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Part Two: Reflective Paper 
Introduction
In the Early Years Sector the term Quality is often associated with three connected areas which include structural, process and system (Eadie et al. 2022). According to Slot (2018) structural quality is influenced by the legal and regulatory frameworks. This is important in early years settings as is determines minimum qualification levels, safe staffing ratios, health and safety requirements and expectations for inclusive practice. Process quality refers to the quality of children’s everyday experiences in early years settings, including the interactions they have with adults, peers and their environment (Edwards, 2021). This is fundamental to the holistic development of children as practitioners who are responsive to children’s needs are creating enabling environments supporting learning opportunities (Burnham, 2016). Furthermore, a responsive adult contributes to cognitive development. Research consistently shows that children who attend high‑quality early years settings develop stronger speech and language, emotional development, social skills and improved long‑term educational outcomes (University of Oxford, 2025). Systems quality refers to the broader structures that support early years provision, including governance arrangements, regulatory standards, and the level of national investment in services and programmes (Eadie et al. 2022). Together, structural, process and system quality create the conditions for early years settings which enable children to thrive. 
Statutory requirements such as the for National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (Welsh Government, 2016) outline that high‑quality early years provision is essential for children’s learning, wellbeing and long‑term outcomes. The National Minimum Standards provide the minimum standards for leaders to comply with health and safety, staffing, qualifications and safeguarding within an Early Years setting. Although these legislations are essential to comply with, they do not necessarily ensure meaningful learning experiences or constant high-quality practice. Achieving high‑quality provision requires settings to go beyond compliance by offering tailored child‑centred care within an enabling environment that actively supports children’s development. A range of methods exist to help settings enhance quality above national minimum standards. Williams (2016) describes quality assurance as “maintaining and improving quality using a coordinated collection of policies, procedures, systems and practices both internal and external to an organization”. Quality assurance and CIW inspection play a central role in shaping best practice within early years settings as together  they provide the structure, accountability and evidence needed to ensure that children receive consistently high‑quality care and education. 
Williams (2016) describes quality enhancement as an “ongoing process of improvement, driven by reflective leadership”. Effective leaders who evaluate and reflect on practice, identify strengths and areas for development which improves the quality of care (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). The findings from reflection allow for clear action plans and improvement priorities. This helps leaders to identify what staff training is needed, coaching and supervision which will improve practice. Furthermore, it effectively guides curriculum planning and environment design, and provides evidence required for CIW inspections. Settings that achieve high quality care work in close partnerships with parents/ families and muti agencies. This is in important part of practice as a collaborative approach leads to better outcomes as outlined by the Well‑being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015.  Inclusive practice is central to providing high quality care. To promote inclusive practice a good leader listens to the voices of staff, children and parents/families when evaluating what can be improved with their setting. Involving children is fundamental to providing high quality care ensure their voices are being heard in line with Article 12 of the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989).  
National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA) Quality Counts scheme is a clear example of how a structured, voluntary quality‑assurance framework can strengthen provision above statutory requirements. The framework is designed for the whole staff team within a setting supporting settings to evaluate practice across leadership, workforce, learning and wellbeing (NDNA, no date). A whole‑setting approach ensures that all practitioners contribute to quality improvement rather than relying solely on management. This collective approach strengthens whole staff understanding and confidence which will improve practice. NDNA states that participation in the scheme can help settings improve their inspection outcomes by developing staff skills in evaluating practice, identifying priorities and implementing changes. Quality Counts offers three levels of achievement with level 3 being the highest standard of achievement. This tiered structure is beneficial for leaders to provide motivation for progress and supports long‑term development within a setting. It also promotes reflective practice, requiring settings to gather evidence, analyse their provision and demonstrate impact during an online audit. This aligns well with the principles of continuous improvement outlined in the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (Welsh Government, 2016). 
However there are some limitations, including that the process of achieving all three stages can be time‑consuming. This may be particularly problematic for smaller teams who may already be working with limited staffing and high operational demands. Undertaking detailed observations, reflective discussions and follow‑up actions requires time, however this is not always available in busy early years environments. As a result, staff may experience the process as an additional pressure on top of their existing responsibilities, potentially impacting their wellbeing. Increased workload is recognised as a contributor to stress, emotional exhaustion and reduced quality of interactions with children (Cumming 2017). This could lead to staff developing feelings of overload, which may negatively affect their practice and increase levels of staff sickness. Furthermore, participation in quality‑assurance schemes such as Quality Counts involves financial costs, which may be a barrier for smaller or voluntary‑managed settings operating within tight budgets (Penn, 2011).
