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Quality in early years education plays an important role in shaping children’s development and their future outcomes. The early years are a critical period for cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth. According to Ofsted (2023), research consistently shows that high-quality early childhood experiences lead to better educational attainment, improved social skills, and greater well-being later in life. However, poor-quality provision can hinder progress and contribute to developmental delays Burchinal, (2018).
Quality in early years education is a broad and complex concept. It covers the physical environment, the quality of adult-child interactions, and the pedagogical practices used to support children’s learning and development. As stated by the OECD (2018), high-quality early years provision has a significant impact on children’s cognitive, social, and emotional development. Moreover, research indicates that children who attend high-quality early education are more likely to achieve better academic outcomes and display positive social behaviours later in life Siraj-Blatchford & Hallet, (2014).
High-quality early years education has long-term benefits that extend well beyond a child’s time in preschool. The Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) project, a large-scale longitudinal study by Sylva et al. (2020), demonstrated that children who experienced high-quality early education performed better academically throughout primary and secondary school. Moreover, they showed better social skills, fewer behavioural problems, and higher overall well-being.
Similarly, Heckman, as cited by the Heckman equation (2015) highlights that children who attend high-quality early years settings are more likely to experience higher lifetime earnings, better health, and lower rates of criminal involvement. This highlights the vital role of quality provision not only in children’s immediate development but also in their long-term life chances.
Ensuring quality in early years settings is particularly important for disadvantaged children. Research by Pascal, Bertram, and Rouse (2019) shows that children from low-income families benefit the most from attending high-quality early years settings. Quality provision helps close the achievement gap, providing these children with the social and cognitive skills they need to succeed in school and beyond.
However, equity issues persist. Moss (2016) argues that access to quality provision is often unequal, with children from disadvantaged backgrounds less likely to access high-quality settings. This highlights the need for policies that promote equal access to quality early education, ensuring that all children, regardless of their socio-economic background, benefit from early years provision.
Vygotsky’s (1978) as cited by Palm (2024) socio-cultural theory emphasises the importance of social interaction in children’s learning. He argued that children develop higher-order thinking skills through meaningful interactions with more knowledgeable others. This aligns with the concept of sustained shared thinking (SST), where adults and children engage in extended conversations that promote critical thinking and problem-solving Siraj et al., (2015).
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory highlights how a child’s development is influenced by multiple layers of their environment, including family, community, and society. High-quality early years settings create positive microsystems, providing children with nurturing relationships and stimulating experiences that enhance their development.
Defining and measuring quality is challenging. According to Moss (2016), quality in early years settings involves both structural and process quality. Structural quality refers to measurable factors such as staff qualifications, child-to-adult ratios, and the physical environment. Process quality, on the other hand, focuses on the nature of interactions between children and practitioners, the responsiveness of staff, and the quality of play and learning experiences Melhuish et al., (2015).
Both dimensions are essential for creating a high-quality learning environment, where positive interactions, combined with a well-resourced environment, foster children’s learning and well-being.
A stimulating and safe environment is a key indicator of quality. Jeong et al. (2022) highlight that high-quality early year's settings provide age-appropriate resources, stimulating activities, and well-maintained spaces that encourage children’s exploration and creativity. A rich physical environment supports both child-initiated and adult-led learning, creating a balanced and engaging experience. Moreover, Taggart et al. (2015) argue that environments with open-ended materials, outdoor play areas, and diverse learning resources foster creativity and problem-solving skills. Ensuring a safe, well-resourced, and stimulating physical environment is therefore essential in promoting quality provision.
In addition to assessing the physical environment and the quality of interactions, effective early years provision also relies heavily on reflective practice and continuous professional development (CPD). According to Tankersley et al. (2016), high-quality early years settings actively promote staff training and reflective practice, which enhances educators’ ability to engage in meaningful interactions with children. Reflective practice encourages practitioners to critically evaluate their pedagogical approaches, ensuring they meet the diverse needs of children. This continuous self-assessment and improvement process plays a key role in maintaining and enhancing quality provision.
Furthermore, partnerships with families are an essential aspect of high-quality early years provision. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) framework Department for Education, (2021) highlights the importance of parental involvement in children’s learning. When practitioners and parents collaborate effectively, it creates consistency between home and school environments, which supports children’s overall development. Research by Cohen and Anders (2019) found that parental engagement is one of the most significant factors influencing children’s educational outcomes, further demonstrating the value of strong home-school partnerships.
