Student Number: 2212595 Module Code: ECEY6011 Word Count:1,974
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 



















The purpose of this reflective paper is to critically examine the benefits of promoting and ensuring quality beyond statutory regulations. Within this reflective paper, there will be focus on two quality assurance methods: the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale and Quality First – National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA). Through a comparison of both approaches, this paper highlights their significance on improving provision and notes how to effectively conduct quality above the expected minimum standards. Defining quality within the early years presents a challenge as it can incorporate multiple aspects. To support this, a study by Sollars (2020) analysed responses from two thousand parents regarding their definition of quality within early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings. Sollars (2020) discovered that parental perspectives on quality were identified through significant factors such as practitioners’ characteristics, their relationships with families, how they support children’s well-being and development, along with their ability to nurture children’s physical learning environment. Similarly, Suchodoletz et al. (2023) reviewed global research from 2010-2020 to identify how children’s developmental outcomes are influenced by their quality of ECEC. Suchodoletz et al. (2020) found that higher quality of ECEC resulted in positive outcomes for children. Furthermore, Suchodoletz et al. (2020) highlighted indicators such as teacher and child interactions significantly demonstrated improvements in children’s academic performance, social competence, motor skills, behavioural and socioemotional issues. 
In relation to socioemotional and cognitive outcomes, according to Siraj et al. (2015) being able to participate in sustained shared thinking with children was acknowledged as a key skill for setting staff within pre-school settings to possess, as it effectively supports children’s socioemotional and cognitive outcomes. Siraj et al. (2015) define the term sustained shared thinking as two or more individuals working together to intellectually solve problems, clarify concepts, evaluate activities and expand narratives. According to Howard et al. (2018) quality in early childhood is measured through two aspects: Process quality and structural quality. Howard et al. (2018) explain that process quality focuses on children’s daily life, shaped by responsive interactions from staff and resources within a setting, catering to their social, emotional, physical and learning experiences. Whereas structural quality, as Howard et al. (2018) note, refers to regulatory factors such as staff qualifications, child to adult ratios and group sizes within a setting. The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale, as noted by Victoria State Government (no date) is an observational tool that is designed for practitioners to assess the quality of early childhood settings interactions and emotional support to children between the ages of two to five years old. In addition to this, as stated similarly by Sefton Council (2024) the SSTEW Scale is an observational tool that is split into subscales, rated from one to seven to determine a settings status from inadequate to excellent. Sefton Council (2024) claim that professionals using the SSTEW scale can evaluate the quality of interactions, emotional environment and pedagogy of their early years setting. As noted by Foundation Years (no date) poor quality provision does not support long term outcomes for children, as quality improvement is based on continuously planning, reviewing and analysing to ensure developments are being made. In addition to this, Foundation Years (no date) claims that leadership plays a significant role in quality improvement as there should be systems in place where priorities focus on self-evaluation, identifying improvement and evidencing plans to implement change and document progression. 
Victoria State Government (no date) highlight some of the five key areas of the SSTEW Scale which focus on: Building trust, confidence and independence through encouragement of developing self-assurance and autonomy, along with supporting children’s social and emotional well-being, to foster and encourage positive social relationships and children’s emotional health. Additionally, Hoare (no date) also highlights some of the five key areas of the SSTEW Scale such as: Supporting language extension and communication, enhancing children’s vocabulary along with their communication skills, supporting sustained shared thinking, to encourage engagement in meaningful discussions to develop their critical thinking skills. Finally, Hoare (no date) notes the importance of assessing children’s learning and language development by monitoring and nurturing children’s progress of learning.  A study by Howard et al. (2018) validates the effectiveness of the SSTEW Scale for measuring and improving interactions with children. Within the study Howard et al. (2018) state that the SSTEW Scale is a reliable tool for improving educators’ interactions with children, as the results show that the higher the educators are on the SSTEW Scale, the better the developmental outcome the children under their practice received, resulting in improved language, numeracy and social development. 
A study by Waters and Macdonald (2020) discusses how a rating scale can allow setting staff to learn and develop professionally. In addition to this, Waters and Macdonald (2020) explain that when staff observe and monitor children’s learning experiences within their setting, it can allow them to recognise the lack of opportunities for children to demonstrate deep thinking, with focus on how to improve specific areas of pedagogy. However, Waters and Macdonald (2020) concluded that whilst the approach provided positive changes, it ultimately made staff focus on the portrayal of the setting by its ranking, rather than their ethical improvement. To address this issue, Reinke et al. (2018) advocate for a more holistic approach to professional development that fosters meaningful outcomes. Reinke et al. (2018) suggest that educators should engage in reflective practices through collaborative discussions with staff, to develop a deeper understanding of quality that measures beyond ratings and aligns with ethical and pedagogical values. Similarly to this, research conducted by Macdonald (2020) demonstrates that the SSTEW Scale can serve educators with an effective framework for developing professionals in early years settings, as it can enhance educators teaching practices along with children’s learning experiences. 
