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Quality in early years settings in Wales refers to the overall standard of care, education, and developmental support provided to children during their formative years. It includes a number of factors, such as the curriculum provided (Welsh Government, 2022), the qualifications and expertise of the staff (Nutbrown, 2012), the environment's safety and stimulating aspects (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 2015), and the methods by which each child's unique needs are satisfied (Siraj et al., 2015). Children who receive high-quality care will receive a holistic and stimulating experience that promotes their general development. A solid curriculum, like the one described in the Curriculum for Wales, places special emphasis on child-centered methods that encourage emotional health, creativity, and critical thinking (Welsh Government, 2022). Similarly, the qualifications and continuous professional development of staff are essential to maintaining quality, as well-trained educators have a profound impact on children's learning and development (Nutbrown, 2012). ​Recent initiatives in Wales highlight the importance of qualifications and continuous professional development (CPD) for early years practitioners. Social Care Wales emphasises that CPD is essential for maintaining high-quality services, stating that "professional development makes the most of the knowledge and skills you've built up over time." (Social Care Wales, n.d.). Moreover, creating a safe, well-resourced, and stimulating environment is a foundational aspect of quality, enabling children to explore, learn, and thrive (Harms, Clifford & Cryer, 2015).
High-quality early years settings in Wales aim to support not only academic development but also children's social, emotional, and physical growth, ensuring their holistic well-being. The emphasis on individual needs, through tailored teaching strategies and nurturing relationships, helps establish a solid foundation for lifelong learning and well-being (Welsh Government, 2022)
Early childhood is a time of rapid brain development, where the foundation for lifelong learning, cognitive abilities, and emotional resilience is established. As outlined in the Welsh Government’s Building a Future for Our Children (2019) and the Early Years Education and Care in Wales (2021) framework, quality early years provision is a crucial factor in shaping children’s future educational trajectories and overall well-being. High-quality settings can also help bridge the achievement gap, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, thereby promoting greater social equity.
Multiple studies have shown the long-term benefits of high-quality early childhood education. According to research published in the Early Childhood Education and Care in Wales report (2021), children who receive high-quality early childhood education are more likely to thrive emotionally, socially, and academically. Furthermore, access to high-quality early childhood education initiatives is associated with improved health outcomes and fewer inequalities between children from various socioeconomic backgrounds, according to the Welsh Government's Childcare, Play and Early Years Survey (2022). According to these research, excellent provision is an essential element of early childhood education in Wales since early years settings play an important role in creating the foundation for future achievement.
High-quality provision plays an important role in the early years setting since it significantly affects children's developmental paths and future accomplishments (Sylva et al., 2004). Various quality assurance (QA) techniques enable practitioners to systematically assess and improve their procedures, which in turn helps to maintain and improve high standards in early years settings. The Environmental Rating Scales (ERS), in particular the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) framework are two well-known evaluation tools. A strong foundation for improvement is provided by these tools, which evaluate different but complimentary elements of quality in early years settings (Harms et al., 2015; Siraj et al., 2023). 
To assess the quality of the environment in early childhood settings, the ECERS is a well-known quality assurance tool that focusses on aspects including relationships, program structure, and physical environment (Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2015). On the other hand, the SSTEW model targets the relational and cognitive components of early years provision by highlighting the significance of practitioners-child relationships, emotional well-being, and sustained shared thinking (Siraj et al., 2015). When used together, these resources can provide a thorough grasp of early education quality and fulfil legal requirements by providing in-depth insights into practice elements that have a direct impact on child outcomes.
For evaluating the quality of early childhood settings, the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a popular tool. The physical setting, the way the curriculum is implemented, and the interactions between staff and children are just a few of the factors it assesses. ECERS highlights how crucial it is to design an atmosphere that accommodates children's' everyday experiences and developmental requirements. Integrating current research and best practices, ECERS-3 refines its methodology to emphasise observational data and interactions in addition to environmental elements (Yazejian & Iruka, 2022). Quality assurance tools play a critical role in evaluating and enhancing the standards of early years education. They allow practitioners to assess the effectiveness of their teaching strategies, curriculum implementation, and interactions with children. Tools such as ECERS and SSTEW go beyond statutory requirements, offering structured frameworks to identify areas for improvement and guide professional development (Early Years Wales, 2023). They also highlight practices that support children’s emotional, social, and cognitive development, ensuring that all aspects of provision are addressed.
However, ECERS also has its limitations. While it is highly effective in assessing structural quality, such as the physical environment and resources, it can overlook the depth of practitioner-child interactions and the emotional well-being of children. These relational aspects are crucial, as they directly influence children's ability to thrive in early years settings. As Siraj et al. (2015) highlight, process quality—focusing on sustained shared thinking and nurturing interactions—is equally vital for fostering children's holistic development. Without addressing this dimension, assessments based solely on structural quality may fail to capture the more dynamic and meaningful aspects of early learning environments.
