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Quality in Early Years Education
The concept of quality in early years education is both complex and subjective. While it is widely accepted that quality is essential for promoting positive outcomes for children, defining and measuring it remains a challenge. According to Sylva et al. (2004), quality provision in early years settings significantly influences children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development. However, the criteria used to define quality can vary based on individual perspectives, cultural values, and policy frameworks (Moss, 2016).
This reflective paper explores what quality means in the context of early years education, why it is important, and how it can be identified. Drawing on key studies such as the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) project (Sylva et al., 2004) and the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002), it examines the factors that contribute to quality provision. Additionally, it considers whether the relentless pursuit of quality could unintentionally hinder its achievement, as well as the challenges of differing perceptions and standards in the sector.
In part 2, the paper will analyse and critique two quality assurance methods: the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale and the Building on Effective Early Learning (BEEL) framework. Both methods are widely used to evaluate and enhance the quality of early years provision, yet they differ in their focus and approach. This section will compare and contrast their strengths and limitations, exploring why it may be beneficial to use different types of quality assurance methods to gain a more comprehensive and accurate measure of practice.
Defining quality is challenging because it is perceived differently by various stakeholders. Parents may view quality in terms of safety, nurturing relationships, and developmental progress, while practitioners might focus on pedagogical approaches and professional development. Meanwhile, policymakers often reduce quality to measurable outcomes, such as school readiness and inspection ratings. Moss (2016) critiques this narrow, regulatory view, arguing that quality should not be reduced to a "checklist of standards" but rather understood as dynamic and contextual, shaped by the unique relationships and experiences within each setting. He asserts that "quality is a choice, not a necessity" (Moss, 2016, p. 8–9), suggesting that it is a flexible concept rather than a fixed benchmark.
Dahlberg et al. (2013) support this perspective, arguing that quality is often perceived as "objective, real, [and] knowable" (Dahlberg et al., 2013, p. 5–6), but this view overlooks the subjective, interpretive, and relational nature of practice. They propose that quality should be reimagined as a social construct—one that values meaningful relationships, reflective practice, and the lived experiences of children and practitioners, rather than solely relying on quantifiable measures. This view aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory, which emphasises the importance of social interaction and collaboration for cognitive and emotional development. From this perspective, quality cannot be standardised or universally defined, as it is shaped by the unique context and interactions within each setting.
Part 2
Quality assurance tools play a vital role in enhancing early years provision by offering structured frameworks for evaluating practice and promoting continuous improvement. This section examines and critiques two quality assurance methods: the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale and the Building on Effective Early Learning (BEEL) framework. Both methods aim to improve the quality of provision by assessing and enhancing adult-child interactions, but they differ in their focus, application, and overall effectiveness.
The SSTEW scale was developed to assess the quality of adult-child interactions, with a particular emphasis on sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing (Siraj et al., 2015). It evaluates five key domains: building trust, confidence, and independence; supporting and extending language and communication; supporting emotional wellbeing; encouraging curiosity and problem-solving; and promoting sustained shared thinking. By measuring these areas, SSTEW offers practitioners clear insights into the quality of their interactions and areas for development. It encourages reflective practice by prompting practitioners to consider how effectively they scaffold children’s learning and extend their thinking through meaningful dialogue (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). Importantly, SSTEW goes beyond the National Minimum Standards (NMS) by focusing on the quality of pedagogical interactions rather than just compliance with statutory regulations. While the NMS ensures that minimum safety, staffing, and welfare requirements are met (Welsh Government, 2017), SSTEW evaluates the depth and quality of engagement between children and practitioners, which is essential for fostering cognitive and emotional development.
In contrast, the BEEL framework is a holistic, evidence-based quality improvement model designed to evaluate and enhance early learning experiences. It considers various aspects of provision, including the environment, pedagogy, leadership, and family engagement (Pascal et al., 2019). BEEL promotes practitioner reflection through a self-assessment process and uses external validation to ensure objective evaluation. Its multi-dimensional approach enables settings to identify strengths and areas for improvement across a broad range of quality indicators, beyond adult-child interactions. The BEEL Guidance Document (Television Junction, 2006) highlights that BEEL not only meets but exceeds the requirements of NMS by promoting continuous professional development and reflective practice, which are key to enhancing quality. This makes BEEL particularly effective in driving meaningful, long-term improvements, rather than simply ensuring regulatory compliance (Pascal et al., 2019).
