ECEY6011                                                          2308039                                     Word Count: 1’ 857
Introduction: 
Defining Quality in Early Years Education
Quality in early years education is a multi-sided concept encompassing various dimensions, including curriculum design, staff qualifications, learning environments, and child outcomes. High-quality early years provision is crucial for children's cognitive, social, and emotional development. Research has consistently shown that access to high-quality early education significantly improves school readiness, academic performance, and long-term success (Sylva et al., 2010). Moreover, early childhood experiences shape brain development, with positive learning environments fostering curiosity, problem-solving skills, and resilience. Quality provision also plays a critical role in narrowing the achievement gap, ensuring that children from disadvantaged backgrounds have equal opportunities to succeed. Given the profound impact of early education on a child's path, ensuring and promoting quality beyond statutory requirements is essential for achieving the best outcomes for children.
Statutory requirements set the minimum standards necessary for early years provision, ensuring children are in safe, structured, and developmentally appropriate settings. These standards cover aspects such as staff-to-child ratios, safeguarding policies, and basic learning frameworks.(Birthto5Matters,2025) However, while these regulations establish a foundation for quality, they do not always guarantee excellence in practice. High-quality early education goes beyond compliance, requiring continuous professional development, innovative teaching methods, and an emphasis on holistic child development. Additional quality assurance methods provide structured approaches to self-evaluation and improvement, helping practitioners refine their pedagogy and enhance learning experiences.
By implementing robust quality assurance frameworks, early years settings can systematically assess their effectiveness, identify areas for development, and adopt best practices. (Media(2000),2024) These frameworks encourage reflective practice, collaboration among staff, and engagement with parents and external assessors. This reflective paper critically analyses two key methods of quality assurance, the Early Years Quality Mark (EYQM) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale, evaluating their effectiveness in promoting quality beyond statutory requirements. While the EYQM provides a structured approach to accreditation, focusing on literacy, numeracy, and self-assessment, the SSTEW Scale prioritises high-quality interactions and emotional well-being as indicators of educational excellence. By comparing these methods, this analysis will highlight how they contribute to enhancing early years provision, ensuring that children receive the highest standard of education and care. (Hoare,nodate)
What is The Early Years Quality Mark (EYQM)?
The Early Years Quality Mark (EYQM) is a recognised qualification designed to enhance educational outcomes by acknowledging early years settings that excel in providing high-quality care and learning experiences. Granted by educational bodies such as the National Association for Able Children in Education (NACE), the EYQM fosters a structured approach to quality assurance, ensuring that settings adhere to a comprehensive set of rigorous standards. (Nationalcollege,2021)  
Benefits of the Early Years Quality Mark
The Early Years Quality Mark (EYQM) provides a structured framework for early years practitioners to critically reflect on their provision through a comprehensive self-assessment process, allowing them to evaluate  strengths and identify areas for improvement. This ensures that quality remains an ongoing focus rather than a one-time achievement, fostering a culture of continuous development. A key component of the EYQM is its emphasis on literacy and numeracy development, recognising the long-term benefits of early exposure to these fundamental skills in promoting academic success (Melhuish et al., 2015). By integrating strong literacy and numeracy strategies, settings can enhance children's school readiness, closing the attainment gap and ensuring that all children, regardless of background, receive the support they need to thrive. Additionally, achieving the EYQM serves as external validation of a setting’s high standards, boosting practitioner confidence, motivating staff, and enhancing professional development opportunities. This recognition also reassures parents that the setting is committed to exceeding statutory requirements and striving for excellence, ultimately strengthening partnerships between educators and families. (NDNA,nodate) Furthermore, the EYQM encourages a whole-setting approach to quality assurance, where all staff members are actively involved in identifying best practices and areas for development. While obtaining accreditation can be a rigorous process, the long-term benefits of improved teaching practices, enriched learning environments, and stronger parental engagement make it a valuable tool for driving positive change in early years education. 
While the EYQM offers significant advantages, it also has some limitations. One concern is that the accreditation process can be time-consuming and resource-intensive, potentially placing strain on smaller settings with limited staff. Furthermore, while the EYQM emphasises literacy and numeracy, it may not adequately address other crucial areas such as social and emotional development, which are equally vital for a child's overall well-being.
What is The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale?
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale is a research-driven professional development tool designed to assess the quality of adult-child interactions and emotional support in early years settings. Developed as an extension of the widely recognized Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales (ECERS), it emphasizes sustained shared thinking, emotional well-being, and effective pedagogical interactions to enhance children's learning experiences. (Vic.gov.au,2024). 
