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Reflection
Quality in early years settings encompasses a commitment to creating a nurturing, stimulating, and safe environment that supports the holistic development of each child, fosters strong relationships with families, and promotes the continual professional development of staff. This involves a range of factors that collectively contribute to the holistic development and well-being of young children, including creating an environment that is safe, inclusive, and stimulating, where children can explore, learn, and grow (Birth to Five Matters, 2025; NAEYC, 2019).
Striving to improve quality in the early years requires a proactive and intentional approach to exceed the minimum standards required as defined in the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of twelve years of age (Welsh Government, 2023). Implementing innovative practices, personalised care, and continuous monitoring and improvement strategies will support the setting to enhance the quality of care and education provided to young children. By striving for high quality, settings can significantly impact children's cognitive, emotional, and social development, build trust and satisfaction among parents and carers, and create a culture for lifelong learning and dedication to quality (Schoch et al., 2023; WG, 2023; NAEYC, 2019).
A high-quality early year's setting would be safe, clean, and have a stimulating environment, with diverse and engaging areas for learning and play, including accessible resources which encourage independence (Department for Education (DfE), 2021). Additionally, Cottle and Alexander (2012) emphasise that the setting should feel welcoming and inclusive, promoting a calm and positive sense of security and well-being. Campell-Barr and Leeson (2016) agree and add that staff should provide responsive, individualised care and encouragement, supporting children in building confidence. This environment allows children to navigate the setting and interact with other children freely, fostering a sense of independence and social development, allowing children to engage in sustained shared thinking, and extending learning opportunities through meaningful conversations. The curriculum is balanced and varied, child-centered, and includes innovative activities that go beyond the standard curriculum. Strong partnerships with parents and active community engagement enrich the children’s experiences (Cottle and Alexander, 2014; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008). Staff are committed to continuous professional development and reflective practice, ensuring ongoing improvement in the quality of care and education. The setting supports children's emotional well-being, helping them develop resilience, empathy, and social skills, creating a place where children feel safe, happy, and encouraged to explore and learn (Spieß,2013).

The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project describes the quality of pre-school provision as crucial and found that high quality settings were more effective in promoting positive child outcomes, aligning with the idea of striving for excellence in early years childcare settings (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008). 
However, there are challenges in achieving high quality for all settings. Funding plays a crucial role. Limitations can restrict the ability to offer competitive salaries and benefits, making it difficult to attract and retain suitably qualified staff. This often leads to workers seeking better pay opportunities in other sectors. Furthermore, inadequate funding for salaries drives costs further by creating high staff turnover. This turnover drives costs again by necessitating the need to readvertise positions, recruit and retrain candidates, creating a cycle that not only increases operational costs but also disrupts the consistency of care and education provided to the children (Virdi, 2024). This knock-on effect impacts the continuity of care and quality of relationships between staff and children, impacting emotional well-being by adding stress and anxiety from frequent changes to caregivers and routines. These frequent changes hinder attachment bonds between children and staff, which is crucial for emotional and social development (Russell, 2025; Gray Group International, 2024; Little Dreamers Day Nursery, 2024; Mathers, 2012).
Comparison
National Day Nurseries Assocation (NDNA) Quality First provides a continuous improvement framework which encourages settings to reflect, review, and improve their practices continuously. This framework focuses on four key areas: Play and Learning, Health, Safety and Wellbeing, Workforce, and Leadership and Management (NDNA, 2023a). 
Play and Learning emphasises the importance of providing a stimulating and engaging environment that supports children’s learning and development. It includes evaluating the quality of educational activities, resources, and the overall learning environment to ensure it meets the developmental needs of all children (Institute of Early Years Education, 2024; NDNA, 2023a). 
Health, Safety, and Well-being focuses on implementing robust health and safety policies, ensuring that all facilities are adequately maintained, clean, and safe. These policies promote the physical and emotional well-being of all children, which is paramount (NDNA, 2023a; Carroll, 2021). 
The quality of the workforce is crucial for delivering high quality care and education. This involves assessing staff applications, training, and continuous professional development, ensuring that all staff are well-equipped to meet the diverse needs of the children (NDNA, 2023a). 
Effective leadership and management are essential for the smooth operation of early years settings. This includes evaluating the effectiveness of the leadership practices, the management structures, and the setting's overall control (NDNA, 2023a). 
There are two ways in which settings can complete their assessment. The Online Audit and Review allows settings to assess their processes online and receive feedback. It includes access to the Quality Counts Framework, which provides statements, audit, and exemplification documents for settings to work through and complete. Once completed, the setting can request an online review and receive critical feedback on areas for improvement. This option is flexible and can be completed within twelve months, with the possibility to upgrade to the Certification Mark at any stage (NDNA, 2023b).
The Certification Mark provides full accreditation and involves a much more comprehensive process. Settings are allocated a mentor who supports them through their quality improvement journey. This option includes access to evaluative surveys that gather views from both managers and practitioners, detailed audits with statements broken down into exemplifications, and the submission of key documents for assessment. Achieving the Certification Mark demonstrates a setting’s commitment to high quality practice and can lead to improved outcomes for children at inspections (NDNA, 2023b).
Although the NDNA Quality First framework is designed to help nurseries improve their quality of care and education, there are some disadvantages to this model. The assessment can be time-consuming and require significant resources, such as staff time. It is a rigorous assessment which can put staff under additional stress who may already be managing heavy workloads. Additionally, while the assessment aims to standardise quality, it may not consider the unique needs and circumstances of individual settings. Moreover, there is a risk of bias in the evaluation process which could affect the outcome (Birth to Five Matters, 2025; NDNA, 2023b).

