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[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay endeavours to evaluate what constitutes as ‘quality’ in the Early Years. This essay, therefore, will critique existing research to demonstrate how quality is measured with a focus on two assurance quality tools, the STEWW and Eco Schools, and the elements surrounding them. 
The concept of ‘quality’ in early childhood services has been a subject of discussion over the past decade (Cottle and Alexander, 2012). Although not solely related to stakeholders, which includes parents, practitioners, managers or, indeed, children themselves, the debate instead refers to the broad range of perspectives on what constitutes as ‘quality’ and the primary purposes of it. According to Abbot and Langston (2005) quality can be perceived as a constructed concept based on nature, beliefs and values. However, quality is also recognised by Reed and Canning (2012) as what is read, observed and practiced. Practitioners can be considered ‘insiders’, a term used by Armistead (2008) to describe how they operate and reflect on an Early Years setting, enhancing on their beliefs and values on what they regard of quality.  Yet practitioners are also perceived as ‘outsiders’, where they look at what regulations and any other determinant regard as good quality practice and impact on what they say.
So, what does quality look like in an Early Years setting? Parents, policymakers or providers want to be able to visualize a quality program, yet they are often hard-pressed on how to define what quality looks like (Webster, 2012). Bonetti (2018) agrees with this and states that despite the fact high-quality childcare provision can develop significant progress to children’s outcomes, there remains a lack of clarity as to what high quality provision can be perceived as in settings. Pugh and Duffy (2014) believe that in Early Years there are two ways to distinguish this. One being ‘process quality’, which is a dynamic thought, relating to children’s experiences, such as the warmth and interactions with staff, and their activities they experience’; the other is the term ‘structured quality’ which includes the stable aspects of the environment, for example adult-led ratios or qualifications, teachers training or professional development. Yet, Cottle and Elise (2012) state that quality in childcare has a ‘common-sense’ status and believes it is fostered through national targets, goals and various quality assurance procedures that can be acted upon. 
Indicators for evaluating the ‘quality’ in Early Years can include rating scales such as The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) and the Research Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY). The writers of the study acknowledge that their study considers a setting’s effectiveness in relation to children’s outcomes, defining effectiveness as a component of quality (Cottle and Elise, 2012). Their key findings suggested that high quality practices have an enduring effect on pre-school, where they conducted their work on over 3000 children, their parents, through to the home environment and the pre-school that they attended. A fair comparison was made where the study analysed different types of pre-schools with differing social backgrounds (Sylva et al, 2003). Siraj (2003) conveys that in providing quality to children, the intended result is improved self-regulation, pro-social behaviour, and lower levels of hyperactivity, where the EPPE Project demonstrated this positive effect through their study. The REPEY Project was also a study into quality, where they conducted their research on a key question, ‘What does quality look like? Their key findings concluded that good quality services originate from sustained shared thinking, which is perceived as two or more individuals working together to solve a task or problem (Purdon, 2014). Practitioners need to include the element of thinking together to extend the learning. However, it should be indicated that, while these rating scales are valuable tools, there can be disagreements. These scales are generally planned by outside agencies, regulatory bodies or other ‘experts’ and therefore may not reflect on values, ideas and pedagogical beliefs of the practitioners working in the setting (Cottle and Elise, 2012). Tobin (2005) argues and believes quality standards are constructed culturally and should be developed collaboratively, to ensure that local concerns are considered. On the other hand, these ratings scales do have a long-term impact on settings. There are significant implications of the long-term impact from a linked set of robust research on the quality impact of the Early Years provision. Data from the studies, EPPE/EPPSE, REPEY and the ongoing study of Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (SEED), have afforded a body of evidence, outlining the influence of high quality within pre-school on children’s lifetime outcomes and attainment. The skills that are enhanced through being in a high- quality settings are essential for future success and academic achievement, such as social development, language and cognitive, followed by continuing development which has resulted in a positive impact on children’s GSCE’S attainment at later school life (Macdonald, 2018). In a press release, childcare Minister Sam Gyimah stated that children who attend a high succeeding pre-school are predicted to earn £27,000 more than those who do not go to a pre-school (GOV, 2014). Chief Executive of the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY) Liz Bayram states that ‘All children - especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds - deserve high quality, playful early learning’ (GOV, 2014). 
