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The Cambridge English Dictionary (No Date) defines quality as a measurement of how good or bad something is. Moss (2016), believes that the way people define quality is based on their beliefs, values and assumptions. Furthermore, he maintains that what counts as high quality is not universal but, rather, depends on perspective. It is also important to consider that quality is a choice, not a necessity, and Early Years practitioners determine the means by which they demonstrate quality in their setting. 
According to Page, (2022) quality refers to the overall effectiveness and value of education, including how well the teaching, learning and resources help children and young people achieve their full potential. Education Scotland (2025), on the other hand, sees quality as how well the setting supports children’s learning, development, safety and well-being. This source also emphasises the fact that quality is not just about resources, but about the whole experience a child has. 
To improve quality, it is important to understand the relevant policies and frameworks, as changes to structural quality, such as enhanced educator training, better working conditions, and clearer career pathway play a key role (Eadie, 2022). In addition, curriculum programmes have been designed to support practitioners to improve quality and pedagogical leadership (Eadie, 2022). 
Page (2022) states that quality is viewed differently, depending on the context of the provision. For instance, quality in the Early Years can be defined in relation to children’s learning and development and, therefore, a high-quality setting in the Early Years will support and enhance outcomes.  The evidence is clear that high quality provision benefits children’s cognitive, language and social development in the short and long term, particularly for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Heckman’s research on early investment also concludes that skills that are developed in early childhood, such as self-regulation, language and social skills, can help children establish a foundation for later learning, meaning that quality in Early Years provision has a compounding effect over time (Burton, 2019). 
 According to the Effective Provision of Pre‑School Education (EPPE) project (1997–2004), the positive impact of high-quality provision in the Early Years is visible at the age of 7, showing that early intervention can support children’s development (Sylva,2004). Eadie (2022) proposes that quality in early childhood education and care can be divided into 3 domains - structural, process and system. Eadie (2022) further maintains that these domains are what contribute to high quality in Early Years provision. 
According to the UK Government (2024), high quality Early Years settings are vitally important, as children attend these settings at a crucial stage in their development. The education and care that they receive, affects not only future educational attainment, but also their overall holistic development (UK Government, 2024). To ensure that Early Years settings in Wales provide high‑quality care for children, a Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care has been introduced (Welsh Government, 2024). The framework was developed through co-construction by practitioners, for practitioners. Its aim is to ensure that all children aged 0-5 have the best possible start in life. The Welsh Government has placed children’s development and well-being at the heart of Early Years education in Wales (Welsh Government, 2024). 
The meaning of the term Quality Assurance is a collection of policies, procedures, systems and practice, internal or external to the organisation, which is designed with the aim of achieving and maintaining quality (Williams, 2016). Like the term quality itself, Quality Assurance has a range of definitions (Indeed 2025). These are complex and vary not only according to time and context but also depend on the various stakeholders. To expand on this, some stakeholders may believe that quality assurance is about meeting standards, whilst others believe that it relates to accountability. However, Williams (2016) argues that accountability itself is a vague term and is not well defined. What is not in dispute is that quality assurance can be used as a tool to monitor, evaluate, review and identify areas for improvement to ensure high quality provision in Early Years settings (Indeed, 2025). 
There are several tools which can be used to improve quality assurance in the Early Years. One of these is Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale and another is the Leuven Scale. Both these methods support systematic evaluation and professional development. The first method that this paper will discuss is the Leuven Scale which is also known as the Environmental Rating Scale. 
The Leuven Scale is an observational tool to assess emotional well-being and activities in key areas of children’s learning (Northumberland County Council, No Date).
The Leven Scale was developed to support practice within the Early Years, for children aged birth to five (Melhuish, 2015). It can help practitioners to assess how comfortable and focused children are in the setting and to assess a child’s emotional well-being during activities. In addition, the Leuven Scale provides guidance materials and tracking forms to support its implementation (Structural learning, No Date). Indicators arising from this method can offer a valuable insight into how the child is learning, engaging and thriving (Structural learning, No Date). According to Structural Learning (No Date), the Leuven Scale is easy to understand and enables practitioners to see things from the child’s perspective and ascertain individual needs. 
Another advantage of the Leuven Scale is that it is strongly supported by Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, as it emphasises the child’s needs as a pre-requisite for learning. It is based on the notion that children must feel safe and emotionally secure before they can fully engage in learning. It assumes that children will only show deep involvement when their well-being is positive and aligns strongly with Maslow’s Theory of the Hierarchy of Needs (Jones, 2020). Conversely, if a child feels unsafe, it may well have low well-being, involvement and self-esteem (Jones, 2020).  A child’s need to feel safe and secure is one in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs and therefore it relates directly to the Leuven Scale, which measures emotional well-being for which feeling safe is a prerequisite. 
The Leuven Scale drives quality by evaluating how effectively the environment, routine and interactions support children’s holistic development, especially well-being and involvement (MacRae, 2019). It also drives quality by emphasising a child-centred approach and can directly assess whether the environment is meeting the child’s needs, something that structural measurement cannot determine (MacRae, 2019). The Leuven Scale prioritises whether a child feels happy, secure and engages in learning. Furthermore, it assesses whether the provision supports the child’s hierarchy of needs (Ovivio, 2025). 
