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Reflective paper
Introduction
Cottle and Alexander (2012) agree that quality in early years childhood services will hold a broad range of perspectives due to the broad range of stakeholders included in children’s education and care, for example, parents, educators, health care workers and the children themselves. However, Welsh Government (2023) believe that in order to deliver high quality care and education for children it is important to tackle poverty, increase partnership working with early years workers such as health visitors and to follow all points made in the Children Act 2004, as this lays the foundations for the children’s best interests whilst stating all their rights. 
Eadie et al. (2022) suggests that quality in early childhood education and care is conceptualised into three domains that are structural quality, process quality and system quality. They state that structural quality is usually considered to consist of features such as the learning environment, the qualifications of the educators and how the adult to child ratios are considered in the setting. They believe that process quality encompasses children’s experiences within early childhood education and care with a focus on factors such as the pedagogy and effective learning strategies of educators, the interactions between children and educators and peer to peer interactions, programmes and learning interventions and how the children receive support for issues relating to their social and emotional well-being. Similarly, Edwards (2021) agrees that process quality attends to the aspects associated with children’s interactions and experiences in the early childhood education and care setting, including those with peers, adults, materials and other resources such as the minimum space required. Furthermore, Slot (2018) agrees that there are relations between structural characteristics and process quality, and states in her study that smaller group sizes and adult to child ratios are generally positive relating to process quality. Eadie et al. (2022) agrees that the system quality consists of factors that relate to governance and regulatory standards and the investment that settings make to services and programmes that are offered to support children. However, according to Donaldson (2015) quality is continuously subject to change since the curriculum will change over time due to the response to circumstances, for example, changes may occur as a consequence of changes in educational theory, psychology or in response to developing social, political or economic circumstances. All these depend on the direction that the curriculum can be taken, to ensure that the key skills needed by children at that moment in time, are being delivered in settings and taught to children accordingly. 
Welsh Government (2023) believe that high quality provision is important to children as it supports their holistic development and encourages good brain development. They agree that when children receive high quality care and education through provision, they will thrive during the most important period of their development. They also agree that to allow for high quality education and care, it is important that the care givers are highly skilled, knowledgeable and informed in child development and aware of what quality care looks like. Therefore, they agree that it is essential for practitioners to take part in regular training ensuring they stay up to date with the latest information. Similarly, according to Siraj and Hallet (2014), the quality of provision provided depends on the educator. They state that professional training is essential and there is always the need for emphasising practical information and emphasising professional education through theory and research-based knowledge, to support the development of their experience and their job performance. Furthermore, Ofsted (2024) and Nancy et al. (2007) state that high quality education and care is particularly important as not all children get the same start in life due to the different levels of help, support and interaction they receive in home life. They agree that children need high quality interactions with adults that promote care and that promote children’s thinking skills to enable them to become more understanding of the world around them enabling them to connect their pre-existing knowledge and build on those to create new ideas in a familiar context. They state that high quality opportunities will develop their function skills which will contribute to a child’s later success. 
Methods of Quality Assurance
Quality in early childhood education and care can be measured with a variety of tools and methods, however this reflective paper will discuss two different types, they will be the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale (SSTEW) and the Leuven Scale. 
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being Scale
According to Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2024) the SSTEW scale was designed to help all practitioners working with children aged two to six years old to reap the benefits of delivering high quality care and education. They state that it is a quality rating scale tool that can help uplift process quality in early childhood education and care and believe that if it is used correctly by practitioners, it can help enhance children’s learning and development. They believe that the SSTEW scale can measure and promote practice that supports adults and children engaging in sustained shared thinking (SST) and emotional well-being (EW) as it develops strong relationships, effective communication, self-regulation and concept development. The scale can be used by practitioners at all levels to enhance quality of interactions of adult to child and peer to peer and can help develop how adults intentionally support children’s play, learning and development.
Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) state that there are numerous benefits of the SSTEW scale. They believe that they first two subscales of the tool access the quality of provision for autonomy and socio-emotional development. The scale allows for the focus on daily practices that support the development of trust in children and the capacity they have, to deal with distress and conflict positively. It recognises ways that staff encourage collaborative play and help to develop consistent strategies for helping children think through and resolve conflicts calmy and effectively. They agree that the next three subscales of the tool also hold benefit to the development of executive skills in children such as task focus, setting and achieving their goals and emotional regulation. They believe that the subscales that cover sustained shared thinking access practice that allows children to interact in collaboration with others as they solve problems and express themselves. This allows for children to build on each other’s ideas, actions and intentions, allowing greater exploration and understanding of the world. 
However, NDNA (no date) suggest that there can be some challenges to using sustained shared thinking and if the following are not present it can create some boundaries in allowing children the ability to share their thinking with others. They state that children need the time to think and process their own thoughts and the thoughts of others before being able to formulate them into speech. Similarly, Elklan (no date) agree that children should be given at least ten seconds to respond to a question or conversation without the pressure of being interrupted or being asked another question before giving their response. NDNA (no date) also states that the resources provided to children can prove to be a challenge in supporting sustained shared thinking if they do not encourage exploration for children through using their imagination. They agree that resources need to be open-ended objects that can be used in multiple ways that encourage problem solving and creative thinking, for example, drainage tubes can be used to transport water from A to B, as a ramp for toy cars or balls or as a structure for a building such as a den or a house. They agree that it is good practice for children to use natural materials in their play, learning and development and that adults can provide tools such as magnifying glasses to explore them further to encourage curiosity. They also believe that it is a good idea to bring nature indoors as it creates a calm and soothing atmosphere for children. Similarly, Montessori (cited in Haines, Davidson and Davidson, 2004) agreed that there are many benefits from children learning in nature and explained that nature helps to drive the curiosity and exploration in children whilst offering rich sensory experiences through all the senses.  
According to Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) although the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being scale is beneficial to practitioners in early childhood education and care, to be able to use the scale effectively it is essential that practitioners receive training beforehand and that they are fully understanding of paperwork policies and theories that relate to children and their development before they are able to use the scale to support their practice.
Leuven Scale
According to MacRae and Jones (2020) The Leuven Scale was created by Ferre Laevers to demonstrate at which degree children show involvement in early years education settings. They state that it can be used as a tool by practitioners in settings to evaluate quality and consists of an observational scale ranging from one to five to quantify the involvement of children in a self-chosen activity, level one on the scale being the lowest level of involvement where they show extremely low levels of engagement, and level five being the most level of involvement, where they show very high levels of continuous and intense engagement, which then suggests that the quality is better at level five.
Learning Journals (2025) state that one of the advantages of the Leuven Scale is that it is an observation-based method and puts the child at the centre of their learning. Focusing on the child and their mental, social and emotional well-being, it ensures that the approach does not fall into a ‘one size fits all’ pedagogical method that can be applied to all children. It enables practitioners to be adaptive and reactive to the children’s needs. However, they also agree that a major downfall to the Leuven Scale is that it does not provide very well for children with additional learning needs as the behaviours described in the scale are not often displayed from children with such, especially those who are non-verbal.
However, MacRae and Jones (2020) suggest that the Leuven Scale can attune practitioners to a child’s involvement as a measure of quality and they believe that by doing so, can have the effect of cultivating in adults what Laevers describes as an ‘empathic understanding’ of what it is like to be a child. They argue that when observing the involvement, it allows recognition to the more engaged and absorbed the child is, the deeper and richer the experience will be, therefore the more complex the thinking from the child will be.
Conclusion
In conclusion, a good understanding of how to drive quality improvements is essential for practitioners in enhancing quality early childhood education and care and improving learning and developmental outcomes for all children. The quality assurance methods discussed can be used for looking at outcomes and results to ensure high quality for future provision enabling children’s development to progress further. Although there are advantages to the methods discussed, it is evident that one singular method cannot cover all aspects, and it is a good idea to use more than one to get an all round picture of the child’s learning and development to enable practitioners to deliver a higher quality provision holistically. 
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