Both SSTEW and BEEL are valuable tools for quality assurance, but they differ significantly in focus and application. SSTEW primarily focuses on adult-child interactions, making it highly effective in identifying and improving the quality of verbal exchanges and emotional support (Siraj et al., 2015). This narrow focus is beneficial for enhancing pedagogical strategies and fostering children’s cognitive and emotional development. However, SSTEW offers limited insights into broader aspects of early years provision, such as leadership, family partnerships, or environmental factors. In contrast, BEEL takes a more comprehensive view by examining the overall quality of provision, including leadership effectiveness, parental engagement, and the learning environment (Pascal et al., 2019). While this broader scope provides valuable insights into systemic quality factors, it may lack the detailed focus on pedagogical interactions that SSTEW offers. Tayler (2015) highlights that merely collecting data on quality is insufficient; findings must be used to inform changes in practice. This is where SSTEW and BEEL prove particularly valuable. They not only provide a measure of current practice but also foster a reflective approach to professional development. By encouraging practitioners to engage in continuous professional learning and improvement, these tools contribute to the development of a reflective culture within early years settings.
The advantage of SSTEW lies in its specificity and practicality. It offers clear, observable criteria for assessing adult-child interactions, making it a useful tool for targeted professional development (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). By regularly using the SSTEW scale, practitioners can systematically evaluate and enhance their communication strategies, which is essential for fostering cognitive and emotional development (Sylva et al., 2010). However, SSTEW’s limitation is that it does not capture the wider contextual factors influencing quality, such as staff leadership, resources, or family collaboration. Therefore, while SSTEW can improve pedagogical quality, it may overlook systemic issues that also influence outcomes (Moss, 2016, p. 45).
In contrast, the BEEL framework is a holistic, evidence-based quality improvement model designed to evaluate and enhance early learning experiences. It considers various aspects of provision, including the environment, pedagogy, leadership, and family engagement (Pascal et al., 2019). BEEL promotes practitioner reflection through a self-assessment process and uses external validation to ensure objective evaluation. Its multi-dimensional approach enables settings to identify strengths and areas for improvement across a broad range of quality indicators, beyond adult-child interactions. The BEEL Guidance Document (Television Junction, 2006) highlights that BEEL not only meets but exceeds the requirements of NMS by promoting continuous professional development and reflective practice, which are key to enhancing quality. This makes BEEL particularly effective in driving meaningful, long-term improvements, rather than simply ensuring regulatory compliance (Pascal et al., 2019).
Furthermore, this approach aligns closely with the principles of the UNCRC, particularly Articles 3 (best interests of the child), 28 (right to education), and 29 (education to develop the child’s personality, talents, and mental and physical abilities to their fullest potential), as it ensures that the quality of early learning reflects the holistic needs of children and promotes their rights to high-quality education (United Nations, 1989). Non-maintained settings in Wales, as part of the broader educational landscape, are equally expected to uphold these rights and deliver an inclusive, rights-based curriculum (Welsh Government, 2021). However, BEEL’s holistic nature means it may not provide the same level of depth regarding adult-child interactions, which are recognised as one of the most significant drivers of child development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).
Both SSTEW and BEEL provide valuable but distinct information for improving provision. SSTEW offers detailed feedback on the quality of adult-child interactions, particularly regarding verbal scaffolding, emotional support, and the promotion of critical thinking (Siraj et al., 2015). It enables practitioners to reflect on their conversational strategies and identify areas for improvement, which is crucial for fostering cognitive and emotional development (Sylva et al., 2010). In contrast, BEEL offers insights into the overall effectiveness of the setting, including environmental quality, leadership, and family engagement (Pascal et al., 2019). This provides a holistic picture of strengths and areas requiring improvement, making it useful for strategic planning and organisational development.
