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Part 2 - Reflective paper 
According to Welsh Government (2025) providing high quality, early years provision requires more than meeting the basic requirements, it involves creating a nurturing, engaging and inclusive environment that allows young children to feel safe and supported, allowing them to thrive, catering for their developmental needs in a setting with enabling adults who adopt a child centred and holistic approach. 
Williams (2016) suggests that defining quality is complex and its definitions can vary, this can also be said for quality assurance and quality enhancement. Quality assurance ensures that settings conform to the policies, procedures and legal requirements and frameworks in place, whereas, quality enhancement goes beyond statutory requirements, it is always seeking to improve and strive for excellence. 
Moss (2016) agrees as he states that quality is subjective and difficult to define as it can have different meanings to different people and quality childcare is dependent on the perspective of the stakeholder. Therefore, abiding by statutory requirements alone is not always enough to ensure that it will be considered as quality childcare and although it ensures statutory requirements are being met, if settings want to strive for excellence in their inspection and also be considered high quality by their stakeholders then additional methods will be required. 
According to Tayler (2015) a child's earliest experiences can shape the rest of their life, providing the opportunity to build a strong foundation for their health, well-being and learning and their early experiences can have a significant power, particularly the quality of care and provision that they receive as they can affect all areas of development and their future outcomes. Pascal and Bertram (2018) agree that it is important that children receive a high quality, early education experience as it can lead to positive long-term outcomes and they also highlight the work of Bruner and his emphasis on socio- constructivist learning and Vygotsky's theory that young children learn through interaction with others and adults can provide scaffolding for the child’s learning. The adults in a child’s life can have significant influence, as Khasanova (2025) highlights the importance of parent engagement and how it can determine children's outcomes, having a positive impact on their learning and development, suggesting that quality management systems can enhance parent involvement. The Curriculum for Wales recognises the important role that parents have in ensuring the best quality education and encourage providers to ensure that parents have regular updates, ensuring effective communication and to encourage and support parent involvement with different strategies such as providing newsletters, parents evenings, parent engagement mornings or workshops. (Welsh Government, 2023).  
According to Eadie et al. (2022) the quality of early childhood programmes can vary, and quality is conceptualised in three domains: structural, process and systems. Structural refers to the components that form the basis of the childcare service and is often determined by legislation that is in place such as qualifications of the staff, ratios, curriculum, and the environment/ setting. Process quality refers to what goes on in the setting such as interactions, activities and the social emotional support provided. Systems quality refers to the policies and frameworks that guide childcare services, including staff training, appraisals, and continuous professional development. Therefore, there are numerous factors to consider and quality will vary as although different childcare services are required to abide by the same legal requirements and frameworks, other factors will vary between each setting, particularly with staff as there are many factors that impact the quality of the staff in a setting. 
Vandell and Wolfe (2000) suggest that high quality childcare could lead to improved developmental outcomes for children and that it can be measured by observing the interactions between the children and the staff within the setting and their peers, this supports what has previously been mentioned as it is suggesting that it can be  dependent on the quality of those interactions and therefore, dependent on highly trained staff who are able to provide a caring and stimulating environment.
Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2016) suggest that effective leadership also plays a key role in the quality of the setting as they are in the middle and are required to manage staff and maintain a positive work environment whilst also taking care and listening to children and their families. Therefore, if the leader does not strive to maintain a positive work environment that supports staffs' development and does not value their relationship with stakeholders, it will have negative impact on the quality of care and how that care is perceived by the stakeholders. According to Care Council for Wales (2016) Continuous Professional Development (CPD) is important as it can empower staff and ensures they develop good practice and that they continue to provide high quality services and improve outcomes for both the staff and the child. Committing to CPD and its principles can also enable settings to gain more confidence from parents and carers as it shows that the setting and staff are committed to continuously improve and maintain high standards of care. Social Care Wales (2017)  also reiterates the importance of effective CPD for both the management team and staff and it require leaders to a structured performance management process that involves providing staff with supervisions and appraisals that aim to set out expectations and goals, monitor progress and reward employee performance or identify areas that need improvement. High quality performance management has numerous benefits for everyone involved, as it improves out comes for the setting, staff, children and their parents and carers. Therefore, CPD is essential is a setting wants to ensure best practice in maintained and strive for quality above legal requirements. 
Howard (2020) also highlights the importance of high-quality interactions in early childhood education and care and how they can impact quality, one measurement tool that can be used to evaluate and strengthen the quality is The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW), Sustained shared thinking (SST) involves two or more people working together in an educational interaction, such as to solve a problem. 