To ensure quality is within a setting, some stakeholders may undertake a quality assurance scheme. These are described by Mercer (2000) as schemes that settings can take to help develop their providers working for the system to help themselves. It encourages staff to reflect on their own practice, compare it with the standards and then develop it accordingly. Schemes can help settings to see what quality looks like and then build on that to achieve it themselves. As a result of this, job satisfaction can be created by engaging in a reflective and supportive approach. These quality assurances are a static approach but do, however, have some dynamic aspects. They only concentrate on objective or measurable standards, which includes evidence monitoring and self-assessment (Fleer and Kennedy, 2000). They are not looking at the broader view of a setting, which can include the continuous provision and the aspects surrounding it. It has also been indicated by Reed and Canning (2012) that practitioners feel one-sided when it comes to government or curriculum ‘quality schemes’, as well as inspection demands, which results in a setting being viewed as good or having outstanding features. The deliberation consists of practitioners choosing between what they see as quality in their local context and then of external agencies, researchers and regulatory bodies. 
One of the schemes discussed in this essay is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale, which has evolved out of the earlier research scale, EPPE/EPPSE, focusing on the pedagogy within the setting (Siraj and Kingston, 2015). The nature of the SSTEW scale considers high quality interactions with and between children, where items are assessed on a seven-point scale, divided into five sub-scales (Melhuish, 2015). The SSTEW scale is more of a tool, rather than a stamp unlike Eco Schools which is also considered in this essay, where progress is made within settings to achieve something, for example settings will progress to ‘Green Flag’ upon success with Eco Schools. SSTEW however, has benefitted from over thirty years of experiences from EPPE, where it has been designed to be used for research, self-evaluation, improvement or regulation. Fundamental to the SSTEW Scale is the key outcomes of adult interaction, which can include how well the adults know the children or how to develop positive relationships, which entail needs to be successful to create the sustained shared thinking element (Brodie, 2015). Using the tool, practitioners can benefit from developing a good understanding of the children’s current developments, their cultural heritage and achievements, their feelings and behaviours and responses to learning (Melhuish, 2015). An effective practitioner will need to be able to recognise when children are thinking, and sensitively extend their learning, language and periods of concentration or support perseverance through this. This can all be gained by adopting this quality tool. However, it only focuses on one element, the access of quality of adult support (Thomson, 2015). It does not look at the broader view, such as aspects including the environment, provision or children’s rights. If this is needed, settings may have to combine SSTEW and The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) or The Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) together to evaluate the quality in the setting, where both scales focus on more of the activities, learning environment and specific types play (ECERS, no date). The Eco Schools programme on the other hand, is a pupil-led, hands on learning experience that acquires the whole setting and wider community involved in environmental projects (Eco Schools, no date). The Eco Schools inspires pupils, educates environmental issues, improves the settings environment and creates financial savings for it. It offers links to the curriculum and can benefit from Ofsted requirements (Eco Schools, no date). However, unlike SSTEW scale where practitioners can be enhanced and developed, it is suggested by Pauw (2011) that Eco Schools mainly influences pupils’ environmental knowledge, yet it does not influence their environmental affect. Practitioners and children are engaging in this programme; however, it could be suggested that they are doing little to change the environment or act upon their actions. Dusan and Stanka (2009) echo this and conducted a study between two groups, one being Eco Schools and the other, a regular class in a school. Their studies show that in Eco Schools, knowledge about the awareness and environmentally-responsible behaviour towards it was slightly higher yet, on the other hand, the results indicated that the differences between the two groups are not statistically significant. In compliance with Eco Schools as a Way of Life project, it can be told that indeed, it raises the knowledge level for the children, yet it fails to produce desired results in terms of the children having more of a responsible way of life (Dusan and Stanka, 2009). Thus, Eco Schools seem to be applying a educational approach that impacts only on values, yet it is also indicated that it fails to affect children’s preservation values, and with this, their environmental behaviour (Pauw and Petegram, 2013). The BBC (2014) differs and believes Eco -Schools has a positive impact on schools and neighbouring communities. They indicate that the tool creates young, caring citizens who think about the impact on the world. It was also reported that due to the programme, pupils’ behaviour was improved as young children react positively to their new responsibilities. This can also come in compliance with the Foundation Phase, as one of their key outcomes is the ‘Knowledge and Understanding of the World’, where children should start to learn to demonstrate care, understanding, responsibility and concern for the environment in regard to recognising how people’s actions can affect or damage the environment. (Welsh Government, 2015). 
