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[bookmark: _GoBack]Quality in early years education refers to the provision of care, learning, and development opportunities that support the holistic well-being of young children (Eadie et al., 2022). High-quality early years education ensures that children are safe, nurtured, and engaged in meaningful learning experiences that promote cognitive, social, emotional, and physical development (EDT, 2024). Defining quality can be complex, as it encompasses multiple dimensions, including structural factors, process quality, and outcomes for children (Education Policy Institute, 2018). High-quality early years education provides children with a nurturing and stimulating environment where they can develop critical skills. Secure and positive relationships with well-trained practitioners foster emotional well-being and resilience, helping children to develop confidence and independence (Palaiologou, 2023). Rich learning experiences, such as play-based activities and early literacy and numeracy exposure, support cognitive development and problem-solving skills. Additionally, positive peer interactions help children develop essential social skills, including communication, cooperation, and empathy (Foundation Years, 2014).
Research has shown that children who experience high-quality early years education are more likely to achieve better outcomes in primary and secondary school. The Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) study found that early years education significantly contributes to later academic achievement, particularly in literacy and numeracy (Sylva et al., 2010). Furthermore, quality early years provision enhances children’s ability to concentrate, follow instructions, and adapt to structured learning environments, leading to a smoother transition into formal schooling (Melhuish, 2016). Beyond academic outcomes, quality early years education plays a role in shaping children’s long-term social and emotional well-being. It fosters positive attitudes toward learning, enhances self-regulation, and reduces behavioural difficulties (OECD, 2020). As children grow, these skills contribute to better life outcomes, including higher employment rates and improved mental health (Sammons et al., 2014).
Quality assurance (QA) and inspection play a crucial role in ensuring high standards in early years education in Wales. These mechanisms support best practices, drive improvements, and contribute to policy development (Klinkhammer et al., 2017). In Wales, the early years sector is guided by policies such as the Curriculum for Wales and The Childcare and Play (Wales) Measure 2010, with regulatory bodies like Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) and Estyn overseeing provision (Welsh Government, 2023). This paper explores how QA and inspection influence best practices and facilitate change in early years settings in Wales.
Quality assurance refers to systematic processes used to assess, maintain, and improve the quality of early years education (Moss, 2016). In Wales, QA ensures that settings adhere to national standards, creating safe and stimulating environments for children. A key aspect of quality assurance is the regulatory framework that governs early years settings. Providers must meet requirements set by CIW and Estyn, which focus on child welfare, staffing, curriculum implementation, and health and safety (Welsh Government, 2022). Adhering to these regulations ensures that children receive high-quality care and education that supports their overall development.
Self-assessment and improvement planning form an integral part of quality assurance. Settings are encouraged to engage in reflective practice, using assessment tools to identify strengths and areas for development (Siraj et al., 2017). By evaluating their own performance, early years practitioners can implement targeted changes that enhance the learning experiences of children (Ho et al., 2010). Ongoing professional development is another essential component of quality assurance. Continuous professional development (CPD) opportunities ensure that early years practitioners remain up to date with the latest research and pedagogical approaches (Taggart et al., 2015). Investment in CPD helps to maintain high standards of teaching and care, benefiting both practitioners and children (Jensen and Iannone, 2018). Parental and community engagement also plays a role in quality assurance. Collaboration between providers, families, and local communities fosters a supportive learning environment and allows parents to have an active role in their child’s education (Pascal and Bertram, 2018). This partnership approach enhances the overall effectiveness of early years provision.
Inspection serves as an external validation of quality assurance, ensuring that early years providers meet national standards. In Wales, CIW and Estyn conduct inspections to evaluate early years provision against established criteria (Donaldson, 2018). One of the primary roles of inspection is monitoring compliance. Inspectors assess whether settings adhere to national regulations, with a particular focus on child protection, staff qualifications, and curriculum delivery (Welsh Government, 2023). By identifying non-compliance, inspections help maintain high standards and protect children’s well-being. Inspection also acts as a driver for continuous improvement (Munoz Chereau and Ehren, 2021). Reports produced by CIW and Estyn highlight areas that require development, encouraging settings to implement changes that enhance quality (Sylva et al., 2010). This process ensures that early years provision evolves in response to identified needs.
Another important function of inspection is ensuring accountability and transparency. Publicly available inspection reports provide parents and stakeholders with information about the quality of care and education within different settings (Mathers et al., 2012). By making this information accessible, inspections empower parents to make informed decisions about their child’s early education (Fitzgerald and Kay, 2016).
Findings from quality assurance and inspection processes influence both policy and practice within early years education. Inspection outcomes inform government decisions regarding funding and policy direction, ensuring that early years provision aligns with national priorities (Nutbrown, 2012). For example, changes to the Curriculum for Wales have been influenced by research and inspection outcomes, demonstrating the link between quality assurance and policy development (Keane, 2022). Quality assurance and inspection encourage a culture of reflection and innovation. By engaging with inspection feedback and self-assessment tools, practitioners are motivated to explore new approaches to early childhood education (Roberts-Holmes, 2019). This leads to the adoption of evidence-based practices that improve outcomes for children.

Despite the benefits of quality assurance and inspection, challenges such as staff shortages, funding constraints, and varying levels of practitioner expertise can hinder progress (OECD, 2020). Addressing these barriers requires ongoing investment and support from policymakers. Ensuring that early years professionals have access to high-quality training and resources is essential for sustaining improvements in early years provision (Rouine et al., 2020).
Quality assurance and inspection are essential for maintaining best practices and implementing change in the early years sector in Wales. These processes ensure compliance with national standards, drive continuous improvement, and contribute to policy development (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025). By fostering a culture of reflection, professional development, and collaboration, QA and inspection help create high-quality early years environments that support children’s learning and development (Early Years Wales, 2020).
