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Part 2
Quality in early years refers to the combination of structural and process features within early childhood education and care (ECEC) that support children’s holistic development. Structural elements such as practitioner qualifications, ratios, leadership, and the organisation of the learning environment provide the foundations for effective practice, while process quality, particularly warm, responsive, and intentional adult–child interactions, is consistently identified as the strongest predictor of children’s learning, wellbeing, and long-term outcomes (Welsh Government, 2023a; Melhuish & Gardiner, 2019). 
The sector-led guidance Birth to 5 Matters reinforces this understanding by emphasising the centrality of relationships, emotional security, and child-led exploration in the earliest years, highlighting that high-quality provision is rooted in attuned, sensitive, and developmentally informed practice (Early Education, 2021). These principles align closely with the Welsh policy landscape, where the Curriculum for Wales positions wellbeing, play, and relational pedagogy at the heart of early years experiences (Welsh Government, 2022). Although Moss (2016) argues that quality itself is not a neutral or universal construct but is shaped by cultural, political, and ethical values, reminding the sector that definitions of ‘high quality’ must remain reflective, contextual, and grounded in democratic dialogue.
Quality in early years provision is essential because it shapes children’s development during the most sensitive period of brain growth, when neural pathways are rapidly forming and highly responsive to environmental experiences. Research consistently shows that process quality has the strongest and most lasting impact on children’s cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes (OECD, 2021; Ulferts, Wolf and Anders, 2019). Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory supports this by emphasising that children learn most effectively through social interaction, guided participation, and sensitive scaffolding from knowledgeable adults (Vygotsky, 1978), making high-quality interactions central to learning. Attachment theory also reinforces this, demonstrating that secure, consistent relationships promote emotional regulation, resilience, and exploration, all of which underpin early learning (Bowlby, 1969; Ainsworth et al., 1978). 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory further supports this by emphasising that children’s development is profoundly influenced by the quality of relationships and interactions within their immediate environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Furthermore, longitudinal studies such as EPPSE demonstrate that children who experience high-quality early years provision show improved academic attainment and social competence well into adolescence (Department for Education, 2015). However, achieving and sustaining high quality requires ongoing professional development, reflective practice, and environments that enable practitioners to engage deeply with children. This is recognised in Wales, where the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care emphasises relational pedagogy, wellbeing, and responsive practice as central to supporting children’s holistic development (Welsh Government, 2023b). High-quality provision, therefore, not only supports immediate learning but lays the foundations for lifelong wellbeing and educational success.
Taken together, this body of research and theory shows that children in high-quality settings consistently experience better outcomes than their peers in lower-quality contexts. Longitudinal evidence from the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) project demonstrates that sustained access to high-quality early education is associated with higher academic achievement, better social competence, and reduced behavioural challenges well into adolescence (Department for Education, 2015). Similarly, cross-national analyses by the OECD show that countries with stronger early years quality systems achieve more equitable developmental outcomes for children, indicating that access to quality provision mitigates the risk of disadvantage (OECD, 2018). Therefore, the weight of evidence not only explains what quality is and why it matters, but clearly demonstrates that ensuring children can access high-quality early years settings is essential for promoting positive lifelong learning, wellbeing, and social outcomes.
While structural and process indicators provide a useful framework for defining and measuring quality, several scholars argue that these approaches risk oversimplifying the complexity of early childhood practice. Moss (2016) cautions that dominant quality frameworks often privilege technical, measurable aspects of provision, potentially overlooking relational, ethical, and democratic dimensions that are harder to quantify. Similarly, Dahlberg et al., (2013) argue that quality is not a fixed or objective standard, but a socially constructed concept shaped by cultural values, political priorities, and societal expectations. This critique is particularly relevant in Wales, where policy emphasises children’s rights, voice, and agency, as reflected in the Curriculum for Wales and the ECPLC Quality Framework, both of which position relational pedagogy, co‑construction, and wellbeing as central to high‑quality practice (Welsh Government, 2022; Welsh Government, 2023b). 
