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I acknowledge the use of ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com/) on 30th March 2025 to proofread and check for clarity, grammar, and punctuation. I used the prompt:
1. “Can you check this document for grammar and spelling errors?”
I confirm that I have not presented any AI-generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources used before and after the use of AI tools, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.


























Critically Reflecting on Quality Assurance Tools in Early Years: Moving Beyond Minimum Standards
In early years education, the term ‘quality’ goes beyond simply meeting legal requirements. Quality encompasses the prosperity of a child's experiences, the depth of interactions between adults and children, and the effectiveness with which the environment supports well-being, development, and learning (Moss, 2016). High-quality early years settings provide secure, nurturing, and stimulating environments where children's rights are respected and their potential is fostered through responsive and reflective practice. According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), children have the right to an education that fully develops their personality, talents, and abilities. This vision of quality aligns with the Curriculum for Wales (2022), which promotes holistic, child-centred, and inquiry-based approaches to early learning.
The importance of quality in early years cannot be overstated. Research such as the Effective Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) study by Sylva et al. (2010) highlights a strong correlation between high-quality early years provision and improved social, cognitive, and emotional outcomes later in life. Furthermore, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 urges all sectors, including education, to act in ways that protect and promote the long-term well-being of children, making quality provision a moral and legal imperative.
While statutory frameworks like the National Minimum Standards (NMS) (Welsh Government, 2023) ensure a baseline for safety and care, they do not necessarily promote best practice or continuous development. For this reason, many settings adopt additional quality assurance tools to drive improvement. These tools allow practitioners to reflect, evaluate, and enhance their provision in ways that exceed minimum expectations.
This reflective paper will explore the benefits and limitations of two such quality assurance methods: the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale and the Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme. Through a critical comparison of these approaches, the paper will consider how each tool supports quality beyond compliance and improves outcomes for children, staff, and families.
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale, developed by Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015), is a research-based tool designed to evaluate the quality of interactions between adults and children within early years settings. It focuses on five key domains: building trust, confidence, and independence; social and emotional well-being; supporting and extending language and communication; supporting learning and critical thinking; and assessing learning and language. Unlike more structural tools such as the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS), the SSTEW scale focuses on the quality of pedagogy and interactions, reflecting the process features of quality that directly affect child outcomes (Melhuish et al., 2015).
The primary strength of the SSTEW scale lies in its ability to guide practitioners toward deeper, more reflective engagement with children. Focusing on sustained shared thinking (SST)—where adults and children engage in meaningful conversations to explore ideas together—encourages practitioners to move beyond directive or supervisory roles and become co-constructors of knowledge (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). This aligns with Vygotsky’s (1978) socio-cultural theory, which emphasises the role of social interaction in cognitive development.
One of the key advantages of using the SSTEW scale is its practical application as a professional development tool. It can be used during observations, staff supervisions and appraisals to highlight areas for growth. For example, if practitioners score low in the domain of critical thinking, targeted CPD can be introduced to strengthen their questioning strategies. This use of the tool as a reflective prompt not only supports continuous improvement but also demonstrates strong leadership under CIW’s Leadership and Management quality area (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2023).
However, the SSTEW scale is not without limitations. First, it is highly dependent on observer interpretation, which can introduce bias or inconsistency. Secondly, using the scale effectively requires significant training and time, which can be barriers for settings already under pressure. Furthermore, the SSTEW scale may not capture the full diversity of children’s experiences or cultural backgrounds, mainly where language development varies significantly (Bonetti, 2018).
Another critical element of the SSTEW scale is its ability to empower leadership teams to integrate quality assurance into their everyday routines. Rather than relying solely on formal inspection cycles, the SSTEW tool supports distributed leadership through ongoing internal evaluation and a culture of co-reflection among all staff (Siraj-Blatchford and Manni, 2007). Moreover, its focus on emotional well-being highlights the interconnectedness of care and education, which is essential in supporting children’s holistic development and aligns closely with the Well-being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015). By foregrounding these elements, the SSTEW tool challenges settings to look beyond outcomes and prioritise process-based indicators of quality that genuinely reflect children's lived experiences.
Additionally, the SSTEW scale can serve as a catalyst for curriculum development. Identifying gaps in practice—such as limited questioning techniques or insufficient emotional support—enables leaders to shape targeted improvement plans that align with national frameworks like the Curriculum for Wales (2022). This supports a holistic, child-centred pedagogy and helps staff engage with current educational priorities. It also reinforces the need to link reflective dialogue with measurable practice, thereby closing the gap between what we know about effective teaching and what we do daily (Rodd, 2013).
Despite these challenges, the SSTEW scale provides rich qualitative information that exceeds the requirements of the National Minimum Standards. It enables leaders and practitioners to focus on the quality of interactions—often the most overlooked but critical aspect of early education (Sylva et al., 2010). When implemented thoughtfully, the SSTEW scale not only identifies areas for pedagogical development but also promotes a culture of reflective practice and shared professional accountability. 

