    
    Quality assurance processes are closely linked to inspection and statutory requirements within early years settings. Guidance such as Birth to 5 Matters emphasises the importance of reflective practice and continuous improvement in supporting children’s learning and development. In addition, Care Inspectorate Wales highlights the need for settings to meet legal obligations and provide safe, high-quality care that promotes children’s wellbeing. In preparation for inspection, quality assurance processes provide clear evidence of how settings monitor and maintain standards, demonstrating that statutory requirements, including safeguarding and Additional Learning Needs provision, are being effectively met. This is essential, as inspectors require settings to show not only that policies are in place, but that they are consistently in place to therefore achieve positive outcomes for children.
   One way to support this process is through tools like the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS‑3), which allows trained observers to assess different parts of the setting, including the space and resources, the activities provided, staff and child interactions, and the overall structure of the day. Using this method provides clear criteria to judge quality, helping practitioners identify strengths and areas for improvement. This ongoing approach is important because the quality of provision directly affects children’s development, learning, and wellbeing. By combining reflective evaluation with structured observation, early years settings can maintain consistent standards, support professional development, and provide higher quality experiences that enable children to thrive. 
[bookmark: _Int_4jhif3S6]      From my experience, I have found that the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) can be really useful in early years settings. It gives me a clearer way to review the quality of what we are providing and helps me understand how the environment and my practice support children’s development. Because it is used in many different settings, I also see how it helps create a shared understanding of what good quality practice looks like. I have noticed that it can support staff development by highlighting areas that may need improving and encouraging reflection on a more day to day practice. There is also evidence showing that ECERS links to positive outcomes for children, which reassures me that improving the environment and interactions can have a real impact on their learning and development. Overall, I view it not just as a way to assess quality, but as a tool to help our setting continue to improve.
In my experience, while ECERS can be a useful tool, there are also some limitations to consider, as highlighted by Nursery World. One issue I have observed is that it can focus more on things that are easy to measure, such as resources and the physical environment, rather than fully capturing the quality of relationships and interactions, which are such an important part of children’s experiences. This means that even if a setting meets certain criteria, it may not reflect the full quality of care being provided. I have also seen that scores can be affected by the level of resources available, meaning settings with fewer resources may appear lower in quality even if practice is strong. There are also concerns that the scale may not always reflect different types of settings or cultural contexts. Because of this, I believe that ECERS should not be used on its own, but alongside professional judgement and other methods, to give a more balanced understanding of quality in early years practice.
  Using the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) has really helped me think about how our Flying Start setting can get ready for inspections and make sure we meet statutory requirements and the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS). It’s been useful for looking closely at the learning environment, daily routines, and how staff interact with children, helping me spot both what’s going well and what could be improved. Sandwell Council (no date) explains that structured reviews like this can help settings align their practice with statutory standards. The Early Years Inspection Toolkit (Department for Education, 2024) also highlights that evidence from tools like ECERS, including environmental reviews and observations, can show how a setting meets regulatory expectations. Using ECERS this way has helped me think about practical steps we can take to improve our provision, making sure we meet quality standards, follow statutory requirements, and provide the best support for the children in our care.
  After reflecting on the physical environment and routine using The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale, i wanted to explore a method that focuses more directly on children’s thinking, emotional well-being, and engagement. For this my other chosen method I have chosen is the Sustained Thinking and Emotional Well-being (STEW) framework. 
    In my early years practice, I have looked at the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale as a way of focusing more on children’s interactions and emotional development. The SSTEW scale looks at how practitioners support children’s confidence, independence, wellbeing, communication, and thinking through everyday experiences in the setting. It is broken down into different areas, which has helped me reflect on how well we are supporting children not just through the environment, but through our interactions with them. Using this approach has made me think more about how important our role is in encouraging children’s thinking and supporting their emotional wellbeing during play and daily routines.
     In my early years practice, I have found that the SSTEW scales are particularly helpful for reflecting on the quality of interactions and support we provide to children. They encourage me to focus on how I respond to children’s ideas, promote sustained shared thinking, and support their emotional wellbeing through everyday experiences. Using the scales helps me recognise when my interactions are effective and highlights areas where I can improve. This reflection strengthens my understanding of how my practice directly affects children’s thinking, communication, and emotional development. Ultimately, applying the SSTEW scales in my setting supports me in creating more meaningful and intentional interactions that foster children’s learning and overall wellbeing.