Crucially, both SSTEW and BEEL promote standards that exceed NMS, which is essential for delivering high-quality early years provision. While NMS ensures that the basic requirements for safety, welfare, and staffing are met, quality assurance tools like SSTEW and BEEL drive deeper improvements by focusing on pedagogy, relationships, and continuous professional development (Welsh Government, 2017). This is vital because research from the Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) project demonstrates that high-quality early years provision significantly improves children’s long-term academic and social outcomes (Sylva et al., 2012). By exceeding basic regulatory compliance, SSTEW and BEEL promote meaningful, evidence-based improvements that contribute to better learning experiences and outcomes for children.
While both methods offer valuable insights, they also have limitations. SSTEW’s narrow focus on adult-child interactions means it does not capture the broader context of early years provision, such as staff morale, leadership effectiveness, or the impact of the learning environment. Therefore, while SSTEW can improve pedagogical quality, it may overlook systemic issues that also influence outcomes. Conversely, BEEL’s comprehensive nature means it may lack the detailed pedagogical insights that SSTEW provides. Although it evaluates multiple aspects of provision, it may not sufficiently highlight the quality of adult-child interactions, which research shows is a key factor in child development (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002).
Both SSTEW and BEEL can effectively drive quality improvements but in different ways. By focusing on adult-child interactions, SSTEW promotes reflective practice and targeted professional development. When practitioners regularly assess and enhance their communication strategies, they are better able to scaffold children’s thinking and promote deeper learning experiences (Siraj et al., 2015). BEEL, on the other hand, drives quality by providing a holistic view of the setting, enabling leaders to implement comprehensive improvement plans. By addressing factors such as leadership, parental engagement, and environmental quality, BEEL fosters systemic enhancements that contribute to sustained improvement across the provision (Pascal et al., 2019).
Research by Campbell-Barr (2016) and Eadie et al. (2022) underscores the central role of leadership in fostering a culture of continuous improvement. Leaders who champion reflective practice and professional development ensure that tools like SSTEW are not only used but also embedded within the setting’s everyday practice, ensuring sustained improvements in pedagogical quality. Similarly, effective parental engagement, as identified by Sylva et al. (2010), enhances the impact of BEEL by fostering stronger home-school links that support children's learning both inside and outside the setting.
Parental engagement is another critical factor in sustaining quality improvement. Research by Sylva et al. (2010) and Dahlberg et al. (2013) highlights that partnerships with families contribute significantly to children's well-being and development. When parents are involved in their children’s early education, it enhances continuity between the home and setting, which can result in better learning outcomes. BEEL's inclusion of parental engagement as an aspect of quality provision reflects the growing recognition of the importance of family involvement. As Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) note, effective partnerships between practitioners and families are key to promoting children's cognitive and emotional development, ensuring that learning is supported both in and outside the setting.
The learning environment, both physical and emotional, also plays a fundamental role in sustaining improvements. Research consistently shows that the quality of the environment influences children's cognitive, social, and emotional development (Farquhar, 2007; Sylva et al., 2010). BEEL's holistic approach recognises that a well-organised, safe, and stimulating environment is essential for children's engagement and well-being. In addition, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) argue that an enriched learning environment supports children’s thinking, creativity, and exploration, further reinforcing the need for high-quality settings that promote high developmental outcomes. The physical and emotional environment also contributes to the wellbeing of practitioners, which in turn affects the overall quality of care and education provided.
In conclusion, both the SSTEW scale and the BEEL framework offer valuable but distinct approaches to quality assurance in early years education. SSTEW’s strength lies in its specific focus on adult-child interactions, making it highly effective for enhancing pedagogical practice. However, it overlooks broader contextual factors. In contrast, BEEL offers a holistic evaluation of overall provision, making it valuable for strategic planning and organisational improvement, though it may lack the depth of pedagogical insight provided by SSTEW. By exceeding NMS requirements, both tools promote deeper and more meaningful improvements, ultimately driving higher-quality early years provision that positively impacts children’s development and learning outcomes.
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