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Introduction
Quality in early years setting are more important than ever in today's educational outlook. It can be defined in numerous ways, and the meaning may differ depending on individual's perspectives. However, to establish quality within a setting, a team must first develop a shared understanding of what quality means to them and work collaboratively towards maintaining and improving effectiveness. Quality in all aspects relates to fulfilling a standard effectively and meet the needs of its purpose. In an early year setting, quality is related to meaningful learning experiences and high standard care that ensures child's wellbeing and development. Quality in early childhood education and care is conceptualised in three domains. Which are structural, process and system as outlined by Eadie et al., (2022). The structural quality entails elements like staff qualifications, ratios, and the physical environment. The process quality focuses on relationships, interactions, and the learning experiences. The system quality involves policies, procedures and broader frameworks that support early years education.
[bookmark: _Int_dlH2qDu7]Although the idea of quality is complex and contested as suggested by Reed and Walker (2014). They advocate for a balanced view which recognizes both structural and process elements as important components of high quality ECEC. Some core elements of quality can be agreed. Literature connected to Early childhood education and care usually refer to quality in setting as both process quality (relationships) and structural quality (systems) (OECD,2018). This links in with evidence from early year theorists who have suggested in their work, that quality can be associated with highly trained staff, regular professional development and clear communication between setting, parents, and communities. Children exposed to well-structured environments with skilled educators can help with better problem solving and emotional regulation (Bronfenbrenner,1979). Epstein highlights the importance of clear communication and engagement with parents, which leads to better learning experience for children and contributes to confidence in the child and academic success (Epstein, 2019). High quality early year settings shape long term educational and social trajectories and children who attend such settings are likely to succeed in school and beyond. (Heckman, 2015)
Furthermore, the 2022 journal article by Eadie et al. (2022) emphasises that high quality ECEC is crucial for children's cognitive, language and social development, especially for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. It notes that quality is a joint concept, categorised into structural, process and system quality. Each domain is important in shaping experiences and outcomes. The research highlights that reviews reveal that most research is focused on process quality, looking at pedagogy and curriculum alongside structural quality. Which highlights importance of professional development and trained staff. However, research on system quality is limited, and further research into this domain is suggested to gain an insight to the impact of this domain in establishing a quality setting.
In the article, A scoping review of quality in early childhood publicly funded programs by (Mclean et al., 2022). This article highlights the importance of system quality in achieving developmental goals for children and accessing high quality in early learning and childcare (ELCC). The review suggests that government funding is essential in maintaining high quality ELCC systems. These policies between people, practice and place can create an effective framework. It notes that countries that have effective ELCC systems often have government led policy strategies. Regulation and standards provide a minimum quality threshold, looking at consistency and safety. Regulatory authorities are recommended for better management. Regular assessment and evaluation are needed to help identify areas of improvement and support in long term planning. In their own way, all three domains of quality, structural, process and system are essential in enhancing an effective early year’s setting. Each quality structure contributes to children having access to high quality environments, which is important for cognitive, social, and emotional development. By addressing all aspects of quality, we allow an enriching environment in which every child is given the opportunity to do well irrespective of their background, race, or individual needs.

Quality assurance underpins looking at processes, shared knowledge, reflective listening, sharing best practices, and measurement. William (2016) describes quality assurance as the collection of policies, procedures, and practices, whether internal or external to an organisation designed to achieve, maintain, and enhance quality. On the other hand, quality enhancement is a process of continuous improvement involving individuals, organisations, and changes. To measure quality and its effectiveness, there can be use of various tools such as rating scales, inspections, reports, research feedback and reflection. These mechanisms used together can ensure that quality is not only maintained but consistently improved.

The two-quality assurance methods that I will assess and explore are SSTEW (Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being) and ECERS (Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale). Both Frameworks are widely recognised for effectively assessing and enhancing the quality of Early childhood Education and Care (ECEC). The SSTEW Scale was first developed in 2015 as a tool to assess and improve process quality in early years education. It was designed by Iram Siraj, Denise Kingston, and Edward Melhuish, leading researchers in child development and education (Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish, 2015). It was influenced by studies on early childhood pedagogy and developed to research efforts in enhancing early years education, complementing existing scales such as ECERS (Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish,2015). ECERS, was developed in the 1980s by Thelma Harms, Richard Clifford, and Debby Cryer. It was designed to evaluate structural quality in early years settings (Harms, Clifford & Cryer,1980). The purpose of this is to assess the physical environment, interactions and ensuring that the setting provides safe, stimulating and developmentally appropriate experiences. This scale is widely used in inspections and quality assessments (Harms et al.,1980) 

[bookmark: _Int_brSHHhbj]SSTEW focuses on process quality, assessing teaching and child interactions, emotional wellbeing, and cognitive development. Whereas ECERS evaluates structural quality including physical environment, resources, and overall program effectiveness. The aim of both frameworks is to enhance early years education beyond basic statutory requirements. However, they vary in focus and implementation. SSTEW is used to improve pedagogical practices, emphasising on meaningful conversations between educators and children and cognitive development. (Vygotsky,1978) emphasized social interactions in learning, which aligns with SSTEWS focus on sustained shared thinking. The educator and child interactions also touch on Vygotsky's scaffolding and guided learning and how they may be effectively implemented. ECERS provide a broader assessment of the environment, ensuring settings meet high standards for learning and care. This aligns with Bronfenbrenner's theory which highlighted the influence of multiple environmental systems on child development and ECERS evaluation of structural quality also reflects on Bronfenbrenner's emphasis on external influences (Bronfenbrenner,1979). 

