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[bookmark: _Hlk96173118]Critical Analysis.
Moss (2016) states the term quality is full of assumptions and values. He explains how quality is a value that people want to have and be able to offer to those around them or using their services. He goes on to explain that a problem with the term quality may be that it has many meanings, every individual may have their own idea of what quality looks like, as it is not a certain thing that is there waiting to be discovered, making it difficult to label something as being high quality.
When thinking about the term quality in early years settings, there are different factors that can be taken into consideration. Foundation years (no date) explains during the foundation years, having a high-quality provision will create a lasting impact on a child’s chances in life as well as their future learning. They go on to explain, by a setting having a confident workforce that work well together, who engage positively with their families, understand the importance of pedagogies and child development, help children to realise their potential and best outcomes through high expectations and delivering high quality practice are all factors that contribute to a high-quality setting. 
Cottle and Alexander (2012) discuss the struggles between childcare and education and their differences in what is meant by quality, they discuss the conflict between non-statutory guidance, stating practice should be based upon the child’s interests and their play and choices. However, in education, quality is evidenced through targets and standards that have to be met as well as national goals. Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck (2012) explain how it may be easy to describe a setting, standards or education as being high quality, however, they state the term is used as though all people understand what quality in practice means. Furthermore, by describing something as being high quality the strengths and weaknesses are not made clear and parents and families may have individual opinions on what makes a setting high quality (Elfer, Goldschmied and Selleck, 2012).
High quality learning gives children the opportunities and experiences to broaden their knowledge as well as supporting a good foundation for positive progress throughout their school life as well as their future life (Reardon, Wilson and Reed, No date). They go on to say, to have the opportunities for these better life outcomes children require not only a strong start in learning and development but also a strong sense of well-being. This is supported by the Effective Provision of Pre-School (EPPE) project (2004) and the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project, which through the use of qualitative and quantitative methods explore the relationship between the quality of children’s social and behavioural development as well as intellectual attainment on entry to school. In addition to this they discuss how a high-quality provision can support positive future life opportunities. They go on to say how a high-quality setting can significantly benefit children who have come from a disadvantaged background, it can reduce the risk of anti-social behaviour as well as the effects of social disadvantage. Therefore, providing a high-quality setting for children who have come from a disadvantage background can effectively break social disadvantage and support the achievement of targets for social exclusion. 
Both the EPPE (2004) and REPEY (2002) projects discuss how the interactions between adults and children are of high importance when providing a high-quality provision, in high quality settings where there is significantly more use of sustained shared thinking between practitioners and children, children are able to extend their thinking and learning. This high-quality provision is also evident through an equal balance of child led and adult initiated activities, where children initiate activities and ideas as often as the adults in the settings do, thoughts are then created to increase intellectual challenge that is then supported by adult modelling furthering the child’s development (Siraj-Blatchford, 2002).

Early Years settings in Wales follow the National Minimum Standards (2016), which are designed for settings to meet relevant regulations for the service they provide. Although these standards are mandatory and must be followed in order for settings or providers to operate, many settings provide additional methods of quality assurance that are above these standards to support them in being a high-quality setting. Welsh Government (2014b) states there is evidence that suggests inspections alone are not enough to increase the quality of early childhood education and care services, measures such as continuous professional development and quality assurance schemes need to be put in place. 
One method of quality assurance settings may use is the Infant/ Toddler Environment Rating Scale, which is more commonly known as ITERS. The Scale was created by Harms, Cryer and Clifford (2006), they explain the scale defines the term environment broadly, assessing both the indoor and outdoor arrangements of the environment as well as the materials and activities that are offered to the children in the environment. They also explain how ITERS offers support to the staff working in the setting as well as the parents who bring their children to the setting.
[bookmark: _Hlk96171581]ITERS is a classroom assessment tool which was designed to measure the quality of group programmes for infants and toddlers between the ages of birth and three years (Keystones to Opportunity, no date). They go on to explain the data for the scale is collected from staff interviews as well as classroom observations and can be used as a self-assessment tool by staff in early years settings to determine which areas of the setting are of high quality and which areas may need additional support or attention. Furthermore, ITERS can be use by directors or supervisors as an assessment tool to create an action plan for settings or to examine the standard of quality in a group programme or setting. The National Assembly for Wales (2019) states ITERS focusses on different standards of quality, such as, regulations and standards as well as the performance and quality of staff within the setting. Moreover, it effectively captures the process elements of quality for example, the quality and intensity of the interactions that take place between the adults and children in the setting. However, differently to Harms, Cryer and Clifford (2006), the National Assembly for Wales (2019) criticises ITERS for not including parents or local communities. Similarly, Bisceglia et al. (2009) cited in Kaarby and Tandberg (2018) discuss how the scale fails to take into account and assess in depth interactions between children and adults that are considered to be a key factor in high quality settings.
Kaarby and Tandberg (2018) discuss how the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale covers different aspects of quality, examples of this are physical arrangements, activities and materials made available to the children, routines and schedules of the setting and supervision. However, they go on to discuss how ITERS has received criticisms as it was developed in America, therefore leading individuals to question if the scale is relevant in non-American cultures. Although Harms et al. (2006) cited in Kaarby and Tandberg (2018) explains ITERS does take into account best practice from professional views. 
Early Years Matters (2022) describes the importance of a high-quality environment, they explain the environment is not just physical, it can offer an invisible measure of feelings for families and children in the setting giving them a positive or even a negative feeling can affect how parents and children will feel in the setting. By having an enabling environment children and babies are encouraged to play and learn as they feel comfortable and relaxed in the environment they are in.
Montessori discusses the importance of freedom and individual choice for children in their learning environment. When this is available to them, children become fully absorbed in their learning giving them the opportunity to be creative learners. By having an environment for children that they are in control of supports children in developing a sense of control and respect for their environment, supporting children to become confident, independent decision makers who have a responsibility for their own learning (Aubrey and Riley, 2019). Bronfenbrenner states in his ecological systems theory, an individual’s development is dependent on their environment and the people within it, the child is at the centre of his theory with the first system surrounding the children being their home environment and immediate family as well as their learning environment such as a school or early years setting for example (Hayes, O’Toole and Halfpenny, 2017). Welsh Government (2014a) explains in the Flying Start Annex the importance of the environment for children’s development, both indoors and outdoors, explaining it should be stimulating and challenging in a safe and secure way for children to have first-hand, play-based experiences giving children the opportunity to promote their independence.