    In my practice, I can see how using the SSTEW scales really helps promote quality and meet statutory requirements in early years. It makes me think about how I support children’s emotional wellbeing, communication, and thinking skills through everyday interactions. This links closely to the EYFS, which expects high-quality teaching, learning, and interactions. I find that reflecting on my practice with SSTEW helps me see what’s working well and where I could improve, which is also something inspectors look for. Using SSTEW alongside other tools, like ECERS, gives me a fuller picture of quality — not just the environment, but the experiences and interactions children have. This helps me feel confident that the support we provide meets statutory expectations and gives children consistent, high-quality experiences in their learning and development.
 From my experience, I can see some clear similarities and differences between SSTEW and other quality methods we use in early years. Like other tools, SSTEW helps me reflect on my own practice and think about how we can improve outcomes for children. It encourages me to watch and think about how my interactions contribute to their learning and development. What makes it different is that it focuses more on children’s thinking, communication, and emotional wellbeing, rather than just the environment or routines. It really makes me consider how I support children’s confidence, independence, and engagement in everyday activities — something that might be overlooked if I only focus on the physical setting. According to Central Collaborative Knowsley (2019), using SSTEW alongside other tools, such as ECERS, gives a fuller picture of quality in the setting. It helps me see not only whether the environment and resources are suitable, but also whether the experiences and relationships I provide are really supporting children to think, communicate, and develop emotionally. Thinking about these differences has made me more aware of the different ways quality can be assessed, and how combining methods helps me provide more thoughtful, intentional, and responsive support for every child in my early years setting.
[bookmark: _Int_8ZftGER1]    While I find SSTEW really useful, reflecting on its limitations has also been important for my practice. One challenge is that it focuses heavily on interactions and emotional wellbeing, so it doesn’t fully assess the physical environment or resources, which are also important for children’s learning. I’ve noticed that in some situations, scoring or rating can feel subjective, as it relies on personal judgement about the quality of interactions. The Central Collaborative Knowsley guide (2019) and the gov.uk alternative quality scales guidance highlight that no single method can capture everything, which has reminded me that SSTEW should always be used alongside other tools. Thinking about these limitations has helped me approach my observations more critically and combine different methods to get better quality in the setting. This reflection encourages me to continually adapt my practice to ensure all aspects of children’s development are considered and supported.

   In conclusion Reflecting on using both the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scales has helped me understand how different quality assurance methods can complement each other to improve practice in early years settings. ECERS will help to allow me to focus on the physical environment, resources, daily routines, and overall structure of the day. It gives me clear guidance on what’s working well and what could be improved, helping me think critically about how the setting supports children’s learning, development, and wellbeing. At the same time, I have become aware of the limitations, especially in capturing the quality of interactions and relationships, which are such a central part of children’s experiences. This has shown me that ECERS is most effective when used alongside professional judgement and other tools, rather than on its own.
SSTEW, on the other hand, focuses more on children’s thinking, emotional wellbeing, and engagement. Using SSTEW has encouraged me to reflect on how my interactions with children can support their confidence, communication, and sustained thinking. It has made me more aware of the importance of providing intentional, responsive interactions that go beyond the physical environment. Comparing SSTEW with ECERS has helped me see that no single method can cover every aspect of quality. When I use them together, I get a fuller picture of the setting, from both the environment and the experiences children have within it.
Thinking about both methods has also helped me see how quality assurance links directly to statutory requirements and inspections. Tools like ECERS and SSTEW provide clear evidence that the setting is meeting standards such as the Early Years Foundation Stage, alternative quality scales guidance (gov.uk), and requirements highlighted by Care Inspectorate Wales. They show that policies and procedures are not just in place but actively implemented in ways that benefit children’s learning and wellbeing. Reflecting on both tools has helped me understand the importance of combining structured observation, professional reflection, and consideration of both environment and interactions to provide high-quality practice.
  Overall, reflecting on ECERS and SSTEW has shown me how they support continuous improvement and professional development. They help me make informed decisions about practice, consider the quality of experiences children have, and identify areas for development. Most importantly, using both methods together ensures that children receive consistent, higher quality support that meets statutory requirements, supports inspection readiness, and promotes positive outcomes across all areas of development. This reflection has strengthened my understanding that quality assurance is an ongoing process, one that directly affects children’s learning, wellbeing, and the overall effectiveness of the setting.
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