Furthermore, both tools have a long-term impact on settings. Eco Schools can work in accordance with the policy ‘Taking Wales Forward by 2016-2021’, aiming to help the overall environment, for example investing in the green economy or supporting environmental projects, which is also the nature of Eco- Schools (Welsh Government, no date). SSTEW scale also has a long-term impact where it enhances quality and allows training opportunities for staff. It can be used by researchers, heads of centres, teaching staff and practitioners (Siraj-Blatchford et al, 2016). It is intended that settings with staff with higher qualifications have better quality scores and that the children make progress as a result (Cottle and Elise, 2012). One of the main findings from the EPPE project and REPEY was that settings with higher quality scores included those with staff who have high qualifications. It can be agreed by Early Years Careers (2016) and state that although experience can play a vital role in the understanding of children and the provision, it is important that practitioners also have theoretical knowledge to create the best outcomes for children, where this also adapts the best quality in practice. However, by practitioners using this tool in their own setting and making judgements, it may cause disruption as one individual may consider that something needs improving, yet another key worker may think differently. Siraj-Blatchford (2017) states that it needs to be used by someone with knowledge of child development and appropriate practice. Training must take place to use the scale.  Unlike Eco Schools, where the programme is free and downloadable from their website, SSTEW training takes place largely over a five-day period, depending on what type of course the practitioners would like to go on (Birth to Seven Matters, no date). When the SSTEW scale is enabled, it benefits from feeding in with quality reports. As it is evidence based, practitioners can look back on the evidence, reflect and improve on their practice, whereas years ago this was not there. Paige-Smith and Craft (2011) indicates that reflecting on how adults interact with each other and children is a vital part of an effective practice. Thinking together is considered as another way of sustained shared thinking, itself integrally bound into a reflective practice, as an important element to quality provision. This is also fostered by the REPEY project and it has previously mentioned that their work demonstrated that that these kind of engagements between adults or children nurture developments and learning (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Conversely, the SSTEW Scale is only aimed at children aged two to five years old. However, it can fit in with older children to enhance their quality provision and what they can improve. Just like the Foundation Phase, which can be a guidance for children up to seven years old, this SSTEW Scale can benefit from it. The SSTEW scale could also measure the quality of scaffolding young children to older ones, which can also comply with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child as in Article 15 it states that ‘children have the right to meet other children and to join in with other groups’ Just like adults in the context of the classroom and scaffolding, older children can assist them to complete a task or a new understanding, so then they will be able to complete a task on their own too (Gredler, 2012). 

To conclude, quality in Early Years can be considered as an impact of change or improvement. However, through this essay, perceptions of what quality looks like has been argued. It is therefore suggested that this question remains unanswered (Reed and Canning, 2012). However, through analysis and research, a coherent understanding can be formed. This certainly involves self-reflection, personal development and the importance of challenging the view of quality. It is important to recognise the motivation of practitioners, the aspects needed to enhance quality and what settings can adopt to improve this. It is important to highlight that all children, compliant with their rights, have access to a high-quality setting and that they remain at the heart of practice. Their experiences and learning are reflected not only in quality of practice, but in the knowledge and understanding that underpins practice and the development of their lives. 
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