Benefits of the SSTEW Scale
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale prioritises high-quality adult-child interactions, recognising their significant impact on children's cognitive and emotional development. Sustained shared thinking, where adults and children engage in deep, meaningful conversations, fosters critical thinking, language development, and problem-solving skills (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). This approach ensures that educators go beyond basic supervision and actively contribute to children's learning experiences by engaging in thoughtful dialogue and scaffolding children's understanding. Unlike many traditional quality assurance measures, the SSTEW Scale explicitly assesses the emotional climate of an early years setting, highlighting the crucial role of emotional security in early childhood. Research has demonstrated that strong, positive relationships with caregivers contribute to children's social competence, self-regulation, and resilience (ShonkoffandPhillips,2000). By integrating emotional well-being into quality assessments, the SSTEW Scale promotes a holistic approach to early education, ensuring that children feel safe, valued, and supported in their learning environments. Additionally, the SSTEW Scale serves as a valuable professional development tool, encouraging practitioners to reflect on and enhance their pedagogical interactions. This continuous process of self-evaluation fosters a culture of reflective practice, which is essential for maintaining high standards and driving ongoing improvements in early years provision. Through its emphasis on meaningful interactions, emotional well-being, and professional development, the SSTEW Scale provides a comprehensive framework for enhancing quality in early years settings beyond statutory requirements. (Kingston,2023) 
Despite its strengths, the SSTEW Scale has some limitations. One challenge is the subjective nature of assessing adult-child interactions, as different observers may interpret interactions differently. Additionally, while the SSTEW Scale is highly effective in measuring process quality for example, the nature of interactions. It may not fully capture structural aspects such as resource availability or staff qualifications.
Comparing and Contrasting the EYQM and the SSTEW Scale
Both the EYQM and the SSTEW Scale aim to enhance quality in early years education, but they do so through different approaches. The EYQM is a structured accreditation process that emphasises curriculum development and educational outcomes, particularly in literacy and numeracy. It provides a framework for settings to evaluate their provision against established benchmarks, ensuring that children receive a strong foundation in key academic skills. In contrast, the SSTEW Scale focuses on assessing the quality of interactions and emotional well-being, prioritising the social, emotional, and relational aspects of early years provision. By measuring the depth of adult-child engagement and the emotional climate of a setting, the SSTEW Scale promotes practices that support children's holistic development. (BriefandGardiner,2021)
A key difference between the two is their emphasis on process versus structure. The SSTEW Scale evaluates ongoing pedagogical interactions, making it a valuable tool for improving day-to-day teaching practices. It encourages educators to reflect on their interactions with children and refine their approaches to foster deeper thinking and emotional security. On the other hand, the EYQM provides a broader framework that supports long-term strategic planning, continuous development, and institutional recognition. By achieving the EYQM, settings receive external validation of their commitment to quality, which can enhance their reputation and attract families seeking high standards of early education.
Another contrast lies in their accessibility and implementation. The EYQM requires an extensive application and evaluation process, including self-assessment, external verification, and ongoing monitoring. (Hoare,nodate) This process can be time-consuming and may require significant administrative and financial investment, making it more suitable for well-established settings with the resources to undergo accreditation. In contrast, the SSTEW Scale is a flexible, research-based tool that can be seamlessly integrated into daily practice with minimal administrative burden. Educators can use it as a reflective tool to enhance their interactions with children without undergoing a formal accreditation process.
Despite their differences, both the EYQM and the SSTEW Scale contribute to raising standards in early years education by promoting continuous improvement and encouraging best practices. While the EYQM ensures that structural and curriculum-related elements are in place to support learning, the SSTEW Scale enhances the quality of teaching interactions and emotional support, fostering a well-rounded approach to early childhood development. Integrating both methods within an early years setting could provide a comprehensive strategy for achieving excellence, addressing both academic and social-emotional dimensions of quality. (BriefandGardiner,2021)
Conclusion: The Value of Going Beyond Statutory Requirements
Ensuring high-quality early years provision requires a commitment to continuous improvement beyond statutory minimums. While regulatory standards establish a baseline for safety, learning, and development, truly exceptional early years education requires additional efforts to enhance provision, foster professional development, and ensure that all children receive the best possible start in life. Both the Early Years Quality Mark (EYQM) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) Scale offer valuable strategies for achieving excellence, though they focus on different dimensions of quality. The EYQM provides structured accreditation and external recognition, encouraging settings to meet rigorous educational standards and strengthen their literacy and numeracy practices. In contrast, the SSTEW Scale prioritises interactive quality and emotional well-being, ensuring that children benefit from high-quality adult-child interactions that promote deeper thinking and social-emotional growth.
Critically reflecting on these methods highlights the importance of a balanced approach to quality assurance. Relying solely on structural measures such as curriculum development and assessment frameworks may overlook the essential role of relationships and emotional support in early learning. Likewise, focusing only on interactional quality without ensuring a strong educational foundation may not fully prepare children for their future academic journey. By integrating structured frameworks like the EYQM with dynamic, interaction-focused tools such as the SSTEW Scale, early years settings can create enriched learning environments that address both academic and social-emotional development.
Furthermore, going beyond statutory requirements not only benefits children but also enhances the professional development of educators. Accreditation schemes like the EYQM encourage reflective practice, self-assessment, and external validation, all of which contribute to a culture of continuous learning and high expectations. Similarly, tools like the SSTEW Scale empower educators to refine their pedagogical approaches, fostering a deeper understanding of how high-quality interactions impact children's learning and well-being. When practitioners are engaged in ongoing professional growth, they are better equipped to provide stimulating, nurturing, and inclusive environments that cater to diverse needs.
Ultimately, prioritising quality beyond statutory requirements ensures that young children receive the best possible start in life, laying the foundation for their future success. A commitment to exceeding minimum standards reflects a dedication to excellence, innovation, and child-centred practice. By embracing multiple quality assurance methods, early years settings can create holistic, well-rounded learning experiences that nurture both cognitive and emotional development, helping children thrive in their early years and beyond.
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