemyr, 2020).
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