These perspectives suggest that while evidence‑based indicators such as ratios, qualifications, and interaction quality remain essential, they must be interpreted within a broader, values‑driven understanding of what matters in early childhood. High‑quality provision therefore, cannot be reduced to compliance with standards alone; it requires a reflective, principled, and context‑sensitive approach that honours children as active participants in their learning and recognises the moral and cultural dimensions of early years practice.
To evaluate and enhance these aspects of quality, effective quality assurance methods are necessary. Within the Welsh context, national frameworks such as Flying Start and the ECPLC emphasise relational pedagogy, play, and wellbeing as central to practice (Welsh Government, 2023a; 2023b). Tools such as the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS 3) provide structured approaches to observing and reflecting on both structural and process quality, enabling practitioners and leaders to make evidence-informed improvements. 
The SSTEW scale specifically measures the quality of interactions that support deep thinking, emotional wellbeing, and pedagogical intent, highlighting indicators such as responsiveness, reflective practice, and the presence of sustained shared thinking Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015). Sustained shared thinking (SST) refers to extended, co-constructed dialogue and problem-solving between adults and children that deepens understanding and enhances language, cognitive, and social development (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015; Fleer, 2016). In contrast, ECERS 3 assesses structural and environmental quality alongside interactions, evaluating domains such as space and furnishings, programme structure, activities, interactions, and language reasoning (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2017). ECERS provides a comprehensive overview of both environmental and process factors, making it valuable for auditing provision and benchmarking standards.
Despite their value, quality assurance tools such as SSTEW and ECERS must be used critically, as they are shaped by assumptions about what quality looks like and how it should be measured. Scholars argue that rating scales can risk narrowing practice by prioritising observable, standardised indicators over the relational, cultural, and contextual dimensions of pedagogy that are central to children’s lived experiences (Dahlberg et al., 2013; Moss, 2016). For example, ECERS has been critiqued for reflecting predominantly Anglo‑American conceptions of quality, which may not fully align with Wales’ rights‑based, play‑rich, and relational pedagogical traditions (Welsh Government, 2022). Similarly, while SSTEW offers a more nuanced lens on interactions, it still relies on external observation and may not capture the full complexity of children’s agency, peer relationships, or the emotional climate of the setting. Both tools also risk reinforcing a compliance‑driven culture if used mechanistically rather than as part of reflective, dialogic professional learning. 
Welsh policy frameworks, including the ECPLC Quality Framework and Curriculum for Wales, emphasise practitioner judgement, relational pedagogy, and contextual responsiveness, suggesting that quality cannot be fully understood through rating scales alone (Welsh Government, 2023b; Welsh Government, 2022). Therefore, while SSTEW and ECERS provide valuable insights, they must be complemented by practitioner reflection, child‑voice approaches, and collaborative inquiry to ensure that quality assurance remains holistic, democratic, and aligned with the values of early childhood education in Wales.
Comparing these two tools highlights complementary strengths. SSTEW provides a detailed lens on adult–child interactions, capturing the quality of cognitive engagement and relational practice that directly supports children’s learning and wellbeing. It aligns closely with sociocultural theory, Vygotsky’s emphasis on guided participation, and Welsh policy frameworks that prioritise relational pedagogy and developmentally informed practice (Welsh Government, 2022). However, SSTEW is resource‑intensive, requiring trained observers, and it does not evaluate broader structural factors such as ratios, resources, or routines (OECD, 2021). ECERS, by contrast, offers a standardised, wide‑ranging assessment of the environment, programme, and interactions, making it useful for ensuring compliance with regulatory frameworks, guiding resourcing decisions, and informing leadership planning (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025). Its limitation lies in its lower sensitivity to the depth of adult–child interactions and the quality of sustained shared thinking, which are critical to cognitive and social outcomes (Sammons et al., 2018).
Both SSTEW and ECERS provide essential information for improving provision, though they offer insights in different domains. SSTEW can indicate whether adults are scaffolding children’s thinking and engaging in interactions that promote emotional security and cognitive challenge, while ECERS highlights environmental and organisational strengths or gaps, including access to materials, space, and routines. Neither tool fully captures children’s subjective experiences or family perspectives, which are crucial for inclusive, responsive practice, necessitating complementary approaches such as child voice tools, parent surveys, and reflective logs (OECD, 2018; Welsh Government, 2023e). When used together, SSTEW and ECERS support reflective practice, inform professional development, and guide evidence-based improvement actions.