Many early years settings are already operating under significant financial strain as a result of rising staffing costs and limited government funding. As a result, settings may struggle to allocate money for external assessments, staff training or the additional resources needed to implement improvements. Staff training is fundamental to support practice and enhance quality provision. The National Minimum Standards highlight that staff must be given the support and opportunity to continue professional development (Welsh Government 2016). This is further outlined by Social Care Wales (2025) who highlight practitioners must continue to professionally develop in order to remain up to date with relevant changes in legislation. Additionally, while broadly aligned with good practice, the Quality Counts framework is not tailored specifically to Welsh policy, meaning settings must adapt it to align with the Curriculum for Wales. This may result in leaders having different interpretations and not providing staff with clear guidance and structure. 
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale is a quality‑assessment tool for children aged 2–5 that focuses specifically on the quality of adult–child interactions rather than the physical environment (Siraj et al., 2015). Where Quality Counts focuses on a broader whole‑setting framework, SSTEW focuses narrowly on the quality of interactions. It evaluates how effectively practitioners promote deep thinking, language development, emotional security and positive relationships through five key subscales. These include building trust, confidence and independence, supporting social and emotional wellbeing, extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking and assessing learning and language. By concentrating on the quality of interactions, the SSTEW Scale provides a detailed picture of how adults scaffold children’s thinking, problem‑solving and emotional development, offering a research‑informed measure of process quality in early years settings. The National Minimum Standards (Welsh Government, 2016) emphasises that practitioners must meet children’s individual needs, promote emotional security and support their holistic development, these principles that are directly reflected in the SSTEW Scale.
According to Siraj et al. (2015) the SSTEW Scale values child‑centered, developmentally appropriate practice that helps children become confident, independent and self‑regulated learners. This strongly aligns with the aims of the Curriculum for Wales in which children become ambitious capable learners (Welsh Government, 2022). Higher scores are achieved using this tool when practitioners know each child well, understand their interests and cultural background, and create a learning environment that encourages curiosity, questioning and cognitive challenge. This directly reflects the principles of process quality, which highlights the importance of meaningful, responsive interactions in shaping children’s everyday experiences. A benefit of the SSTEW scale is that rewards settings where children are provided with opportunities to take risks, build confidence and develop autonomy. This encourages best practice as practitioners develop and use a wide range of teaching strategies that respond sensitively to each child’s needs.
Although the SSTEW Scale provides a robust, research‑informed measure of process quality, it also has limitations that must be considered. First, it requires trained and experienced observers to ensure reliability, which can make implementation time‑consuming and resource‑intensive. Smaller settings may struggle to access the necessary training or allocate staff time for detailed observations. However, when carried out effectively, detailed observations can significantly enhance practice and ensure activities are inspired by children’s interests. Through carefully noticing what interests a child and analysing what this reveals about their development, practitioners can adapt the environment and learning experiences, an approach strongly aligned with the Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care (ECPLC) 0–3 Assessment Arrangements (Welsh Government, 2025). A second limitation of the SSTEW Scale is that it focuses almost exclusively on adult/child interactions and emotional wellbeing, meaning it does not assess wider aspects of provision such as leadership, policies, or the physical environment. Therefore as a result, it cannot act as a comprehensive quality‑assurance framework on its own to achieve high quality practice. This is supported by wider global findings suggesting that no single tool can capture the full complexity of quality, and that ECCE systems require psychometrically strong, culturally relevant and scalable measures of process quality to ensure equity and consistency across all types of provision (Raikes et al., 2023).
In comparison to the Quality Counts scheme, the SSTEW Scale aligns more closely with the Curriculum for Wales 2022. The SSTEW Scale provides a strong emphasis on relationships, wellbeing, child‑centered pedagogy and rich, meaningful interactions. This alignment is significant because the Curriculum for Wales purpose is for children to become capable, curious learners whose development is best supported through responsive relationships and emotionally secure environments (Welsh Government 2022). The SSTEW Scale’s focus on emotional wellbeing, sustained shared thinking and cognitive challenge directly supports the four purposes and the holistic development of the child, making it a powerful tool for leaders assessing the quality of daily practice within their setting. It encourages practitioners to create environments where children feel safe, valued as an individual and have the freedom to discover their curiosity. High‑quality care, therefore, is not just about meeting regulatory requirements but about embedding pedagogy that nurtures curiosity, resilience and wellbeing. This approach reflects wider legislative expectations, including the Well‑being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which requires services to support children’s long‑term wellbeing. 
Conclusion
It is clear that high‑quality early years provision relies on strong structural foundations, rich process quality and supportive systems that enable children to thrive. While statutory requirements set essential minimum standards, true high quality care is achieved through continuous reflection, child‑centered practice and meaningful relationships with children and families. Quality‑assurance tools such as NDNA’s Quality Counts and the SSTEW Scale can support achieving this high-quality of care this by promoting self‑evaluation, strengthening adult child interactions and guiding improvement beyond compliance. Although each tool has limitations including time pressures, financial costs and the need for specialist training, it is evident that they both offer valuable frameworks that can help settings improve their quality of care. By combining reflective leadership, collaborative working and evidence‑informed approaches, early years settings can create nurturing, inclusive environments where children’s voices, needs and rights remain central to high‑quality provision.
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