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When considering methods of improving quality, we must first look at what quality is and how we define it. Oxford dictionaries (no date) describes quality as ‘The standard of something as measured against other things of a similar kind; the degree of excellence of something’ and Cambridge dictionary (no date) goes further but more simply describes quality as 'how good or bad something is'. In more relevance Foundation Years (no date) looks at what quality provision is in an early years environment. They highlight that quality provision is implemented by practitioners who are confident in engaging with families and carers, implementing high quality practice and teaching that makes a difference to childrens outcomes on a daily basis and who understand the development of children and educational and development pedagogy of theorists and the setting. The Early Intervention Foundation (2018) believe there are two ways of viewing quality in early years practice. The first being structural quality, this would be the things that can be easily observed that are usually fact, such as practitioner qualifications and personal development, child group sizes, staff to child ratios and the retention of staff. Secondly there is process quality, this is related more to experiences that the children experience on a daily basis. in this what would be observed are educational activities that are set out for children, the daily routine of health and well-being needs being appropriately attended to and the differing types of interaction between the staff and children, these two structures are interlinking, they both are essential to us understanding the quality of provision that is being delivered to children.

There are an extensive range of methods and rating scales to assess quality within settings but this writing will concentrate on two of these methods, The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale (SSTEW) and Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS). Both the ECERS scale and the SSTEW scale ratings are conducted by highly trained and accredited assessors, these include current professionals. The Department for Education (2017) builds upon this by sharing the strong understanding that highly skilled practitioners are key in delivering the highest possible outcomes for children and this being especially important in the early years to build towards them having successful futures and that they understood that that before the implementation of the 30 hours of childcare that there needed to be an increase in the staff recruited in the field to be of a sufficient standard to deliver the required level of quality

A+ education (no date) describe the ECERS are a standardised tool that is used in the measurement and continuing progression towards quality of early years provision. It offers a structured approach to self-evaluation and improving quality of settings. 

When considering the use of the ECERS scale it must be remembered that although the scale has been revised multiple times, it was originally created in 1980. This does raise questions over its validity in modern day education, when we consider how extensively education has developed in this time frame and how adaptable it had been made to fit in current ideologies around education and if it has adapted to serve effective quality as this is a concept that will have adapted over time. 

If we look at the ECERS-R update listed by The New York City Department of Education (no date) in comparison to the original ECERS it has a dedicated section for personal care routines. This includes practices conducted with the children around their health and well-being and how they take care of these for themselves. This will also create opportunities for the assessors to ascertain if current initiatives such as design to smile, the daily mile and integration of the Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) are being implemented with the children to create a solid understanding of the messages that are imbedded within these initiatives.

Skakai et al (2003) discusses one implication of using the ECERS scale is that this is not a scale that can be picked up and used by any practitioner within a setting. they discuss how there is an inherent way of practitioners being biased towards the quality of their setting or an area they have a responsibility over. Settings must ensure that self-evaluators are fully trained to not only ensure accurate scoring that they can be used for the effective improvement of quality, to not waste resources and to not put the quality of the program in jeopardy. There must be no repercussions for the accuracy of the rating given to any self-evaluators or any practitioners who bears responsibility for the ratings or the areas that are rated, any biased scores may give some people the responses that they would like to see but it renders the rating scale and the process of completing the scale a pointless process.

Illinois State Board of Education (no date) describes the ECERS scale as having the aims to give a baseline score, to push setting improvement, professional development, it isn't a system used to assess volumes of funding and that the scores they take are not a competition. It is important when using any rating scale to score a setting that the reasoning of why is understood in advance by the setting. In a method that does appear to promote the opposite to how the scale should be used is discussed by Setodji et al. (2018) where they highlight how in the United States of America the Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS) in 37 of the 50 states have the ECERS scale integrated as a key component into their processes that awards funding settings, most wouldn’t see an issue with this but this when it feeds further into how families in some states may be awarded tuition support due to the quality of a setting they have selected for their child to go to. The rationale is listed as being that the higher the ECERS score the higher the outcomes for children, which is in itself is correct but it does it not create a wider divide between the lower performing settings and the higher performing settings, realistically the under-performing settings would be the ones in need of investment, especially when the investment can be made in the practitioners that are employed at the setting. It is a positive that the ECERS is only one component of the assessment scale but it is being used in such a high-stakes situation, is It the most effective scale to be used to assess these situations when there are many doubts over it suitability and how this was the springboard for the creation of the SSTEW scale.