However, as Abbott and Langston (2005), citing the Birth to Three Matters framework, argue, achieving quality is not solely about the environment—it also depends on having skilled and responsive practitioners. These professionals engage children in meaningful interactions, support their emotional well-being, foster secure attachments, and promote learning Abbott & Langston, (2004).
The REPEY study by Sylva et al. (2007) reinforces this, showing that the most effective settings have highly trained staff who engage children in purposeful interactions and scaffold their learning through questioning, problem-solving, and joint exploration.
Emotional security is another essential aspect of quality. Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory, as cited by the NSPCC (2021), highlights the importance of secure relationships in promoting children’s emotional well-being. When children feel safe and emotionally supported, they are more likely to engage confidently in learning activities and develop positive social skills et al., (201). Secure attachments with key practitioners in early years settings help children develop emotional regulation, resilience, and self-confidence. This demonstrates how emotional security is a fundamental component of quality early years provision.
The ECERS framework focuses on assessing the overall environment, including physical space, materials, routines, and interactions. In contrast, the SSTEW scale, developed by Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish (2015), offers a more targeted analysis of pedagogical practices. It specifically examines sustained shared thinking and the promotion of children’s emotional well-being, providing a more in-depth evaluation of adult-child interactions.
The Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is a widely recognised tool for evaluating the quality of physical environments and care practices in early years settings. Originally developed by Harms, Clifford, and Cryer in the US, ECERS was later adapted for use in the UK, with ECERS-3 (2015) being the most recent version UNC.edu, (2025).
In contrast, the SSTEW scale offers a more detailed assessment of interaction quality, which is important for promoting children’s emotional well-being and cognitive development. Siraj et al. (2015) argue that the SSTEW scale provides deeper insights into how practitioners engage children in meaningful, extended conversations that foster critical thinking skills.
 One of the key strengths of the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) is its comprehensive approach to evaluating early years settings. It provides a holistic assessment that looks at both structural and process quality. This dual focus allows it to capture a wide range of factors, from physical environments to staff-child interactions. The standardized rating system used in ECERS is another strength. It provides a clear framework for practitioners to interpret and compare settings, making it easier for both educators and policymakers to understand the quality of a setting. Additionally, ECERS is a widely validated tool with a strong evidence base, ensuring its credibility and reliability when applied across various settings Tagart et al., (2015).
 Despite its strengths, there are some limitations to the ECERS framework. While it provides a solid evaluation of the physical environment, it places less emphasis on the quality of interactions between children and staff. This can lead to an incomplete assessment, as interactions play a crucial role in a child’s development and learning. Furthermore, ECERS may overlook important aspects of emotional well-being and pedagogical practices that contribute to high-quality provision. As a result, it may not provide a full picture of the emotional support and pedagogical strategies that are essential for fostering children's growth and development.
 On the other hand, the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW) offers a deeper evaluation of adult-child interactions. It focuses specifically on how practitioners engage children in meaningful, extended conversations that promote critical thinking and problem-solving skills. This tool places a significant emphasis on the emotional well-being of children, which is essential for their development. By evaluating the quality of relationships and emotional support within early years settings, SSTEW highlights an often-overlooked aspect of quality provision, showing how important secure emotional connections are for children’s learning Siraj et al., (2015).
 However, SSTEW is not without its limitations. One notable drawback is that it is less standardized compared to ECERS. This lack of a uniform framework may make it more difficult to compare settings directly. As SSTEW focuses primarily on interactions and emotional well-being, it provides less information about the physical environment and the availability of resources. Therefore, while it offers valuable insights into the quality of interactions, it may not give a comprehensive picture of the overall environment, which is also crucial for creating a high-quality learning setting.
In conclusion, both ECERS and SSTEW are valuable tools for assessing the quality of early years education, each with its strengths and limitations. While ECERS provides a comprehensive assessment of the physical environment and care practices, it places less emphasis on the quality of interactions between children and practitioners, which are vital for fostering a child’s emotional well-being and cognitive development. SSTEW, on the other hand, offers a more in-depth evaluation of adult-child interactions, with a focus on sustained shared thinking and emotional support. However, it lacks a standardized framework and does not provide as much information about the physical environment. Ultimately, both tools contribute to the broader goal of ensuring high-quality early education, but they must be used complementarily to provide a holistic view of what constitutes quality provision. By recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of each tool, educators and policymakers can make informed decisions to support the development of high-quality early years settings that promote the best outcomes for all children.
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