Reflective Paper

Quality in early years settings is about creating a supportive and stimulating environment that meets the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive needs of young children and promotes their overall well-being and development (Welsh Government, 2017; Siraj, 2019; Bruce, 2011). Bolton (2014) and Moss (2016) agree that quality is the provision of high-quality care and education in environments that deal with young children as well as a personal decision for reflecting on and improving early years practise. For example, creating an atmosphere that encourages children's learning and curiosity, development and providing children with a secure, loving, and stimulating surroundings (Abrahamson,  2015; Hallet, 2013). To comprehend quality, an early year’s policy is required, which refers to the collection of rules, concepts, and procedures that are designed to ensure that early years programmes deliver high-quality care and education to young children. This policy is based on research on child development, learning, and best practises in early childhood education (Cambell-Barr and Leeson, 2016. Howard et al (2018) agrees that policies are often aimed to encourage beneficial outcomes for children, such as enhanced social-emotional development, language and reading abilities, and overall school preparedness. Tools for measuring quality can assist identify areas of strength and weakness and provide guidance for improvement initiatives (Sylva, 2010). Therefore, this assignment critically examines quality assurance methods, concentrating on the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW). 

The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study (Siraj and Hallet, 2015) indicated that high quality provision in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings has long-term effects on children's achievements (Waters and Macdonald, 2020) ). High-quality care and education can help a child's cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth, whereas low-quality care may have the opposite impact and obstruct development (Hayles et al., 2017; Lindon, 2012). Several academics contend that early experiences that are pleasant create the groundwork for future development, learning, and well-being of young children (Pascal, and Bertram, 2018). Cambell-Barr and Leeson (2016) agree that the development of language and cognition is positively impacted by high-quality early childhood education. Further, an extensive European study (conducted in England) called the Effective Pre-school and Primary Education (EPPE) project by Sylva et al. (2010) shown the benefits of high-quality early childhood education on children's social and intellectual growth. Therefore,  the achievement of children in later education and the prevention of learning disorders are both positively impacted by high-quality early childhood education (Reflective Practice is the Key to Quality Improvement, 2012; Cambell-Barr and Leeson, 2016)
Overall, quality early childhood education has been shown in several recent studies (Aubrey, 2016) to help reduce the detrimental effects of poverty on disadvantaged children. To sum, high-quality service is essential for positive outcomes for children, according to a variety of available research, including EPPE and Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) (Siraj, 2015: Department for Education, 2017; Department for Education, 2015).

Both the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) are used to assess the process and structural quality of early childhood education settings, but they focus on various aspects of the environment (Howard et al., 2019). According to Mathers et al. (2012), quality assessments like SSTEW and ERS can be considered in reference to process and structural quality, while also understanding that they have a relationship to child outcomes. Process quality concerns children's experiences and interactions with professionals, whereas structural quality concerns elements such as group size and ratios (Waters and Macdonald, 2018). International research is increasingly demonstrating that the process of adult-child and child-child relationships most powerfully influences children's outcomes (Melhuish et al. 2015; Siraj and Kingston 2015). Melhuish et al. (2015) state if a setting creates structural quality such as physical accommodation and setting size, then process quality such as how children interact with a setting and learning experiences will follow. Siraj and Hallet (2014) and Moss (2016), on the other hand, disagree with Melhuish because both attributes are part of an individual's values. However, Siraj and Kingston, (2015) confirm that the process components of adult-child and child-child interactions are the most powerful determinants of children's outcomes. 
While most existing ERS deal with staff-child interactions, they do not take into consideration crucial aspects of interactions in the way that SSTEW intended (Mayer and Beckh, 2016 ). That is, SSTEW was created to support and extend the current ERS; to assist in the recognition and classification of more- and far less interactions within ECEC settings, where performance is defined by its impact on young children's developmental outcomes (Siraj, et al., 2015 ).

Environment Ratings Scales (ERS) are standardised tools that are used to evaluate the environments in a range of contexts, including schools, after-school activities, and early childhood education programmes (Howard et al., 2018). These scales often offer a thorough framework for evaluating the physical and social environment of a setting, taking into account elements like the design of the classroom, the supplies and equipment, the interactions between the teacher and students, and the activities (Gealy et al., 2022; Harms et al.,1998). Furthermore, for children from birth to five years old, the ECERS and ITERS   assess various aspects of quality, such as the physical setting, supplies, and tools, the daily schedule and routines, the interactions between teachers and students, and the qualifications and experience of the teachers. These ratings give a complete picture of the standard of early childhood learning environments and can be used to pinpoint problem areas and direct efforts to raise standards (Sylva et al., 2017; Sylva et al., 2004)).

ECERS is a comprehensive measure for assessing the quality of early childhood education environments in ten different areas, including space and furnishings, language and reasoning, activities, interaction, programme structure, and staff development. ECERS is designed to provide a picture of the overall quality of an early childhood education environment and to assist in identifying areas for improvement (Sylva et al., 2017). ECERS describes processes in the educational and care environment rather than the physical space and resources available (Hadfield, Jopling and Needham, 2015). The ECERS is widely used in early childhood education to measure and enhance programme quality as well as policymakers also use it to develop standards for early childhood services and to guide funding decisions (Howard and Melhuish, 2017).