Sheridan et al. (2009) discusses that findings from their study conducted at early years settings in Sweden and South Korea highlighted on many occasions that there were opportunities in the settings used for more to be done in regards to expand cultural awareness, this the was also found to extend further to the overall countries on the whole where these correlated on how there were vast opportunities still existed. With both countries seeing an increasing influx of overseas workers entering the countries from a vast array of backgrounds, the countries are currently operating under the primary mind frame of educating in their own traditions and cultural ideologies, there has seemingly been little to no consideration here for the increasingly diverse population and the opportunities to incorporate them with their own culture. This is a positive strength to the to the ECERS, it shows how it has the potential to develop a uniformity of opportunities to improve quality that are consistent across two countries and potentially shows the rating scale can see the same results in different cultural contexts and if we assume these results are the correct ones to improve quality then the methods on how to improve quality can be easily translatable across all countries.

Foundation years (2015) discusses the aims that SSTEW scale was created to achieve. It took the ECERS scale as a starting point for development and placed an importance of the quality of the adult child interaction that happens within settings. Using Sustained Shared Thinking in the SSTEW module, it was hoped that this would lead to there being an increase in childrens critical thinking and that it would extend the communication and language skills of children by utilising adults that are knowledgeable in child development and for them to support conversations that will extend the thinking patterns of children. This feeds off from Vygotsky’s theory of the More knowledgeable other, an adult or another child with knowledge can facilitate the learning of another by guiding the conversation towards the correct answer in using open ended and thought provoking questions.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Department of Education (2018) conducted the study of early education and development project (SEED). They used Infant / Toddler Environment Ratings Scale (ITERS-R) and SSTEW to score settings,  the interesting outcome between these two scales is that under ITERS, 89% of the setting deemed as adequate or above but only 68% of the settings were deemed adequate under the SSTEW scale. Is it that the SSTEW scale stricter than the ITERS scale? Does the SSTEW scale do what its aimed to do and push settings to have high quality in their practice and is it a more effective fit in finding areas to focus on improving for settings which the ITERS may not be of an adequate quality to assess. 

In research conducted by Macdonald and Battenbough (2016) in using the SSTEW scale at two different settings, there were similar training needs identified. Staff at the first setting were given the recommended training and the second were left with just a resources pack. Due to the training received the first setting the findings suggested that there were clear improvements to the support given to given in developing their emotional and behaviour development whereas the second setting that only received the resource pack saw little to no improvement in the same area. Having the rating scales is not enough, the SSTEW scale when backed up with relevant and high level training will see improvements in the quality of provision children will receive and the practitioners will have developed the understanding of why they have undertaken the training and how this will develop their practice further in terms of the provision they provide children.

One attractive attribute of the SSTEW scale is that there are areas that allow evidence to be provided if a certain aspect cannot be shown through practice. Even though there are visits announced in advance for the rating process to be conducted it can be difficult to accommodate every section and fulfil every tick box. It should develop a better process of keeping records within the setting to satisfy the criteria in the SSTEW and additionally throughput the setting with all other methods of recording important information.

One concern with both rating scales and all non-government created initiative is whether they are promoted as products or as the correct process that will achieve what is desired. Both scales discussed have costs involved in both training and acquiring the relevant tools needed to perform any self-assessments. Although money spent on training for staff should be viewed as an investment in their staff and their setting and not as them spending money on a disposable product, with this in mind, the decision made in regards to what training provided needs to be a well thought out and one based on the merits of a training program. The merits of the training programs should come from the relevance of their suitability to areas of development within the setting and what the programs base their outcomes on. All programs implemented should come from a high quality evidenced based research project that develops clear outcomes and links to how provision will be improved. Importantly the SSTEW scale has its origins within the ECCERS scale but the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (2002) project assigned the importance of sustained shared thinking and the child adult interaction as a section that was missing from the ECCERs and implemented this into the creation of SSTEW.

In conclusion, both the discussed methods of measuring quality do have clear advantages and disadvantage but the important point of all the ratings scales is that they create clear opportunities to improve the quality of practice that is being delivered to children. As it stands no single rating scale will be able to identify all areas that can be developed, is the solution to covering all possibilities going to be completing a several different of these rating scales with more consistency by a wider range of practitioners then these results pooled together to get an extensive range of feedback from multiple practitioners all holding different perspectives and understandings of what quality is and how it can be improved. One perspective that may see more relevant improvements would be a rating scale that has direct links into the foundation phase and the soon to be implemented new school curriculum, this way all improvements are backed up the evidence from the research into the scales and it will be linked directly with outcomes that are within the relevant curriculums, this could be a method that could aid more children in achieving the desired outcomes for them and creating more uniformity between settings on outcomes but still allow them to hold their own individual pedagogies at heart and at the centre of the service they provide their stakeholders.
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