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| acknowledge that | used an Al tool (Microsoft Copilot) to support the development of
my essay.
| used the following prompt:

1. “Please check grammar, structure and flow of my essay.”

| confirm that | have not presented any Al-generated text as my own work.
| confirm that | have retained copies of my drafts, notes, and all other resources used
before and after the use of Al tools, and | understand that | may be asked to provide

these as evidence.
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Reflection

How do additional methods of quality assurance promote and ensure quality
above statutory requirements, and how useful are they as tools for improvement?

The Welsh Government’s (2023a) National Minimum Standards (NMS) establish that
childcare in Wales is regulated by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW), providing the
baseline for registration, inspection and accountability. However, while these standards
provide a foundation, quality in early childhood education and care (ECEC) cannot be
defined in one fixed way. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2007) argue that quality is
shaped by values and perspectives rather than being neutral, while Moss (2016)
questions whether it can be reduced to measurable standards. More recent policy
discussion also highlights that quality includes both structural aspects of provision and
children’s everyday experiences (COFACE Families Europe, 2024). High-quality
provision therefore requires an understanding what children experience in practice and
how this can be improved over time. Additional methods of quality assurance generate
deeper insight into children’s experiences, staff practice and leadership capacity beyond

regulation alone.

This reflection critically evaluates two methods of quality assurance above statutory
requirements: the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW)
and the Baby Effective Early Learning Programme (BEEL). It argues that both methods
are valuable because they move discussion beyond minimum standards and support
ongoing quality enhancement. However, neither tool is sufficient on its own. Theobald,
Whiteford and McFadden (2025) emphasise that quality in ECEC is shaped by context,
values and multiple perspectives, rather than being fixed or universally defined. This

reinforces that quality assurance tools must be applied critically.

Quality in ECEC can be understood as a value-laden, subjective and dynamic concept
that varies according to perspective, time and place (Bertram and Pascal, 2006). This
challenges the assumption that quality can be captured through a single inspection
judgement or checklist. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2007) similarly argue that quality is
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socially constructed and should not be treated as a fixed technical truth, while Moss
(2016) questions whether the sector’s focus on measurable indicators can narrow
understanding rather than encourage reflection. These perspectives highlight that what
counts as ‘high quality’ viewed differently by stakeholders. For example, inspectors may
prioritise compliance, safety and leadership, whereas parents often place greater
emphasis on trust, communication and relationships (Department for Education, 2012).
Children may value belonging, enjoyment and engaging experiences, while staff may
focus on resources, teamwork and professional support. Quality is therefore multi-
perspectival rather than singular.

Despite these debates, there is strong evidence that high-quality ECEC plays a
significant role in children’s development. Sluiter, Fukkink and Fekkes (2025) found, in
their meta-analysis of longitudinal studies, that process quality is a small but significant
predictor of children’s socio-emotional development over time, with effects extending
into adolescence. Process quality refers to the interactions and experiences children
have within settings, including caregiver-child relationships, guided exploration and
emotional support. Similarly, Rankin et al. (2024) emphasise that examining how
specific aspects of provision influence children’s development is essential for improving
early experiences and life chances. Earlier longitudinal research from the EPPE/EPPSE
project, also found that high-quality early education can act as a protective factor,
particularly for disadvantaged children, and can positively influence later social and
educational outcomes (Sylva et al., 2014). Taken together, this reinforces that quality
extends beyond meeting regulatory expectations and shapes children’s everyday
experiences, wellbeing and long-term development. Against this background, the
usefulness of additional quality assurance methods depends on the kind of information
they generate and how that information is used to improve practice.

The first method considered here, SSTEW, is particularly useful because it focuses on
process quality and the quality of daily adult—child interaction (Siraj, Kingston and
Melhuish, 2023). Rather than concentrating only on structural factors such as policies,
resources or routines, SSTEW examines emotional wellbeing, adult—child relationships,

sustained shared thinking, and the ways practitioners support language, curiosity and
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problem solving. Inspection frameworks may identify whether procedures are in place,
but do not always capture children’s moment-to-moment experiences. For example, the
Education Inspection Framework highlights a shift away from focusing solely on
documentation towards the substance of education, recognising that what happens in
practice is more important than what is recorded (Ofsted, 2019). This suggests that a
setting may be fully compliant on paper yet still offer limited dialogue, weak emotional
attunement or missed opportunities to extend children’s thinking.