A second method of quality assurance used in early years settings to give evidence of a high-quality provision is the Leuven Scale. The Leuven Scale was created by Dr Ferre Laevers, with history of the scale being used dating back to the 1980’s, however, it is more recently used in the United Kingdom as a tool for practitioners to evaluate the quality of their setting by gathering research on individual children’s level of well-being and involvement in a five-point scale (MacRae and Jones, 2020).
Cheqdin (2019) discusses how it is easy to dismiss behaviours shown by children as being temporary or phases they will grow out of, although when using tools such as the Leuven Scale these behaviours can quickly be seen as becoming underlying or having a pattern and can therefore be promptly addressed, ensuring children have a high level of well-being and involvement will ensure a deeper level of learning.
Similarly, Main (No date) discusses the higher the levels of well-being and involvement that are achieved the more a child’s development is increased. However, he does state although this method of observing children’s involvement and well-being is easy and could be compared to scanning, children may not be able to keep at a high level of well-being and involvement for the whole day and the scores may fluctuate at different times in the day, the reasons varying for each individual child. This is supported by Pellgrini, Hoch and Symons (2013) who state a child’s environment can have an impact on the outcome of observations that are carried out on them as well as the type of observation that is being carried out, for example, carrying out the Leuven Scale soon after a child is dropped off at the setting in the morning by their parent may show a completely different outcome to carrying it out in the afternoon when the child is settled into their routine of the day and comfortable in their environment. They go on to state the outcome of the scale could then look different again if it was carried out in the child’s home environment.
Bandura’s theory explains how children learn through observation and do not need to receive a personal reward to follow the behaviours they have seen others being rewarded for to imitate that behaviour; therefore, children may behave differently in different social situations depending on the behaviours they have previously witnessed in that environment (Aubrey and Riley, 2019).
Children’s involvement may look differently when their schematic interests are taken into account when planning, a study carried out by Thomas and Jones (2020) showed evidence of children being highly involved in their play and learning when schematic play was available, therefore possibly changing the outcomes found when carrying out the Leuven Scale if planning is not based on the children’s interests. 
Allingham (2021) explains the importance of considering the way in which we carry out the Leuven Scale. Differently to how Pellgrini, Hoch and Symons (2013) discuss the times the scale is carried out Allingham (2021) explains although there are boxes to tick when carrying out the Leuven Scale it can not be done as a quick tick of the box activity during the day, the way in which practitioners approach these observations may have an impact on the outcome, for example, she explains, observing a child against the Leuven Scale who is highly involved in what they are doing, as it is of interest to them and therefore supporting positive well-being, will have a great impact on the outcome rather than taking a child away from something they are involved in because the routine of the day says it is time to do something else, this may upset that child causing lower levels of well-being therefore they are less likely to be involved with the activity that is now taking place, changing the outcome of the scale. Learning Journals (2022) supports this by explaining the Leuven Scale as a tool works well in ensuring the child is as the centre of their individual learning journey, ensuring practitioners adapt and are reactive to each individual child’s needs. However, they do criticise how the tool may not work well for children who have additional learning needs, as well as discussing a criticism to cultural differences following Bowlby’s theory of attachment that children may show different behaviours while in different cultural spaces.

There are similarities and differences that can be discussed between both methods of quality assurance in ensuring settings are providing a high-quality provision. Although ITERS focusses more on the quality and experiences offered in the setting (Harms, Cryer and Clifford. 2006), The Leuven scale ensures the children are experiencing high levels of well-being and involvement from the experiences they are getting in that environment (Learning Journals, 2022). They present similarities in that both measures of quality assurance put the child at the centre which is in line with Donaldson (2015) new curriculum for Wales which focusses on a child centred pedagogy. Both methods also discuss the importance of staff input, who know the children as well as keeping parents informed in the daily routines of the setting and their child’s development. As well as allowing the child to be in control of their learning and development with the environment being offered to children in a way that allows them free choice to explore and learn without being stuck to routines that may disrupt their involvement in an activity, therefore impacting on their well-being. However, there are also differences between each method that has been discussed, the focus of ITERS is mainly on the environment giving an insight into areas that may not be of high quality or need adjusting in the setting (Harms, Cryer and Clifford, 2006), however the focus of the Leuven Scale is on the child’s involvement and well-being but not specifically in a certain area of the room, therefore each quality assurance method may show a different outcome for the same area. For example, when carrying out ITERS an area may seem very simple with not a lot of interaction taking place or many materials in the area. However, for a child who struggles with being over stimulated and needs a quiet simple space to be fully engrossed in what they are doing, this may be the perfect space for them, although ITERS may show this area needs development, if the child is engrossed, content, has continuous activity in what they are doing, seems relaxed and humming or singing to themselves they are likely to have high levels on the Leuven Scale (Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019).
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