According to Siraj, Kingston & Melhuish (2023) the SSTEW scales differs from previous scales as it places focus on well-being, sensitive responsiveness, self-regulation and emotional support, focusing on children’s socio-economic development and It is also claimed that it is an essential, uncomplicated tool that supports quality improvement, going beyond legal requirements. Waters and Macdonald (2020) agree that the SSTEW scale focuses on aspects that have been previously overlooked and as opposed to supporting an outdated view of child development, the SSTEW scale promotes a more responsive, updated pedagogical practice that considers the individual child and their holistic development. Therefore, the SSTEW scale aims to improve the quality of interactions between the adult and child as opposed to complying with the minimum requirements it aims to enhance quality. However, it is mentioned that intensive training on the SSTEW scale was provided to the research team, so although some may claim it to be uncomplicated, as Hoare (2010) highlights, it needs to be carried by someone with specialist knowledge and they need to be able to fully understand SSTEW and child development, suggesting that some settings and staff may not be ready for it and may require further training or experience. Melhuish and Gardiner (2021) suggest that other scales could be better suited to predict children’s developmental outcomes, scales that use fewer items and are less time consuming, making them more feasible in a busy early year setting. Therefore, although there are significant benefits of using the SSTEW scale, particularly for the child as it focuses on their wellbeing and it adopts a more sensitive approach, providing emotional support, for the practitioner there are some challenges such as lack of sufficient time and may require more training. However, if practitioners can use this scale, it could improve the quality of care that they provide and make them stand out from other childcare providers, leading to a better reputation and allow them to achieve excellence.   
Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) (2018) provide the Quality of Care Review, a self-evaluations template that childcare providers can use to ensure that they are providing children with high quality childcare and play that is safe and provides them with the best possible outcomes, with their wellbeing in mind. The template includes two parts; one assesses what others thinks of the quality of provision provided such as stakeholders and the other allows the practitioner to evaluate and reflect on the service that they provide. As the review requires practitioners to gather feedback from stakeholders, it allows them to gain a valuable insight and find out if they are happy with the service that they provide or whether they think that things need to be improved, this also ensures that parents feel like their opinions are valued and supports parent engagement. Providers are legally required to take the Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) that includes the quality review of care, and they allow CIW to assess the providers and how they evaluate themselves against the four main themes – wellbeing, care and development, environment, leadership, and management, CIW are guided by inspection principles, they are child focused, fair and support improvement. (CIW, 2021). There is also an updated guidance provided that has been developed collaboratively, although not mandatory it is encouraged as it is useful for providers as it supports them to strive for continuous improvement on a daily basis, going beyond compliance, ensuring roles and responsibilities are more clear for the providers, managers and other responsible individuals, ensuring the quality of care report matches with the four key themes and aims to provide better outcomes. (CIW, 2026). Therefore, The SASS and Quality of Care Review provide a broad assessment tool that allows providers to evaluate their overall quality of care as the four themes and questions provided in the review can cover all basis. 
 Inspections can implement change and support best practice as CIW sets clear expectations and guidelines that ensure that childcare settings are abiding by the Curriculum and the National Minimum Standards for regulated childcare, ensuring providers are following the legal requirements they set out to ensure children's safety such as safeguarding measures, ratios, staff training and qualifications requirements and providing high quality early years provision that goes above and beyond legal requirements. Inspections provide settings with valuable feedback by identifying areas for improvement for them to work on and the quality-of-care report enables them to consider what they do well and what areas they can improve on; by doing so it encourages continuous improvement and enhances outcomes for children.  NMS also underpin the UNCRC and its seven core aims that ensure settings are upholding children’s rights and ensures that they have a flying start in life, that includes the best possible provision. (Welsh Government, 2023) (CIW 2026). 
 Both the SSTEW scale and Quality of Care Review can enhance quality in the early years setting, However, SSTEW is more focused on the quality of adult-child interactions and emotional support provided, Whereas, the Quality of Care review takes a broader approach and also ensures the setting is compliant with regulations and ensures children are receiving high quality care overall. The Quality-of-Care review is a legal requirement, making it mandatory for settings to complete, ensuring that it is carried out, the SSTEW scale is an optional measuring tool and as previously mentioned, if staff are not properly trained or find it too time consuming then it may decide not to use it. Therefore, the quality-of-care review will more likely be more effective in enhancing quality as it is mandatory for childcare settings to complete and ensures that settings are taking a holistic approach to ensure quality provision and continuously striving to enhance quality. 
What constitutes as high quality childcare is a complex question with many factors to consider, for settings it is not enough to only meet the requirements expected, settings want to aim for excellence and stakeholders expect more than adequate childcare services. To achieve excellence both leaders and practitioners need to implement a variety of strategies to ensure a nurturing and stimulating environment that meets the develop needs of children, a commitment to continuous improvement and adopting a holistic approach to providing the highest quality service. The quality assurance systems in place such as the SSTEW scale, Quality of Care Report, along with regular inspections can help practitioners to continue to develop their practice and implement change. Going beyond quality assurance is not an easy task for early years providers, however, to achieve excellence and ensure the highest quality provision and outcomes for children, it is essential. 
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