Reflective paper
High-quality childcare supports children’s development, enables parents to pursue goals, fostering essential skills like concentration, socialisation, and play, resulting in long-lasting positive outcomes (Cardiff Family Advice and Support, no date; Welsh Government, 2025; Hobbs and Mutebi, 2021a). Education Scotland (2025) further highlights the importance of skilled and responsive staff, well-maintained spaces, engaging activities, and support for children's emotional and physical well-being in ensuring quality care. The Department of Education (2024) highlights that the Early Years Foundation ensures quality, consistency, and inclusion through individualised planning, assessments, family partnerships, and equality-focused practices. High-quality care also depends on well-trained staff who foster positive attachments, confidence, and well-being, enabling children to achieve the best outcomes (Skov Hansen and Ringsose, 2023 and European Commission 2025). UNESCO (2023) and Donoghue et al. (2017) highlights that Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) is important for brain development, fostering learning, social skills, improving cognitive development and equity, while preparing children for education, work, and society.
Access to high-quality settings is important for children's holistic development, fostering emotional, social, cognitive development, and relationship-building (Hobbs and Mutebi, 2021b; Education Endowment Foundation, 2024). Research highlights that such settings enhance language, problem-solving, and emotional skills, with significant benefits for disadvantaged children by reducing achievement gaps and promoting equity (Blanden, Hansen and McNally, 2019; Ofsted, 2023). A strong link exists between qualified staff and quality care, as continuous professional development improves staff knowledge and leads to better child outcomes (Archer and Oppenheim, 2021; Bonetti and Brown, 2018). In addition, structural quality factors, such as staff-to-child ratios and qualifications, alongside process quality factors like interactions and resources, create positive environments for children and families (Department of Education, 2021; Ofsted, 2022). Safe, resource-rich settings also provide culturally aware and developmentally appropriate learning opportunities that foster belonging (Evangelou et al., 2009; Birth to 5 Matters, no date).
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale evaluates the quality of social and emotional environments in early childhood provision for 2 to 5 year olds, emphasising education and the adult's role. It includes five subscales: trust and independence, emotional well-being, language support, critical thinking, and learning assessment (Sijaj, Kingston and Melhuish 2015a). From these 5 subscales, there are 7 levels, ranging from inadequate to excellent. There are a total of 14 items under the 5 scales that are rated from 1 to 7, using 3 observations as evidence. The scores calculated to give the setting an average rating (Brodie, no date). SSTEW builds on ITERS and ECERS, considering adult-child interactions alongside planning and organisation of learning space, providing a deeper focus on the adult role. The framework has evolved from earlier scales and research such as Effective Primary, Pre-school and Secondary Education longitudinal study (Nursery World, 2015; Hoare, no date).
Quality for All (QfA) is the Early Years Wales' childcare quality assurance scheme. The QfA supports providers in achieving high standards through reflective practice, professional discussions, and assessments, focusing on staff development, children's well-being, and holistic learning. The process includes completing a self-reflection form, engaging in a professional discussion with an assessor, practice observation, and annual reaccreditation (Early Years Wales, no date, Cwlwm, no date).
The SSTEW framework and the QfA scheme both aim to enhance practices in childcare settings; however, their focus and approaches differ. SSTEW prioritises improving adult-child interactions to foster emotional well-being and sustained shared thinking, using a detailed scale for assessment. It’s emphasis on building trust, confidence, and critical thinking making it particularly relevant for practitioners seeking to enhance their educational practices (Siraj Kingston and Melhuish, 2024). In contrast, QfA adopts a broader perspective on childcare quality assurance, addressing areas such as staff development, children’s health, and overall service quality. Through self-assessment and accreditation processes, QfA encourages reflective practice and continuous improvement (Brock, 2015). While SSTEW concentrates on emotional development and thinking skills, QfA takes a holistic view of the setting to ensure providers maintain high standards across all aspects of their service. Both frameworks share a commitment to supporting children’s development by enhancing the quality of care and education (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2021, Penn, 2011). 
SSTEW aligns with Vygotsky's social constructivist theory (1978) by emphasising the role of social interaction in cognitive development through collaborative activities and communication. SSTEW promotes sustained shared thinking, enabling meaningful conversations between adults and children to solve problems, clarify concepts, or extend narratives. Vygotsky's concept of the 'more knowledgeable other,' where adults or peers support a child's learning, is reflected in SSTEW through responsive interactions that scaffold children’s learning and emotional well-being. SSTEW also supports practices that extend children’s thinking and problem-solving skills through guided exploration and open-ended questioning, echoing Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which highlights the potential for learning when guided beyond current abilities. Additionally, the SSTEW framework emphasizes language and communication to foster children’s ability to articulate thoughts and engage in deeper reasoning, aligning with Vygotsky’s view of language as central to cognitive development (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015b; Aubrey and Riley, 2019).

SSTEW also aligns with Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory by emphasizing the interconnected systems that influence a child's development. Its focus on nurturing and responsive interactions mirrors Bronfenbrenner's microsystem, which highlights the significance of immediate relationships and places the child’s experiences at the centre of the setting. SSTEW encourages collaboration between practitioners, families, and communities, aligning with the mesosystem's emphasis on interactions between environments. Additionally, SSTEW promotes culturally responsive practices, consistent with the macrosystem's focus on community and cultural contexts (Tedam, 2009; Antony, 2022).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Similarly, the QfA (Quality for All) framework aligns with Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory by addressing the multiple environmental systems shaping a child's development, from immediate interactions to broader community influences. By emphasizing high-quality practices in early years’ settings, QfA reflects Bronfenbrenner’s interconnected systems model. It highlights positive and nurturing relationships between children and caregivers, echoing the microsystem’s importance. Collaboration between practitioners, families, and communities is encouraged, paralleling the mesosystem's focus on interactions across environments. QfA also identifies the impact of organizational policies, consistent with the exosystem's indirect effects. By promoting inclusivity and cultural responsiveness, QfA aligns with the values and principles of the macrosystem. Furthermore, QfA's commitment to continuous professional development reflects the chronosystem’s focus on adaptation and growth over time. Together, these connections illustrate how both SSTEW and QfA support holistic development through practices grounded in ecological principles (Tong and An, 2023; Eriksson, Ghazinour, and Hammarström, 2018). These frameworks recognize the critical role of supportive environments and relationships in shaping children’s holistic growth.