The SSTEW framework enhances children's critical thinking, regulation, and problem-solving skills by emphasising on meaningful interactions and emotional well-being, which aligns with Piaget's principles of exploration and discovery (Piaget 1952). In contrast, ECERS, inspired by Montessori’s approach, ensures a safe and stimulating setting, which is developmentally appropriate and supports child development. Quality assurance frameworks assess whether settings provide child centered learning spaces, ensuring key Montessori principles of autonomy and engagement. The SSTEW framework focuses principally on interactions, potentially overlooking structural aspects like resources and space. In contrast ECERS is more environment focused, it has at times been criticised for not sufficiently addressing the scope of educator and child interactions. Although it provides a comprehensive evaluation of the environmental quality, it lacks depth in assessing the relational aspects of process quality. For example, Neitzel et al. (2019) highlight that ECERS tends to give importance to physical and structural elements, such as space and materials, over interactions that are central to child led and educator led learning. It is argued by La Paro et al. (2012) that the reliance of ECERS as a measure of quality often overlooks the importance of relational and pedagogical practices, which are essential for meaningful learning experiences. Therefore, it becomes essential for framework like SSTEW to address the gap and provide a holistic assessment of quality in an early year setting.

Overall, both SSTEW and ECERS contribute to quality assurance and are tools widely used and recognised for assessing quality in ECEC. They share some similarities but have different purposes. SSTEW is designed for settings that prioritise emotional wellbeing and development and looks at interactions. It includes areas like building trust, supporting critical thinking, extending language and communication. Observations are carried out to assess the quality of interactions and the roles of the adults in supporting learning and development. Whereas ECERS is suitable for a wide range of settings, but the focus is on overall environment and structural elements. ECERS assesses areas such as space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and reasoning, activities, and program structure. It uses a combination of observations and structured questions to assess the overall environment and the impact on children's development. SSTEW is often used to support professional development and reflective practice, Whereas ECERS is more so used for regulatory purposes, inspections, and benchmarking.

The process of inspection and feedback of both frameworks are similar. Assessment feedback is provided in written form, it offers detailed observations, strengths, and areas of improvement. Written feedback is useful for reflective practice and meeting regulatory or developmental goals (Siraj et al., 2015; Harms et al., 2005). Inspections may last for several hours all dependent on the size of the setting and the scope of assessment. The ECERS inspections can last for several hours, as the assessors observe routines, interactions, and the environment across various parts of the day (La Paro et al., 2012). SSTEW inspections can take similar amount of time and involve intense observations of interactions and emotional wellbeing practices (Melhuish et al., 2015). Research has shown that both frameworks contribute to positive long-term outcomes for children. ECERS has been effective in promoting school readiness and later academic achievement, especially when implemented in high quality settings (Sylva et al., 2008). SSTEW on the other hand has shown to enhance social-emotional development and critical thinking, which are important for lifelong learning and success (Siraj et al., 2015). SSTEW and ECERS have influenced policy decisions in early childhood education. ECERS is widely used for regulatory purposes and shaping standards (Harms et al., 2005). Whereas SSTEW has been used in professional development programs, encouraging reflective practice, and improving process quality in settings (Melhuish et al., 2017).

Although both frameworks have been effective in meeting their requirements as an assessment tool, even though ECERS has been critiqued for prioritising more so the environment and safety aspect, overlooking the importance of the relational aspect in an early year setting. There has been critique on both frameworks regarding there adaptability across diverse cultural contexts. SSTEW although has been praised for its focus on process quality and universal applicability in fostering critical thinking and emotional regulation (Siraj et al., 2015). On the other hand, its emphasis on sustained thinking aligns more closely to western pedagogical approaches, limiting its relevance in cultures with different educational priorities (Melhuish et al., 2017). Equally, ECERS, which has been widely used globally to evaluate structural quality, but its criteria for assessing quality may not fully account for cultural variations in early childhood education setting (Harms et al., 2005).

To conclude, quality in early childhood setting is important for positive developmental outcomes, including cognitive, social, and emotional growth. High quality settings are distinguished by both structural and process elements. Such as a safe and stimulating environment as well as meaningful interactions and emotional wellbeing (OECD,2018). SSTEW and ECERS provide these elements in their focus of evaluation when assessing in a setting. Together, these frameworks enhance quality in early years setting, addressing both relational and environmental aspects to support child development. A combined approach using both methods within a setting, can provide a more comprehensive assessment of quality and strategy for improving early years education.
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