Furthermore, ECERS's reliance on preset standards, while providing consistency, can limit practitioners' creativity and responsiveness. Standardised frameworks risk being too rigid, preventing practitioners from exploring innovative approaches tailored to the specific needs of children or adapting practices for culturally diverse groups. This is particularly significant in inclusive settings, where personalised strategies can be important in supporting children with additional learning needs or from marginalised backgrounds. Additionally, some practitioners may perceive ECERS as a compliance-driven tool rather than one that empowers them to reflect deeply on their practices, which could hinder engagement with its full potential. These limitations highlight the need for complementing ECERS with tools such as SSTEW, which focus on relational and process quality, to ensure a more balanced approach to quality enhancement in early years settings.
In contrast, the SSTEW approach evaluates the interactions between practitioners and children in order to focus on process quality. As key elements of successful practice, it highlights emotional well-being and prolonged shared thinking, a type of cooperative discussion (Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish, 2023). The ability of this model to capture relationship-based elements of quality that are frequently missed by tools such as as ECERS is one of its many significant advantages. SSTEW encourages practitioners to evaluate their work and provide meaningful, emotionally supportive relationships as a top priority within the setting. However, SSTEW has disadvantages as well. Due to its qualitative nature, it is difficult to provide quantitative information that can be carefully monitored over time. Furthermore, effective SSTEW implementation calls for a high level of practitioner competence and reflection, which may call for more resources and training (Brodie, 2024). 
Although improving quality in early years settings is the goal of both ECERS and SSTEW, their methods are very different. While SSTEW prioritises process quality, putting practitioner-child relationships and emotional well-being first, ECERS is more focused on structural quality, such as the physical environment and resources (Perlman et al., 2016; Howard et al., 2018). Those differences highlight how the two tools are mutually beneficial: SSTEW offers a deeper understanding of relationship dynamics that support efficient teaching and care, while ECERS offers a systematic framework for assessing environmental aspects.
Each tool's limitations emphasise how important it is to use them in conjunction. For example, whereas ECERS offers a thorough summary of program and structural quality, it struggles to address the relational and emotional aspects of care. On the other hand, SSTEW does not provide the thorough structural evaluation that ECERS does, even though it does capture the qualitative elements of encounters.
To improve early years provision, comprehensive information is required on both structural and process quality. This includes data on the physical environment, curriculum implementation, developmental milestones, and practitioner-child interactions. While ECERS provides valuable insights into the environmental and programmatic elements of quality, SSTEW enriches this understanding by highlighting the importance of emotional well-being and collaborative thinking. Together, these tools offer a holistic view of quality that addresses both the "what" and the "how" of early years provision (ERS Institute, 2024).
The information generated by ECERS and SSTEW can be used to inform professional development, refine teaching practices, and create more supportive environments for children. Professional development is a cornerstone of high-quality early years education, as it equips practitioners with the knowledge, skills, and reflective capacity necessary to address the diverse needs of children effectively. By using ECERS and SSTEW, educators can gain targeted insights that guide their professional growth. For example, ECERS data can highlight areas in the physical environment, such as the accessibility and organisation of resources, which may limit or promote children’s engagement and learning experiences (Perlman et al., 2016). Similarly, SSTEW insights can help practitioners deepen their understanding of process quality, such as fostering sustained shared thinking or providing consistent emotional support, which are vital for children’s cognitive and social-emotional development (Siraj et al., 2015).
High-quality environments, underpinned by both structural and process elements, are critical for supporting children’s development. ECERS provides a framework to assess and improve physical and structural aspects, which create a safe, stimulating, and well-resourced space conducive to exploration and learning (Talan & Bloom, 2011). However, the importance of a high-quality physical environment is complemented by the relational dynamics emphasised by SSTEW. For instance, research highlights that emotionally supportive interactions and opportunities for sustained shared thinking enhance children’s problem-solving abilities, language development, and overall well-being (Siraj-Blatchford & Sylva, 2015).
These tools also drive quality by embedding reflective practice into the ethos of early years settings. Reflective practice enables practitioners to critically assess their methods, adapt to emerging challenges, and implement evidence-based strategies to benefit children’s learning and development. Furthermore, a culture of continuous improvement encouraged by ECERS and SSTEW fosters collaboration among practitioners, encouraging shared learning and innovation that strengthen the overall quality of provision within a setting (Early Years Wales, 2023). By addressing both structural and process quality through these tools, early years professionals are better equipped to create environments that nurture children holistically and prepare them for future success.
In conclusion, using extra quality assurance resources such as ECERS and SSTEW is crucial to raising the standard in early childhood settings. SSTEW stresses process quality, the significance of emotional well-being, and practitioner-child relationships, whereas ECERS concentrates on structural quality, which includes the physical environment, resources, and program structure. Early years practitioners can develop a more thorough grasp of quality and put specific strategies into place to address the relational and environmental components of provision by combining the advantages of these tools. To promote holistic development and guarantee the greatest results for children, it is essential to apply structural and process-based strategies in a balanced manner.
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