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Quality
The first aspect to note when thinking about quality in the Early Years is that it is hard to define as everyone has their own view of quality and there is no single definition (Palaiologou, 2023). Palaiologou (2023) believes that it can be an emotive concept that has meaning for individual early years communities in relation to their needs, values, and vision and that the focus should be what serves best for them.
Additionally, Moss (2016) who is one of the authors of the book Beyond Quality in Early Childhood Education and Care; Languages of Evaluation wrote an article to revise three things from the book, one of which was ‘the problem with quality’, in the book Moss, (2016) along with his other co-authors believed that everyone wants quality and this was measured by experts, however Moss (2016) now questions if quality was something that is individualised then experts are not the only people to define it, all stakeholders in the Early Years should be able to have an input too.
Furthermore, Campbell-Bell and Leeson (2016) agree with Moss (2016) and Palaiologou (2023) and says that quality is complex to try and define. Campbell-Bell and Leeson (2016) looked at how professionals conducted quality inspections and what value they held, and looked at parental, practitioner and children’s perspectives on quality and found that professionals only had one view on quality. The practitioners and parents were more emotional, they wanted warm, nurturing environments where children were emotionally secure, and children viewed quality as somewhere that is fun, friendly, and sociable. 
Why is quality important?
Wales is the first country to ensure that children’s rights are in the forefront of policy making and has made this law in The Right of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011. The Welsh Government’s (2023a) ambition is that all children in Wales have the best start to life, and this was the driving force for the Flying Start programme, which provides high quality childcare for children living in disadvantaged areas. The Flying Start programme is also in line with The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act as it covers two of its aims for ‘A Healthier Wales’ and ‘A more equal Wales’ as the early intervention of access to quality childcare and health services enables the children the best start to life. 
The Welsh Government (2023a) and Armstrong (2020) believe that high quality childcare leads to children becoming independent, acquiring skills and abilities such as the ability to concentrate for longer, to play co-operatively and having a high-quality childcare prepares children to regulate their emotional needs and enables them to deal with challenges that they may face along the way. However, an article by Hobbs and Mutebi (2021) suggests that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, high quality education and care did have a long-lasting impact on children’s outcomes, but recent data now shows that the results are mixed and are determined by factors such as parental care and quality of care. Hobbs and Mutebi (2021) also believe that policy change by the UK Government have put strain onto the quality of the sector as they face financial sustainability since the COVID-19 pandemic, which has also affected on children’s outcomes.
Callanan et al., (2017) undertook research into what they identified as features of good practice and after reflection they saw three cross-cutting themes emerge, which were the importance of adapting practices to the needs of the child, a skilled and experienced workforce, and an open and reflective culture of working. Callanan et al., (2017) believe that if this is put in place then it will enable the children to thrive.
Additionally, Gov.uk (2023) agree with Callanan et al., (2017) and believe that frequent adult interactions with children are fundamental in developing children’s knowledge as this will prepare for opportunities that are ahead. For this to succeed Gov.uk (2023) say that practitioners need to know what children can do, respond to their next steps, and have an awareness of the curriculum to ensure that children can learn effectively. 
Moreover, research conducted by Eadie et al. (2022) acknowledged Melhuish et al. (2015) research which says that if you children are given the opportunity to attend a high-quality early education centre it can help to maximise children’s learning and development. However, Eadie et al. (2022) research showed that it is difficult to conduct high quality teaching as funding is needed for continuous professional development of the staff, which relates to Hobbs and Mutebi (2021) research into the needs for additional funding since the COVID-19 pandemic.
Quality Assessment Tools
Early years settings in Wales are regulated by Care Inspectorate Wales (2024) which follow The Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Regulations 2010 and the National Minimum Standards for regulated childcare (Welsh Government 2023b), these regulations ensure that the settings are maintained to a legal standard, however there are additional methods of monitoring the quality of settings which goes above the statutory requirements. The Welsh Government (2023a) introduced the Flying Start programme in 2010 which provided targeted high quality early years programmes for children in disadvantaged areas. All Flying Start settings are allocated an Advisory team, who help push the standards of quality for the children  with regards to the environment and activities provided. Every Flying Start setting must also undertake an evidence-based quality assurance system, such as The Infant Toddler Environment Rating Scale [hereafter ITERS] and Sustained Shared Thinking Emotional Wellbeing [hereafter, SSTEW], which is monitored by the Local Authority and in turn provides the setting with a setting improvement plan if needed (Welsh Government, 2023a).  
The ITERS scale is for children aged 0-2 ½ years old whereby it assesses a precise way to gauge quality. ITERS has statements, which can be used to assess the calibre of the early year’s environment. These markers can highlight accomplishments and offer guidance for future development (ECERS, no date).
According to Bjornestad and Os (2017) a study of the ITERS scale shows that it only represents one view on quality, it is not objective and has a cultural bias. The settings studied received the minimal level of quality even with them having qualified teachers, high staff-to-child ratios and small groups which lead to high interactions with the children, they were scored lower due to safety, hygiene, and access to other materials. However, Chan (2019) also undertook research into the impact of staff child ratios whilst using the ITERS scale. Chan (2019) observed two toddler settings who used different ratios for staff and children. The research showed that providing more staff to children makes a difference to the child’s developmental milestones as the children in the high levels of staff had more interactions, which meant that their personal care, interactions, and activities sections of the ITERS score was high, but acknowledged that staffing had little affect on the space and furnishings and the program structure.