A major strength of SSTEW is that it makes interactional quality visible, particularly in
relation to children’s emotional wellbeing and sustained shared thinking (Siraj, Kingston
and Melhuish, 2023). It helps staff identify what is happening in practice and where
development is needed. This is illustrated by Gealy et al. (2020), whose work in Welsh
Flying Start settings found, through SSTEW-informed observation and professional
learning, that interactions supporting problem solving, curiosity, concept development
and higher-order thinking were among the least well-developed areas of practice. This
shows that settings may appear caring and organised while still requiring development
in pedagogy and interaction. SSTEW therefore supports a move from vague statements
such as “we are nurturing” towards more precise analysis of how adults support
children’s language, reasoning and emotional wellbeing. In this respect, SSTEW is
beneficial because it generates detailed evidence that can inform staff continuing

professional development, supervision and reflective discussion.

However, SSTEW also has limitations. First, it depends on the quality and interpretation
of observation, meaning that findings are influenced by the observer and the context in
which observations take place (Siraj et al., 2019). Any observation captures a snapshot
rather than the full life of the setting, meaning that what is seen on one day may not fully
represent practice over time. Second, SSTEW is strongest in evaluating interactional
quality, but weaker in explaining wider organisational issues. For example, it may reveal
limited higher-order questioning, but not explain whether this stems from staff
confidence, inadequate training, staffing instability, weak leadership or time pressure.
Third, the tool itself does not create improvement. Improvement depends on what

leaders and staff do with the evidence afterwards. SSTEW is therefore best understood
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as a diagnostic tool, with its value becoming clearer when considered alongside broader
approaches such as BEEL.

The second method, BEEL, offers a broader and more explicitly developmental
approach to quality assurance. Bertram and Pascal (2006) describe BEEL as a
supported programme of self-evaluation and improvement for settings working with
children from birth to three, emphasising the role of systematic evidence gathering,
reflection and action planning. This aligns with wider research which suggests that
quality improvement in early years settings is most effective when it is continuous,
reflective and embedded within everyday practice rather than treated as a one-off
judgement (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2017). BEEL also positions quality as a journey
rather than a fixed threshold, arguing that national standards should be understood as a
starting point, not the finishing line (Bertram and Pascal, 2006).

BEEL is particularly valuable because it moves beyond measurement, embedding
quality within an ongoing cycle of reflection, action and review. This cyclical approach
reflects broader models of reflective practice and professional learning, which
emphasise that improvement is sustained when practitioners are actively involved in
evaluating and developing their own practice (Aubrey, 2016). The framework also
highlights the importance of involving multiple stakeholders, including practitioners,
parents/carers and children, in the evaluation process (Bertram and Pascal,

2006). Involving different perspectives supports a holistic understanding of

quality. Unlike a single observational scale, BEEL supports whole-setting development,
encourages staff ownership and links quality assurance to organisational change, which
is considered central to effective leadership in early years settings (Campbell-Barr and
Leeson, 2017).

Another important strength of BEEL is its connection to workforce development. Social
Care Wales (2025) states that the All Wales induction framework for early years and
childcare includes the knowledge, understanding and practice that should be
demonstrated over time, supported by guidance, progress logs and workbooks. This
suggests that sustained quality depends on a competent and reflective workforce. This
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aligns with wider research which emphasises that reflective practice and ongoing
professional development are central to improving quality in early years provision
(Aubrey, 2016). BEEL supports this by treating practitioners as active participants in
self-evaluation and by building a shared language of quality. In this sense, it aligns
closely with the leadership role in developing and maintaining an open, positive culture
which supports high-quality care (Campbell-Barr and Leeson, 2017).

Nevertheless, BEEL should also be critiqued. It is an older framework rooted in a
different policy context, and some of its references relate to English standards and
inspection systems current at the time of publication. This means it cannot be
transferred uncritically into contemporary Welsh settings. In addition, because BEEL
relies heavily on self-evaluation, there is a risk that judgements may become overly
positive unless supported by external challenge or strong leadership, reflecting wider
concerns within the literature about the limitations of self-assessment in quality
assurance processes (Siraj et al., 2019). It may also be time-intensive for settings
already managing significant administrative demands. However, these limitations do not
remove its value; rather, they suggest that BEEL is most effective when adapted
thoughtfully and used alongside current policy frameworks and complementary sources
of evidence.