In practice, SSTEW observations might reveal areas where staff require support in extending children’s thinking or fostering collaborative problem-solving, prompting targeted coaching and mentoring. ECERS evaluations can identify gaps in materials, space, or scheduling, guiding environmental improvements. Both tools facilitate reflective discussion, goal-setting, and continuous monitoring, ensuring that interventions are aligned with theory, research, and policy frameworks. Integrating these assessments within Flying Start and ECPLC settings allows leaders to create environments that support high-quality interactions and holistic development, as emphasised in longitudinal evidence from the EPPSE study and international reviews by the OECD (Melhuish et al., 2019; Ulferts et al., 2019). By triangulating findings from SSTEW, ECERS, and qualitative feedback, leaders can make informed decisions that enhance learning, wellbeing, and social outcomes, ensuring that children experience the highest quality provision consistently.
Ultimately, using SSTEW and ECERS in combination provides a holistic approach to quality assurance. SSTEW illuminates the relational and cognitive dimensions of practice, including sustained shared thinking, while ECERS ensures environmental and structural factors support high-quality provision. Together, they enable practitioners and leaders to evaluate practice comprehensively, plan targeted improvements, and monitor progress. When embedded within the reflective and rights-based frameworks of Welsh early years policy, these tools support the ongoing professional development of staff, improve adult–child interactions, and foster environments that optimise children’s development. This integration underscores the importance of multi-dimensional, evidence-informed approaches to driving quality in early childhood education, demonstrating that access to high-quality provision is critical for promoting lifelong learning, wellbeing, and equitable outcomes.
Sustained Shared Thinking (SST) is widely recognised as a hallmark of high‑quality early years pedagogy, involving adults and children engaging in purposeful, extended dialogue to co‑construct meaning, solve problems, and deepen understanding (Sira et al., 2023). Research continues to show that SST is most effective when practitioners use open‑ended questions, attentive listening, and responsive scaffolding to extend children’s thinking without directing it, enabling rich cognitive and linguistic development (Fleer, 2023). Within Wales, the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) Quality Framework positions high‑quality interactions including SST as central to children’s progression, emphasising the role of the “enabling adult” in fostering curiosity, reasoning, and collaborative exploration (Welsh Government, 2023b). This is reinforced by the Curriculum for Wales, which highlights the importance of relational pedagogy, play‑based learning, and dialogic interactions in supporting children to become ambitious, capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022). Sector guidance such as Birth to 5 Matters also aligns with this approach, noting that sustained, meaningful conversations between adults and children are key to developing critical thinking, problem‑solving, and emotional security (Early Education, 2021). Together, these sources position SST as a vital pedagogical strategy that supports holistic development and reflects Wales’ rights‑based, relational vision for early childhood education.

In conclusion, quality in early years education is a multifaceted and dynamic concept that extends beyond measurable standards to encompass the relational, ethical, and contextual dimensions of practice. While structural factors such as ratios, qualifications, and environments provide essential foundations, it is the quality of interactions particularly warm, responsive, and cognitively engaging exchanges such as sustained shared thinking that most powerfully influence children’s learning and wellbeing. Theoretical perspectives, including sociocultural, attachment, and ecological frameworks, alongside robust longitudinal evidence, consistently demonstrate that high-quality early experiences have lasting impacts on children’s academic achievement, social competence, and emotional resilience.
However, as highlighted by critical scholars, quality cannot be understood as a fixed or universal construct. It must remain responsive to cultural values, children’s rights, and local contexts, particularly within Wales’ play-based, relational policy landscape. Tools such as SSTEW and ECERS offer valuable insights but are most effective when used as part of a reflective, holistic approach that includes practitioner judgement, child voice, and ongoing professional dialogue. Ultimately, achieving high-quality provision requires a sustained commitment to reflective practice, collaboration, and continuous improvement, ensuring that all children experience environments that nurture their development, wellbeing, and lifelong learning potential.
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