In Wales, various methods are used to assess and enhance quality in early years settings. Two widely implemented approaches include the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS). These tools provide structured frameworks for evaluating and improving the quality of interactions, learning environments, and overall provision. While these methods contribute significantly to quality assurance, using additional tools and frameworks can further expand and enhance the effectiveness of early years provision.
The SSTEW Scale is a tool used to assess and improve the quality of interactions between practitioners and children in early years settings (Hoare, n.d). It focuses on elements such as sustained shared thinking, emotional well-being, and language-rich environments (Siraj et al., 2017). This method is particularly beneficial in promoting high-quality interactions, which are fundamental to children’s cognitive and social development. By encouraging practitioners to engage in meaningful conversations with children, the SSTEW Scale supports deeper thinking, problem-solving, and emotional security (Kingston, 2023).
One of the key benefits of SSTEW is its emphasis on reflective practice. Practitioners using the tool are encouraged to assess their interactions and make improvements based on structured feedback (Waters and MacDonald, 2020). This reflective approach helps educators create a more supportive and stimulating learning environment (Featherbe, 2020). However, while the SSTEW Scale is effective in enhancing practitioner-child interactions, it does not comprehensively assess other aspects of quality, such as the physical learning environment or leadership and management within early years settings (Wieduwilt et al., 2023).
The ECERS is another widely used tool in Wales that assesses the quality of the learning environment in early years settings. This method evaluates factors such as space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy opportunities, and interactions between children and adults (Harms et al., 2015). The ECERS is beneficial because it provides a structured framework for identifying strengths and areas for improvement in the physical and social environment (HM Government, 2021).
A key advantage of ECERS is its ability to provide an objective measure of quality that can be used for both self-assessment and external evaluation (Sylva et al., 2006). It helps practitioners ensure that the setting meets the developmental needs of children by providing appropriate resources and opportunities for exploration (Gordon et al., 2015). However, while ECERS is valuable for assessing environmental quality, it does not focus in depth on individual interactions or the emotional climate of the setting (Gordon et al., 2025)
While both the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-Being (SSTEW) Scale and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) are valuable tools for assessing and improving quality in early years settings, they also have limitations. Understanding their disadvantages can help practitioners and policymakers use these tools more effectively and consider complementary approaches to achieve a well-rounded quality assessment.
The SSTEW Scale primarily assesses the quality of interactions between practitioners and children, particularly in relation to sustained shared thinking, emotional well-being, and language-rich experiences (Siraj et al., 2017). However, it does not provide a detailed evaluation of the physical environment, resources, or health and safety aspects (Dockrell et al., 2017). This means that a setting with poor infrastructure or inadequate resources could still score well if practitioner-child interactions are strong. Assessing sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being can be highly subjective. The quality of interactions is difficult to measure quantitatively, and different assessors may interpret practitioner-child exchanges differently (Kazmierska-Kowalewska et al., 2021). This subjectivity can lead to inconsistencies in evaluations, making it challenging to ensure reliability across different settings (Laevers, 2017).
Implementing SSTEW effectively requires extensive observation, reflection, and continuous professional development (Howard et al., 2018). Practitioners must engage in regular self-assessment and adapt their teaching approaches (Margarida, 2022), which can be time-consuming and demanding, especially in busy early years settings with limited staff capacity 
SSTEW is designed primarily for children aged 2–5 years. While the principles of sustained shared thinking can be adapted for younger children, the scale does not fully account for the specific developmental needs of infants and toddlers (Huang and Siraj, 2023), such as sensory exploration and attachment-based interactions. As a result, early years settings catering to younger age groups may need additional assessment tools, such as the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) (Mathers et al., 2007).
ECERS is designed to assess the quality of the learning environment, including space, materials, routines, and interactions (Harms et al., 2015). However, this focus on environmental aspects can sometimes overshadow the importance of meaningful interactions between practitioners and children (Gordon et al., 2013). A setting with well-organized materials and structured routines might score highly, even if the quality of practitioner-child interactions is poor.
The ECERS framework was originally developed in the United States (Fujisawa et al., 2023), and some of its indicators may not align fully with the cultural and educational priorities of early years settings in Wales or other regions (Mathers et al., 2012). For example, the way play is structured, or the role of outdoor learning may differ between cultures, yet ECERS may not always reflect these variations adequately.
ECERS uses a structured checklist format, which can sometimes lead to a “tick-box” approach rather than a meaningful assessment of quality (Early et al., 2018). Practitioners may focus on meeting the criteria for scoring rather than engaging in deeper reflection about how their environment truly supports children’s learning and development (Harms et al., 2015). This can reduce the impact of quality improvements if changes are made only to meet assessment standards rather than to enhance children’s experiences (Setodji et al., 2018).
While ECERS assesses broad environmental factors, it does not provide a strong focus on the individual needs of children, particularly those with special educational needs and disabilities (Sakai et al., 2003). The framework does not always capture the nuances of inclusive practice, meaning that settings with excellent support for children with additional needs (Brief and Gardiner, 2017) may not always receive high scores.
Quality assurance and inspection play a crucial role in improving early years education in Wales, ensuring best practices and positive outcomes for children. The SSTEW Scale enhances practitioner-child interactions, emotional well-being, and language-rich learning, while ECERS assesses the physical environment, learning resources, and curriculum. Though each tool has limitations, together they provide a comprehensive approach to quality improvement. By integrating these tools with additional assessment methods, such as self-evaluation frameworks and observational techniques, early years settings can foster engaging, inclusive, and high-quality learning environments. Continuous reflection and professional development will ensure that early years education in Wales continues to evolve, benefiting both children and practitioners.
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