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Defining quality proves challenging, given its subjective nature shaped by individual experiences and contextual factors. The significance of quality concerns has gained importance in the discourse surrounding education today. According to Harvey and Green (1993), "definitions of quality vary that to some extent reflect different perceptions of the individuals and society… there is no single definition of quality" (p. 28).

The importance of quality in early years setting for young children to develop effectively, high-quality early childhood education is vital (Sylva et al., 2004; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002; Welsh Government, 2013). Early years environments offering superior exert a lasting positive influence on children’s outcomes, notably enhancing language proficiency, communication skills, and cognitive development that provide high-quality care have a long-lasting favourable impact on children's outcomes, including language, communication, and cognitive development. As stated by the  (Welsh Government's 2013) publication "Building a Brighter Future," childcare environments of high quality significantly enhance children’s development and shape their future experiences in a positive manner. As per Munton et al.’s research in (2001), children enrolled in top-notch early childhood settings experience advantageous advancements in their social, linguistic, and cognitive growth. Furthermore , findings from the longitudinal study, The EPPE Project-Effective Provision of Preschool Education (Sylva et al., 2004), emphasise that the quality of these environments significantly influences long-term academic achievements, while also fostering improved social communication skills and self-regulation. 

Yet, attaining excellence in early childhood settings poses challenges. Cottle and Alexandre (2012) highlight that defining quality practice remains subjective due to the diverse perspectives of stakeholders involved in these settings, including parents, practitioners, children, representatives, and managers. Cottle and Alexander (2012) argue that definitions of quality lack precision and vary depending on the context and the experiences of practitioners as outlined by Cottle and Alexander(2012), certain settings were primarily guided by official mandates, considering statutory inspection reports as the standard for quality. Conversely, other settings emphasised children’s social and emotional development, focusing on addressing individual needs as indicative of high-quality practice. Thus, striking a balance between fulfilling children’s requirements through immersive and stimulating play-based activities and adhering to standers for accountability and curricular objectives is essential (Cottle & Alexandre, 2012). In a similar vein, Ishimine (2011) argues that “quality” is a challenging and elusive concept to define. However, Ishimine (2011) distinguishes between two categories of quality characterisation: process quality, which encompasses elements such as positive peer interaction, clear communication, and staff-child interactions, as outlined in the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) report (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Conversely, structural quality pertains to measurable attributes such as the physical environment, qualifications, ratios, policies, and program content. Anders (2015) contends that whereas structural quality indirectly impacts a child's perception of process quality, process quality can directly impact children's learning and development. Like Cottle and Alexandre (2012), Ishimine (2011) emphasises that to provide children with high-quality childcare; practitioners must balance the abilities and qualities of practitioners with government support.

According to Tanner et al. (2006), defining and assessing quality service in the early years raises questions about quantifying quality. Regarding Flying Start settings, the Welsh Government (2014) carefully observes and inspects the settings to ensure children have high-quality experiences. This is done in conjunction with high-quality practitioners. The outcome is a combination of high-quality environments and high-quality experiences. However, the "Nurturing Children, Supporting Families" policy statement from the Welsh Government (2011) states that several functional elements improve the quality of childcare services rather than a single way to quantify quality. In promoting a child’s comprehensive development and emotional welfare, the Welsh Government (2011) underscores the importance of having well-trained , nurturing staff members, a secure and supportive environment, suitable supervision ratios, and developmentally appropriate educational content. Therefore, this study will assess the benefits and effectiveness of quality assurance methods that uphold standards surpassing legal mandates.

The Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) initiative is the foundation for the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS). The measure provides a systematic framework for raising the standard of early childhood education to boost favourable long-term results. The scale is a popular instrument for evaluating quality in various contexts and has been used globally (Brunsek et al., 2017). The ECERS’s validity and importance in pivotal early childhood research have been evidenced through its inclusion in seminal studies such a "The Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES)" in 2003, as well as "The National Childcare Staffing Study" and "The Cost, Quality, and Child Outcomes Study" (Clifford et al., 2010).

As part of the EPPE project, the ECERS was expanded to offer more depth and incorporate curriculum-related elements. According to Brunsek et al. (2017), the ECERS and ECERS-R evaluate quality by considering organisational and procedural elements specific to early years settings. The four primary areas of interaction, environment, supervision, and curriculum are the emphasis of the ECERS, which asserts its validity and reliability as an efficient tool for assessing quality and development and, at the same time, acknowledging that observers with roughly four hours of training, Munton et al. (1997) report that the study's dependability is sufficient and that the ECERS is a valuable research device for studying aspects of early years quality provision. While this research requires updating g, recent studies by Brunsek et al. (2017) reveal that quality assurance tools such as the ECERS often heavily prioritise a single component of educational and care settings, resulting in a restricted assessment of service quality. For example, the ECERS primarily focuses on the learning environment, neglecting children’s perspectives on the quality of care they receive, as well as the outcomes of assessment scores. However, as per Article 12 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1002), every child possesses the right to express their thoughts and opinions, with the expectation that these will be taken seriously, especially in matters affecting them. Additional research conducted by the Welsh Government (2009), Bilton (2010), Knight (2011), and White (2014) highlights the benefits of outdoor play areas, enhancing learning opportunities. It is imperative to prioritise and utilise the outdoor environment in early years settings to promote quality provision and develop children’s skills encouraging children to engage in hands ‘on activities that stimulate their curiosity and foster a connection with nature offers valuable learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2009).