Additional research conducted by La Paro, Williamson and Hatfield (2014) looked into how different frameworks measure quality and conducted a study using two methods one of which was ITERS, the findings showed from both frameworks that settings were of moderate quality and showed the need for additional research related to children’s experiences and how these impact into their future school journey.
All of this points to the conclusion that the ITERS scale does not give a clear assessment of quality or how it benefits the children, as the high levels of staff and interactions have not been recognised in the overall score of the ITERS scale. Bodrova and Leong (2023) discuss the impact of the research Vygotsky conducted regarding staff-child interactions, as Vygotsky believes they are necessary for children to develop, and through sensitive and thoughtful exchanges, practitioners can identify what the child’s concept of the world is and help them to progress.
However, a study in Jamaica used the ITERS scale to provide a global process of quality within the centres used. The findings showed that settings under performed in all indicators of quality and showed the need for increased access to professional development and extra finance for improved facilities (Kinhead-Clark, 2022). This shows that ITERS can be a beneficial tool to identify areas of improvement and help struggling settings plan a way forward to address the concerns, however this could become a financial issue for  settings as suggested by Hobbs and Mutebi (2021).
According to Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, (2015) using their SSTEW scale alongside another environmental scale such as ITERS will give a complete picture of what high quality care and education looks like, as the SSTEW scale focus is on how the adults can support children’s language for thinking and maintaining their social emotional wellbeing rather than focussing on the environment.
Firstly, what is sustained shared thinking [hereafter SST], Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) says that sustained shared thinking is a scenario where two or more people cooperate intellectually to solve a problem, make sense of an idea, or assess an activity. The thinking must grow and expand with input from both sides.
According to Purdon (2016) SST had influence on the children, environment, and staff. However, Purdon (2016) acknowledged that there could be challenges such as staff having the correct understanding of SST.
Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) and Mackenzie (2016) agree with Purdon (2016) and say that staff need to understand what SST is before they can carry out the SSTEW scale, so that they understand that children’s learning is linked to their personal, social, and emotional development (Watch me grow, no date). 
Research by Mistry (2017) shows the scale to be a valuable tool for early years and provides inspiration and support to settings to assess their quality of learning and to ensure that the value of children’s learning and developing is recognised.
Howard et al. (2018) agrees with Mistry (2017) as their research demonstrated that the SSTEW scale can measure environmental variations that are important for children’s development and believe that additional studies need to take place to analyse whether the SSTEW scale could potentially inform practice and be used as an in-service learning opportunity.
MacDonald, Gealy and Tinney (2017) have conducted the research suggested in Howard et al. (2018) and investigated the behavioural, emotional, and social issues children can have when coming from areas of deprivation and the potential impact of focused training interventions on the quality of the adult child relationships. MacDonald, Gealy and Tinney (2017) used the STTEW scale to identify the social emotional and behavioural needs of children aged two to three years old, who showed signs of difficulties within the setting. The SSTEW results showed the potential impact of targeted professional development on the quality of adult-child interactions specifically related to attachment, social and emotional well-being. This is because high-quality childcare is linked to better outcomes for emotional, hyperactive, and peer problems as well as an improvement in pro-social skills.
Additionally, a study undertaken by Waters and MacDonald (2020) investigated how a quality rating scale could be used as a tool for driving professional learning for early years staff. Waters and MacDonald (2020) used the SSTEW scale to measure the children's learning experiences. The results showed that there were tensions with regards to the quality tool, such as the early years staff feeling inadequate and judged for not having enough knowledge, the notion that some children were ready or not ready for learning, which is detrimental as it does not acknowledge that every child has a unique way of learning. Lastly, Waters and MacDonald (2020) believe more investigation is needed to determine whether the SSTEW represents a model of professional skill as innate or learnt, either way will frame the way forward for professional learning. 
All of the research points out that the SSTEW scale has benefits such as trained staff understanding the value of children’s thoughts and ideas, however as suggested by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002); Mackenzie (2016) and Purdon (2016) staff need to have the understanding of SST and understand the importance of hands-on learning experiences to carry out the SSTEW scale so that quality can be monitored, which means the need for additional professional development of staff and additional costs for providers.
To conclude, the Welsh Government (2023a)  and Armstrong (2020) believe that quality childcare contributes to children acquiring skills and abilities such as socialisation, concentration and helps to develop their independence and be better prepared for any challenges they face. In order to do this the Welsh Government (2023a); Kinhead-Clark (2022) and Callanan et al. (2017) believe you need qualified adults who can provide the engaging experiences and effective environments. The research into the quality assessment scales has shown that having qualified adults has enabled the children to develop and thrive in their environments, and even though the scales do have their flaws, they are beneficial to use so that quality can be monitored and maintained.
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