However, Macdonald (2020) notes that research has shown the importance of addressing concerns related to assessment whilst also fostering a deep understanding of children’s abilities, to obtain long-term improvements of educators teaching practices. The central focus of the SSTEW scale within early childhood education aligns with multiple UNCRC articles that outline the importance of fostering children’s emotional well-being. As stated by UNICEF (no date) article 12 of the UNCRC emphasizes the importance of children having the right to express their views, feelings and wishes and to be taken seriously. In addition to this, UNICEF (no date) article 29 of the UNCRC adheres with the SSTEW Scale by emphasizing children’s holistic development through the goals of education to encourage children’s full potential. Linking to the UNCRC, the second quality assurance method is the Quality Counts by National Day Nursery Association (NDNA) (no date). According to NDNA (no date) Quality Counts has been created in alignment with the UNCRC to support children’s rights to allow childcare settings to provide high quality experiences by encouraging continuous improvement and teamwork. In addition to this, NDNA (no date) suggests that through involvement of all staff, there is a consistent approach to providing quality as it helps educators to identify gaps and encourage the development of both staff and the settings. NDNA (2023) Quality Statement claims the ethos behind the organisation is to support excellence within early years settings, driven by quality and sustainability. NDNA’s (2023) approach to achieve this, is by ensuring that the child is central to their practice, as well as the services they provide to support workplaces that align with their values. 
NDNA’s core values reflect influence from theorists such as Bronfenbrenner. To support this, Anthony (2022) notes Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory envisaged children’s development as a process of bi-directional and reciprocal relationships within a child’s development, influenced by their immediate environment. Anthony (2022) explains that Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory describes influential factors of children’s development, which are: The individual level (the child), the microsystem (relationships with family and teachers), the mesosystem (connections with the local community), the exosystem (influences from social services and neighbours) and finally, the macrosystem (broader cultural and media influences). According to Welsh Government (2016) ensuring children are provided with high quality ECEC is central to meeting statutory regulations to enable positive outcomes for children. To ensure standards are met, Welsh Government (2016) states that all independent settings in Wales must be registered with the Welsh government. 
Similarly, Welsh Government (2023) National Minimum standards (NMS) states that early years settings must register with relevant organisations such as CIW to carry out inspections, with the aim to improve and support the quality of education across settings in Wales. Additionally, Welsh Government (2023) NMS explain that the legislative framework for regulated childcare in Wales, assigns the Welsh Ministers the authority of registration, with CIW carrying out their duties of registering, inspecting and reviewing the quality, safety and improvement of childcare, play work and social services, providing professional advice where it is appropriate. The NDNA (2021) Quality First certification aligns with regulatory inspection standards, as it supports settings in evaluating their practice alongside national standards and encourages continuous improvement. In comparison to the SSTEW Scale, Quality Counts (no date) demonstrates similar outcomes, as it enables individuals to identify skill gaps for staff to continuously improve. In addition to this, Quality Counts (no date) highlight that settings that have undertaken the Quality Counts system to ensure continued improvement are able to evidence better outcomes for children when inspected by relevant organisations. Birth to 5 Matters (2021) Non-statutory guidance for the Early Years foundation stage claims that it is important to note that all childcare settings are unique, with differences in location, resources, staff, children and leadership, and so building positive relationships among all stakeholders through effective communication is equally important for trust and collaboration. In addition to this, Birth to 5 Matters (2021) state that a supportive environment is needed for not only to support the well-being and achievement of children, but also the staff within the setting. Furthermore, Birth to 5 Matters (2021) explain that continuous learning and development is key to progressional growth, with focus on collaboration and reflection to effectively improve quality and leadership. In relation to ensuring quality, Welsh Government (2016) Childcare Statutory Guidance states those responsible for managing settings, must ensure competent staffing arrangements are put in place for settings to meet targets and deliver good quality service. 
Additionally, Welsh Government (2016) claims staff requirements include a range of factors such as qualifications and skills, along with regular appraisals to assess whether further training and development is required. Furthermore, Welsh Government (2016) states that effective training programmes should include elements such as First aid, child protection and safeguarding, national qualifications in line with NMS, integrating children with special needs, along with many more areas of continuous development. Contrasting to this, Street (2020) critically examines how early childhood education policies heavily focus on outcomes such as academic readiness and developmental milestones. Whilst these factors are undoubtedly important, Street (2020) suggests that a deeper understanding of children’s well-being is needed beyond statutory frameworks, such as ensuring access to essential resources and opportunities, along with fostering children’s relationships, emotions and sense of belonging. Furthermore, Street (2020) believes policies and practices should be more flexible and child centred as current systems overlook children’s individuality, rights, and emotional development by favouring the achievement of goals. In conclusion, promoting and sustaining high quality practice within early years settings is crucial for children to achieve positive and successful outcomes. Through a comparison of tools such as the SSTEW Scale and the Quality First Programme, this essay explores how effective quality assurance measures can support continuous development through a child-centred approach. Encouraging practitioners’ individual development through opportunities to critically analyse their practice enables supportive environments, where children’s individual needs are central to practice. However, with pressure from external factors such as a settings rating potentially disrupting focus from genuine quality of practice, ensuring holistic and collaborative approaches are embedded within professional practice allows settings to distinguish ethical principles that foster children’s well-being, learning and development. 
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