The second method to be discussed is the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (2005). This method is very different from the Leuven Scale as it focuses more on the pedagogical approach and is designed to assess the quality of interaction between staff and children (Hoare, No Date). It aims to clarify, design and support the pedagogy and practice that underlie sustained shared thinking in children (Hoare, No Date). This method does not focus exclusively on the child, but can be used as a systematic approach to self-assessment for practitioners to assess how well they are doing and identify areas for improvement (Siraj, 2024). By using this tool to reflect upon and improve their pedagogical approach, practitioners can in turn enhance the way they encourage cognitive skills, problem solving and language development in children (Siraj, 2024). 
A key disadvantage of this method is its reliance on highly skilled observers to implement the method accurately, making it challenging to ensure reliability without appropriate training. Online training can be provided by settings to provide an insight into the principles and their implementation in practice. (Child Care, No Date). 
As previously outlined, the Leuven Scale aligns closely with Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, highlighting that children must feel emotionally secure and supported before they are able to fully engage in learning experiences (Psychology Notes HQ, 2026). The SSTEW scale, on the other hand, links to Lev Vygotsky’s Theory of Social Interaction, maintaining that support from others enables children to complete tasks they could not complete independently (Veer, 2020). The SSTEW Scale assesses how well practitioners engage children in sustained shared thinking, where adults and children work together to solve problems, extend ideas, and deepen understanding (Psychology Notes HQ, 2026). 
One of the disadvantages of the SSTEW scale method is that its implementation is time consuming, making it a much more detailed observational tool compared to others (Hoare, No Date). Observers need to watch interactions for up to 3 to 4 hours and observers must carefully record details about how staff and children interact. This makes it a more demanding assessment tool (Melhuish, 2015). Primarily, the SSTEW Scale tells practitioners about the quality of adult-child interactions, including how well practitioners support communication, extend learning, and encourage sustained shared thinking. It also helps identify strengths in teaching practice as well as areas that require further development (Siraj, 2024). 
While SSTEW focuses more on sustained shared thinking, the Leuven Scale tells practitioners about children’s emotional well-being and levels of involvement, indicating whether children feel secure, engaged, and motivated to learn. High levels of involvement suggest effective learning, whereas low levels may highlight areas that need improvement (Structural learning, No Date). Although the Leuven Scale can assess children’s well-being and involvement, it does not provide detailed guidance on how practitioners should improve their practice. In order to improve provision, practitioners therefore have to engage in their own professional development by ensuring they undertake training sessions and workshops that develop the skills to use the scale effectively in practice (Main, 2021). 
Another disadvantage of this method is that the scale does not assess the wider environment such as teaching strategies, curriculum and resources and concentrates exclusively on children’s well-being and involvement to the exclusion of practitioner input. (Learning Journals, No Date). 
The SSTEW Scale, on the other hand, as distinct from the Leuven Scale, does not assess the environment, resources and safety. For this reason, the SSTEW scale is generally used in conjunction with other methods to observe and assess those factors (Department for Education, 2021). 
To improve the quality of provision using the SSTEW Scale, practitioners must understand the importance of the quality of adult and child interaction. This requires practitioners to gain an understanding of how their input supports children’s learning and emotional well-being. Practitioners need information about children’s well-being, involvement, learning progress, and the quality of adult-child interactions to improve provision. Furthermore, this information can ensure that practitioners’ targets are being met and is there overall quality within the setting (Kingston, 2023). 
Both methods for assessing and evaluating quality have advantages and disadvantages. A further disadvantage of the Leuven Scale is that it does not take into account the reasons why a child may have low well-being or involvement. It does tell us what level of well-being and involvement a child displays, but does not explore the underlying causes, such as environmental issues and external factors. The Leuven Scale must be interpreted using professional judgment, as the method alone cannot be used to diagnose a child’s level of well-being and involvement (Arnerich, 2021). 
A further disadvantage of the SSTEW Scale is that it does not measure the child’s lived experience directly (Kingston, 2023). It does not capture how a child feels, experiences, or interprets their time in the setting. This Scale does not tell us much about a child’s emotional well-being. Instead, it focuses on the quality of the practitioner-child interaction (Kingston, 2023). 
It can be said that both scales provide practitioners with the tools to assess and improve their practice. Using these methods allows them to gain valuable knowledge and insight, leading to improved quality in their Early Years setting. However, the SSTEW Scale also drives quality by promoting reflective practice, encouraging practitioners to reflect on their daily interactions with children and how they support sustained shared thinking. This process allows practitioners to evaluate their strengths and identify areas for development. It prompts practitioners to try new strategies and continuously improve the quality of children’s learning (Hoare, No Date). Practitioners can use this information to adapt activities, improve interactions and plan next steps to better support children’s development.
Both the Leuven Scale and SSTEW provide the information needed to improve provision, although neither offers a complete picture on its own. Based on the research outlined in this study, I conclude that the best method is the Leuven Scale. It is simple and can work across all ages, focussing directly on children’s well-being and involvement to support immediate improvements in practice. To summarise, quality in the Early Years is complex as its interpretation is determined by factors such as perspective, values and context. However, both methods agree with the premise that high quality provision plays a crucial role in supporting children’s holistic development. 
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