According to research by Brunsek et al. (2017), environments with higher language and cognitive results had the most significant impact on learning outcomes, especially language growth, where teachers encouraged communication among students to foster critical thinking. Nevertheless, the report acknowledged the ECERS and ECERS-R fail to encompass broader developmental outcomes such as social and emotional development. Brunsek et al. (2017) indicate that further research is necessary since early emotional wellbeing provides the groundwork for individuals, social, emotional, security, and understanding. Early emotional knowledge helps children learn how to control their emotions and grow in understanding of others (Njenje, 2017). The Welsh Government (2015) acknowledges the significance of personal and social development because learning is promoted in all domains.

Findings from the REPEY project (Melhuish, 2015) provided further support for the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTWS). This scale was developed as a quality assurance method, prioritising the role of adults and pedagogical practices within settings to enrich learning and development. The SSTEW scale encourages adults to connect with children and pay close attention to what they do, particularly their body language, to facilitate sustained shared thinking (Melhuish, 2015). According to Siraj-Blatchford (2002) and Melhuish (2015), practitioners should show an honest awareness of the child and devote all their attention to them regarding their choices and inspiring them to elaborate. The SSTEW scale concerns children's emotional health, building healthy connections, and promoting communication skills through prolonged shared thought. The Social Service and Wellbeing (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014), highlighting the paramountcy of wellbeing, aligns with this perspective. Both the Joint Inspection Framework and the Quality-of-Care Review by CIW underline the importance of wellbeing (ESTYN, 2019). Nurturing children’s holistic wellbeing is vital for their healthy development and academic achievement (Lewis, 2016). 
The SSTEW scale mirrors the ECERS in its assessment framework, utilising a seven-point scale. Its central themes encompass trust, confidence, and independence, along with social and emotional wellbeing, supporting language and communication, and critical thinking encouragement (Siraj, 2015). However, analysis of brief encounters can pose challenges and offering only a partial view of overall quality, much like the ECERS scale. This limitation was identified concerning the ECERS scale since observations are brief, typically spanning two hours for the entirety of the setting (Munton et al., 1997).

The Foundation Phase can be connected to parts of the five sections, especially the areas of learning related to language, literacy, and communication skills, and the development of one's social, personal, and wellbeing. This shows that the SSTEW scale helps guarantee quality service concerning academic outcomes and supporting curriculum aims. The seven primary objectives outlined in Implementing Children’s Rights (Welsh Government, 2015), which are integrated into the Foundation Phase, are also endorsed by the five sections. For instance, in enhancing the quality of early childhood education and care and ensuring children receive optimal support for their future development, the SSTEW scale serves as a quality assurance tool (Welsh Government, 2015). Drawing from paragraphs 12,13, and 14 of the UNCRC (UNCRC, 1992), the Welsh Government’s core objectives stress the importance of listening to children and treating them with respect. This principle is emphasised on the SSTEW scale and the effective implementation of sustained shared thinking. Furthermore, the primary objectives highlight the necessity of shielding children from the adverse effects of poverty and ensuring their access to diverse educational opportunities (Welsh Government, 2015). According to West et al. (2010), high-quality early childhood education can assist parents from diverse backgrounds and mitigate socioeconomic inequalities. Nutbrown (2012) further reveals that economically disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children can benefit from and connect with high-quality early childhood programmes. Consequently, the SSTEW scale can decrease the gap between economic disparities by encouraging changes and enhancing quality within settings.

Staff members must be seen connecting with and getting to know each child individually and encouraging children's inquisitiveness and questioning for the setting to receive high marks on the SSTEW scale (Howard et al., 2018). Additionally, it is vital to watch children participating in developmentally appropriate activities that support each child's unique needs through various learning tactics, such as taking risks and having conversations with professionals (Howard et al., 2018). Similarly, standard 6 of the National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016, p. 22) and the SSTEW scale acknowledge the value of parent partnerships in fostering high-quality home connections, leading to steady learning between settings and home settings (Kingston & Siraj, 2017). The SSTEW scale was devised to bridge the divide between research and practice, deepen understanding of quality interactions, and clarify concepts associated with sustained shared thinking (Howard et al., 2018). However, Howard et al. (2018) indicate that more research is necessary to examine the validity of the SSTEW scale because it is a relatively recent addition to the quality assurance measurement toolkit.

Melhuish (2015) acknowledges that preparation to effectively address all sections of the SSTEW scale, particularly those particularly those pertaining to critical thinking and learning assessment. Consequently, Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002) suggest that certified teachers should be included among the staff of early years settings and that all individuals working early years settings and that all individuals working in early years should possess recognised qualifications in early childhood education. Similarly, Melhuish (2015) emphasises that a professional with an adequate and thorough understanding and comprehension of child development and suitable practice must utilise the SSTEW scale. Nutbrown (2012) proposes that employees with advanced degrees who have achieved high qualifications and have a strong understanding of children's development and welfare will improve the quality of environments. The author proposes that early childhood specialists wield the most substantial influence on learning and developmental outcomes. According to Standard 13.4 (Welsh Government, 2016, p.35), it is mandated that all personnel employed in early childhood settings must have the requisite training and experience, with at least 80% of staff members holding a level two or higher early childhood certificate. The Nutbrown Review (2012) contends that highly qualified personnel are essential to high-quality delivery and recommends that all personnel possess at least level three qualifications. Nutbrown (2012) contends that the current qualification system requires reform as it fails to equip practitioners with the comprehensive skills necessary for delivering high-quality childcare.

In essence, the receipt of high-quality care is paramount for nurturing social skills, emotional resilience, academic achievement, and the liberty to engage in play and exploration (Welsh Government, 2014). Children are entitling to access high-quality recreational and educational opportunities to facilitate their growth and success (Welsh Government, 2015). Moreover, despite challenges, quality assurance initiatives such as the SSTEW and ECERS scales effectively enhance children’s positive outcomes and enrich their experiences. 
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