When compared, SSTEW and BEEL conceptualise quality in different ways. SSTEW is
narrower but deeper, focusing on interactional and pedagogical experiences in daily
practice, whereas BEEL takes a broader approach, focusing on organisational
development, stakeholder engagement and cyclical improvement. SSTEW therefore
provides insight into how adults support emotional wellbeing, language and sustained
shared thinking, and how children experience interactional support. However, it does
not fully show whether leadership systems are effective, whether staff induction is
robust or why weaknesses exist. BEEL, by contrast, provides insight into how a setting
evaluates itself, what evidence it gathers and how improvement is planned and
reviewed. Yet it does not guarantee objectivity, nor does it necessarily demonstrate
whether identified improvements are reflected in everyday interactions unless supported

by observational evidence. This reinforces the view that no single method can fully
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capture quality, and that different tools provide partial but complementary insights into
practice.

Siraj et al. (2019), in their comparison of regulatory and non-regulatory measures of
ECEC quality in Australia, found only modest positive associations between regulatory
ratings and research-based quality scales. This suggests that quality is multi-
dimensional and cannot be adequately understood through one framework alone.
Therefore, improving provision requires multiple forms of information, including
evidence of children’s experiences, staff practice, leadership processes and stakeholder
perspectives. To improve provision, leaders need information not only about what is
happening for children, but also about why it is happening and what changes are
needed. While tools such as SSTEW provide detailed insight into interactional quality
and children’s lived experiences, BEEL offers broader information about organisational
processes, self-evaluation and planned improvement. However, neither tool provides a
complete picture. SSTEW may identify what is happening in practice but not why, while
BEEL may outline improvement priorities without fully evidencing how these are
experienced by children. A strong quality assurance approach should therefore
triangulate evidence from inspection, self-evaluation, observation, staff development
records, parent voice, child voice and action-planning outcomes. This information is
most useful when translated into staff development, changes to provision, reflective
supervision and ongoing review. Other tools, such as environmental rating scales (for
example, ECERS or SACERS), can provide additional insight into provision, but they
offer only a partial view of quality and should be used alongside interactional and

reflective approaches.

A further issue is the relationship between paperwork and lived practice. While
documentation supports safeguarding and accountability, excessive administrative
demands can reduce time for direct interaction with children. This creates a practical
tension, where time spent evidencing practice may reduce time available to enact it.
Leadership decisions around staffing and workload are therefore central to ensuring that
quality assurance supports, rather than detracts from, children’s experiences (Moss,

2016; Aubrey, 2016). Concerns have been raised that quality assurance can become
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performative if it prioritises documentation over meaningful engagement (Moss,
2016). In this context, quality assurance is reframed from an administrative task into a
pedagogical and leadership function.

SSTEW re-centres attention on children’s lived experiences, while BEEL supports
reflection, action and improvement. This links directly to staffing and

leadership. Although revised Welsh standards removed the requirement for a
supernumerary member of staff, maintaining this role may still support quality by
protecting time for safeguarding, staff development and reflective practice (Welsh
Government, 2023a; 2023b). In this context, additional staffing capacity can be used
strategically to support quality assurance as a shared responsibility, for example
through rotating staff roles in monitoring, reflection and improvement. This approach
protects time for interaction with children while also strengthening staff development,
distributed leadership and collective ownership of quality (Aubrey, 2016; Campbell-Barr
and Leeson, 2017). This highlights the distinction between minimum compliance and
quality enhancement, where leadership decisions actively shape sustained

improvement.

Overall, additional quality assurance methods are valuable because statutory
requirements alone cannot fully capture the complexity of quality in ECEC. High-quality
settings are distinguished not simply by compliance, but by their ability to use evidence
to reflect, adapt and improve practice. SSTEW and BEEL provide different but
complementary types of information: SSTEW offers insight into children’s lived
experiences and interactional quality, while BEEL supports whole-setting evaluation and
improvement processes. When used together, and supported by strong leadership, they
enable settings to move beyond compliance towards continuous improvement.
Ultimately, quality assurance methods are most effective not in measuring quality alone,
but in driving meaningful change in children’s experiences, staff practice and

organisational development.
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