In contrast, SSTEW focuses on the quality of adult-child interactions in early childhood education settings. The scale examines two major areas: sustained shared thinking (the quality of adult-child interactions that enhance children's thinking and problem-solving skills) and emotional well-being (the quality of adult-child interactions that promote children's emotional development) (Siraj, 2015). SSTEW is meant to provide a complete picture of the quality of adult-child interactions in early childhood education settings, as well as to assist educators and carers in understanding how these interactions might be improved to better support children's development (Waters and Macdonald, 2018; Gealy et al., 2022; Department for Education, 2017). According to recent reviews (Melhuish et al. 2015; Siraj and Kingston 2015) and studies (Taylor et al. 2016) that ECERS evaluates the overall quality of early childhood education environments across various domains, whereas SSTEW focuses on the quality of adult-child interactions and how they support children's cognitive and emotional development.
What is more, the SSTEW rating scale is divided into 14 items, each of which is graded from 1 to 7. A rating of one is considered inadequate, three is considered minimal, five is considered decent, and seven is considered great (Gealy, 2020). 
Each item on the ECERS is assessed on a 7-point scale, with inadequate (1) being the lowest and outstanding being the highest (7). Each subscale's score is averaged to get an overall score for the environment (Siraj, 2019; Sylva et al., 2010).
There are some fundamental differences in the underlying ideas and methods evaluated by these quality measurements by design, for example, whereas ECERS has two subscales dedicated to mathematics and science, as well as the adult's supportive role in nurturing these through adult-guided and play-based activities, SSTEW has minimal direct reference to either topic (Siraj, 2019).

However, both tools SSTEW, the ECERS strives to record curricular quality elements like diversity and learning in the humanities, sciences, and mathematics. These assessments are renowned internationally for evaluating crucial ECEC quality factors related to critical developmental domains:, language, numeracy, science, diversity, self-regulation, social-emotional wellness) (Howard et al. 2018; Mathers et al. 2012; Gealy, 2020; Siraj, 2019). What is more, the development of children's social-emotional and cognitive skills has been connected more and more to high-quality interactions, which are those that encourage and challenge children's thinking (Pianta 2012; Sylva et al. 2014). These interactions, which Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2015) refer to as sustained shared thinking (SST), are conceptualised as exchanges in which two or more people "work together" intellectually to solve a problem, clarify a concept, assess a task, develop a story, etc. Thinking that develops and broadens understanding requires participation from both parties.

Nevertheless, both scales SSWET and ERS have focus on reaching quality standards and assuring compliance with rules and  delivering high-quality care and education for children (Pascal, 2018 (cited Barnes, 2001). Similarly, Cottle and Alexander (2014) add that the major aim for measuring quality is to examine child outcomes, the evaluation may focus on determining the effectiveness of early childhood provision in supporting children's learning and development. Therefore, Siraj and Hallet  (2016) recommends that a variety of indicators be evaluated to ensure that quality is assessed holistically and comprehensively, including staff credentials and training, staff-to-child ratios, the environment, curriculum, assessment and evaluation, and parental engagement. 

According to research, all settings that offer early education and care for children from birth to three years old need to be improved (Sylva et al., 2010). Pascal and Bertram (2006) comply that improving settings is important for them to meet and enforce the national minimum standards; however, there is a need for improvement procedures that push settings above and beyond the national minimum standards, and the most crucial is to encourage a culture of continuous quality improvement. Furthermore, the process of quantifying or measuring quality, however, is problematic since people's views of quality change over time and depend on a variety of factors, including context, experience, history, and so on. Moss and Pence have actually argued in favour of a relativist strategy, saying that quality in early childhood services is a created notion, subjective in character, and based on values, beliefs, and interest, rather than an objective and universal truth (Abbott and Langston , 2007).  Therefore, according to Siraj and Hallet  (2016) high-quality early childhood settings must have strong leadership and quality assurance methods because successful leaders foster a culture of continuous professional growth and development, foster a common vision for high-quality care and education (Siraj et al, 2019).

In conclusion, early childhood providers may guarantee that they are delivering high-quality care and education that meets the requirements of each child in their care by using a comprehensive approach to measuring quality (Reflective Practice is the Key to Quality Improvement, 2012). According to some studies, children from the most impoverished backgrounds benefit the most (Siraj, Melhuish and Sylva, 2015.). This demonstrates that improving by reflecting on the qualities of early childhood settings using various measurement tools will play a key effect in children's development (Sylva et al., 2010 ). The most important aspect of high quality, according to research on effective settings (that is, settings that support and improve children's developmental outcomes), is practitioners' skills, and therefore, how they interact with children and foster their learning and development (Burnham, 2016)). This is due to the fact that quality is a process and not an activity that can be done or ordered (Reflective Practice is the Key to Quality Improvement, 2012). Children who get high-quality early education are better prepared to enter preschool "school ready" and more able to advance their learning (Pascal and Bertram, 2018; Doan, 2016).
Quality tools seek to equip all settings with the knowledge and skills necessary to:  accurately and robustly capture the essence of educational quality as it is reflected in practise;  investigate how individuals in each setting, including parents/caregivers and children, perceive and experience the quality of education provided; and  plan, after reflection, for specific and attainable improvements in that perceived educational quality (Melhuish et al. 2015; Siraj and Kingston 2017).