The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale is a framework designed to evaluate and enhance the quality of early childhood education, focusing on pedagogy and the emphasis of high-quality interactions and emotional well-being. It focuses on creating an environment where adults and children engage in meaningful conversations that promote shared thinking to expand learning. This approach helps children develop critical thinking skills, manage their emotions, and build social competencies through activities that encourage curiosity, problem solving, and language development (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
Implementation of the SSTEW scale involves training educators to effectively apply the principles, conducting regular observations to assess interactions and integrate these practices into daily routines. It aims to continuously improve the quality in early childhood education settings through key areas; Observations and Feedback, Professional Development and Training, Integration into Daily Practices (Featherbe 2020; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). 
Regular observations of interactions and practices are recorded within the setting. These observations help to identify areas for improvement and provide constructive feedback to staff. By consistently monitoring and assessing the quality of interactions, educators can make informed adjustments to enhance the learning environment (Featherbe 2020; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
The SSTEW scale supports ongoing professional development. Training sessions are conducted to help staff understand and apply the principles of the scale effectively. This continuous learning process ensures that educators are equipped with the latest strategies and techniques to foster high quality interactions and emotional well-being (Featherbe 2020; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).

[bookmark: _Int_wVdf30SV]The principles of the SSTEW scale are integrated into daily routines and activities, ensuring that high quality interactions and emotional support are consistently provided. This integration helps create a stable and nurturing environment where children can thrive. Additionally, the scale encourages collaboration with parents, involving them in their children’s learning and development. By following this structured process, the SSTEW assessment supports settings to maintain high standards of quality and continuously improve their practices (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). 
The SSTEW scale is a valuable tool for driving quality in early years settings, however there are some disadvantages. As the assessment relies on observations, different assessors may interpret interactions differently, leading to inconsistent scoring and feedback. Additionally, these observations combined with feedback sessions and identifying ongoing professional development can be resource-intensive, requiring time and financial investment which may create additional workload and costs to already stretched budgets (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015, Hoare, no date).
Both the NDNA and SSTEW scale frameworks are intended to support continuous quality improvement in early years settings but have different focuses and methodologies. The NDNA framework emphasises a comprehensive approach to improving quality and involves the whole team in a continuous cycle of review and improvement whereas the SSTEW scale focuses on high quality interactions and emotional well-being. It emphasises sustained shared thinking where adults and children engage in meaningful conversations to expand learning, aiming to support children's socio-emotional development, critical thinking and language skills (Early Years Wales, 2025; Featherbe, 2020; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). 
NDNA involves an online audit and review or full certification, while the SSTEW scale requires trained educators to conduct regular observations and assessments as part of their daily routine. Achieving and maintaining the Certification Mark of the NDNA Quality First framework demonstrates a setting’s commitment to high-quality practice, potentially leading to better outcomes and increased trust from parents (NDNA, 2023a). However, the long-term sustainability of this commitment requires ongoing investment in staff development and quality assurance processes, which may be challenging for settings with limited budgets (Birth to Five Matters, 2025; Donaldson, 2015). The SSTEW scale supports continuous professional development and reflective practice, leading to sustained improvements, but the need for regular observations and feedback sessions can be resource-intensive, making it difficult for settings to maintain this level of commitment over the long term without appropriate support and funding (Featherbe, 2020; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015; Hoare, no date).
Both frameworks can be resource-intensive and require significant time and financial investment. This can place additional stress on staff who may already be managing heavy workloads, potentially impacting morale and staff retention, especially in settings with limited resources. While the NDNA framework provides a structures approach that can lead to better outcomes for children, the need for continuous professional development and training can be financially demanding (Birth to Five Matters, 2025 NDNA, 2023a). Similarly, the SSTEW scale’s focus on high-quality interactions and a thorough understanding of child development requires significant resources for training, observations, and feedback. The reliance on regular observations means that staff must be consistently engaged in reflective practice, which can be time-consuming and may lead to challenges in balancing daily responsibilities with demands of the assessment process (Donoghue et al., 2017; Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish 2015; Hoare, no date).
Both frameworks offer valuable tools for improving early childhood education, but require careful consideration of their respective focuses, methodologies, and resource demands. Determining if one model is better than the other would depend on the unique circumstances of the setting and what their focus area may be (Featherbe, 2020; Education Policy Institute, 2018; Hoare, no date).
The NDNA may be better suited to settings looking for a broad, comprehensive approach, covering multiple aspects of early childhood education aiming to improve inspection results, while the SSTEW scale may be more beneficial to settings aiming to enhance the quality of interactions to focus on children's emotional well-being and cognitive development (Estyn, 2024; NDNA, 2023b; Siraj-Blatchford, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
In conclusion, both frameworks emphasise the importance of high-quality interactions and environments in early years settings. Although both provide opportunities to improve and enhance the quality of early years settings they differ in their focus, methodology, and scope. The NDNA offers a broader, more flexible approach, while the SSTEW provides a detailed, pedagogical focus on interactions and emotional well-being (Featherbe, 2020; Early Years Wales, 2020). 
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