The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme
The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme is a research-based quality assurance and professional development tool specifically designed to improve outcomes in settings that care for babies and toddlers. Developed by Tony Bertram and Christine Pascal (2006), the Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme is used in some UK settings to support reflection and improvement in birth-to-three provision. It builds on the foundations of the Effective Early Learning (EEL) programme, with a particular focus on emotional well-being, interactions, and engagement within birth-to-three provision—areas that are not always thoroughly covered by broader environmental rating scales.
One of the key strengths of the BEEL programme is its structured approach to observation. Practitioners are encouraged to reflect on real-time interactions using detailed observation tools that consider elements such as adult responsiveness, communication styles, and the child’s level of engagement. Unlike checklists or scoring-based scales, BEEL supports narrative-style, qualitative observations that can capture the nuances of relational pedagogy (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). This makes it especially valuable in supporting staff development, as it creates opportunities for discussion, peer mentoring, and team-wide reflection on the emotional and cognitive needs of very young children.
BEEL also aligns closely with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, as it encourages practitioners to focus not only on immediate outcomes but on the long-term development of children’s emotional resilience and learning dispositions. By prioritising well-being, emotional security, and individualised care routines, BEEL helps settings exceed the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2023), which often focus more narrowly on ratios, safety, and basic care requirements.
However, the BEEL programme is not without its limitations. Its qualitative and interpretive nature means it relies heavily on practitioners' confidence, experience, and ability to engage in reflective dialogue. Without sufficient training or time allocated for professional development, the effectiveness of BEEL can be diminished. Additionally, while it is rich in detail, BEEL does not provide standardised data that can be easily benchmarked across settings. This could pose a challenge for settings required to provide quantifiable evidence of progress or impact, particularly during inspections or external evaluations.
Compared to tools like SSTEW, BEEL places more emphasis on the youngest age group and promotes a holistic, less prescriptive approach. Where SSTEW offers structured scoring and more precise benchmarks, BEEL provides a more flexible, context-driven model. This allows for deeper insight into emotional well-being but may lack the consistency or comparability of more formalised tools.
Nonetheless, the collaborative process encouraged by BEEL fosters a culture of professional dialogue and shared responsibility for quality improvement. This supports distributed leadership practices and builds capacity within teams to adapt to children’s evolving needs. In turn, it promotes an environment where care and education are integrated rather than compartmentalised—a key aim of the Curriculum for Wales (2022) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989).
In summary, the BEEL programme is a robust quality assurance and development tool for early years settings working with babies and toddlers. Its focus on relational pedagogy, reflection, and well-being makes it particularly effective at highlighting areas for development that go beyond statutory expectations. While it may lack the standardisation of other tools, its depth, flexibility, and emphasis on long-term impact make it a valuable complement to other quality assurance strategies.

Comparison and Synthesis
When comparing the SSTEW Scale and the BEEL Programme, it becomes evident that while both tools aim to raise the quality of provision beyond statutory requirements, they do so through different lenses. SSTEW provides a structured, score-based framework that supports adult-child interactions through sustained shared thinking, language development, and critical reflection. In contrast, BEEL favours a narrative and observational approach, with an emphasis on emotional well-being, relational pedagogy, and reflective practice with children under the age of three.
A significant advantage of SSTEW is its clarity and measurability. The scale provides practitioners and leaders with a means to benchmark their practice and track progress over time, which is particularly useful for external validation or internal audits. Its focus on cognitive development and critical thinking also supports the aims of the Curriculum for Wales (2022), particularly in nurturing confident, capable learners through rich dialogue and inquiry-based learning. However, this structure can sometimes reduce the complexity of interactions into scores, risking an overly simplified interpretation of quality (Mathers et al., 2012).
In contrast, BEEL’s flexible and qualitative nature allows for a deeper insight into the emotional climate of the setting, an area that is not always captured by numeric scales. It supports a more holistic view of quality—one that incorporates affective and relational components vital to the well-being of the youngest children. Yet this strength can also be its limitation, as the tool’s interpretive nature may result in inconsistent findings and pose challenges when used to demonstrate outcomes in a measurable format.
From a leadership perspective, SSTEW aligns well with performance management structures such as appraisals and CPD planning, offering a tangible foundation for setting improvement goals. Meanwhile, BEEL promotes a distributed leadership model in which staff collaborate and reflect collectively, thereby embedding quality assurance into everyday routines. This supports professional growth and strengthens team cohesion but may be more difficult to integrate within a rigid accountability framework.
Ultimately, the two tools complement each other. SSTEW’s structured scoring enables consistent benchmarking and targeted improvement, while BEEL enhances the understanding of the emotional and relational dimensions of care. Using both tools in tandem can offer a more comprehensive approach to quality assurance in which the measurable and the meaningful coexist. Such a dual strategy reflects best practice in early years, as recognised by the literature, which emphasises the need for both quantitative and qualitative data to inform reflective pedagogy (Urban, Robson, and Scacchi, 2012).
Therefore, while each tool has its own strengths and limitations, both contribute meaningfully to the pursuit of excellence in early years provision. By critically reflecting on and combining these tools, settings can move beyond compliance and create truly enriching environments where all children can thrive.



Conclusion
High-quality early years provision is widely recognised as a key determinant of positive developmental outcomes for children, particularly when it is driven by reflective practice, strong leadership, and a commitment to exceeding statutory expectations. This paper has explored the value of two contrasting quality assurance tools—the SSTEW Scale and the BEEL Programme—both of which support continuous professional development and enhanced child outcomes.
Through the use of SSTEW, practitioners are empowered to critically examine their interactions with children, utilising structured benchmarks to support professional growth and align with national priorities, such as the Curriculum for Wales (2022). Meanwhile, the BEEL Programme offers a more profound, narrative-based insight into the emotional and relational dimensions of care, making it a particularly suitable method for birth-to-three settings that require a more flexible, personalised approach.
While both tools have limitations—whether due to subjectivity, training requirements, or measurement inconsistencies—they each offer unique contributions to a setting’s journey of improvement. SSTEW provides measurable indicators that support structured improvement plans and leadership accountability, while BEEL fosters collaborative dialogue and holistic understanding. Together, they reflect the balance of rigour and reflection that underpins truly effective early years practice.
Ultimately, by utilising quality assurance tools that exceed the National Minimum Standards, practitioners demonstrate a commitment to delivering meaningful, child-centred experiences. Embedding tools like SSTEW and BEEL within daily practice not only supports staff development and leadership but also ensures that children’s rights, well-being, and potential remain at the heart of the provision.
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