Reflective Piece
Introduction
This assignment explores how additional quality assurance (QA) methods can elevate early years settings beyond minimum legal requirements. It examines the strengths and limitations of Quality for All (QfA) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale, evaluating their influence on service delivery, professional development, and setting quality. Through this analysis, the assignment highlights how these approaches contribute to enriching environments that support children’s development, while also exploring the definition, understanding, and implementation of "quality" in early years practice.
In early years education, quality is defined as the interaction between process quality connections, interactions, and emotional climate and structural aspects such as staffing, ratios, standards, and qualifications. Process quality has the greatest impact on children's cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes, especially for disadvantaged learners, according to longitudinal studies such as EPPE, EPPSE, REPEY, and SEED (Sylva et al., 2014; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2002). Donaldson (2015) similarly argues that professional judgement and responsive pedagogy, rather than compliance alone, underpin high-quality provision, and Hayes (2017) and Aubrey (2016) emphasise that structural measures only give a partial picture, with excellence arising from deliberate, adaptive practice. Understanding quality therefore requires attention to educational and relational aspects that legal systems often overlook.
QA is a continuous, systematic process ensuring that learning, care, safety and well-being standards are met (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022; Welsh Government, 2022c). Furthermore, beyond verifying statutory duties, it safeguards children’s rights by promoting safe, developmentally appropriate environments, relying on monitoring, reflective evaluation, and targeted improvement (Williams, 2016), supported by practitioner self-assessment, professional dialogue, and evidence-based practice. Collaborative models such as EEL/BEEL (Pascal & Bertram, 2018) reinforce shared reflection, recognising that meeting structural criteria does not guarantee the high-quality interactions that shape developmental outcomes (Eadie et al., 2022; Siraj et al., 2019).
QA includes developmental quality, relationships, interactions, pedagogy, and emotional climate and regulatory quality, including compliance, staffing, and safeguarding (Siraj et al., 2019). Although adult–child interactions strongly influence outcomes, developmental quality is harder to measure and often overshadowed by more easily assessed regulatory elements (Melhuish et al., 2015). Moreover, as relationships and emotional exchanges are dynamic and context-specific, structural indicators provide a more stable but incomplete representation of quality (Howard et al., 2018), making high-quality settings reliant on balancing compliance with continuous educational enhancement.
In Wales, QA is a procedural framework requiring oversight to ensure compliance with CIW regulations and National Minimum Standards, supporting children’s rights and well-being in line with the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Siraj et al., 2019; Eadie et al., 2022). Although statutory QA focuses on compliance, it also offers insight into children's development by considering relational and emotional surroundings. Tools such as the SSTEW Scale and EEL/BEEL support practitioners to evaluate and improve practice, however, research shows compliance alone does not guarantee emotionally rich or responsive teaching, with many settings still struggling with sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being (Waters & MacDonald, 2020).
All early years providers in Wales must register with CIW and meet National Minimum Standards relating to leadership, safety, staffing, welfare, and qualifications (Welsh Government, 2022d). Inspections verify compliance and support accountability, likewise regulatory systems cannot fully capture the complexity of interactions, emotional environments, or relational quality (Howard et al., 2020), as these moment-to-moment processes are context-specific and dynamic, making them challenging to evaluate accurately (Elliot & González, 2019). This highlights the need for additional evaluative tools.
This reflective piece evaluates two sector-led QA methods, Quality for All (QfA) and the Sustained Shared Thinking Emotional wellbeing Scale (SSTEW), and considers how these approaches complement statutory processes to enhance educational development and children’s holistic development within Welsh early years settings.
Section 1 — Statutory QA in Wales
Statutory QA in Wales, as outlined by Care Inspectorate Wales (2022), is grounded in legal requirements ensuring early years settings meet standards for personnel, safety, leadership, and educational quality. The National Minimum Standards set expectations for well-being, safeguarding, and qualifications, while CIW inspections promote transparency, accountability, and improvement (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2019). Additional frameworks, including safeguarding legislation, the Curriculum for Wales, and the ALN Act 2018, support inclusive practice and Wales’s commitment to children’s rights (Welsh Government, 2022a; 2021). However, research shows that meeting minimum requirements does not guarantee high-quality education. Waters and MacDonald (2022) found that inspection-led improvements in Flying Start settings often resulted in superficial changes rather than meaningful pedagogical reflection, highlighting that QA ensures compliance but not the interpersonal quality underpinning children’s development.
QA provides a consistent legal structure that reduces inequalities and safeguards children’s rights, safety, and well-being (OECD, 2021). It is particularly important for disadvantaged or vulnerable children, as inspections and transparent reporting build public confidence (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2019) and align with national aims for inclusion and early intervention through the ALN Act 2018 and the Curriculum for Wales. Additionally, Eadie et al. (2022) argues statutory frameworks cannot fully capture the social, emotional, and educational factors influencing children’s outcomes. These systems often emphasise structural consistency over interaction quality, central to learning and well-being. Overreliance on inspections may also encourage performative behaviours, where compliance is prioritised over genuine improvement (Butler, Murphy & Clerkin, 2019; Sims & Waniganayake, 2015). Reflective judgment, professional independence, and ongoing learning extend beyond legal requirements (Welsh Government, 2022b).
Tensions exist between genuine educational enhancement and basic compliance in Flying Start settings (Waters & MacDonald, 2020), and environmental rating scales such as ECCERS lack reliability in reflecting children’s learning experiences (Gordon et al., 2015). Furthermore, these findings reinforce that statutory procedures alone cannot support the deeper professional development needed for sustained improvement. Sector-led tools such as QfA and the SSTEW Scale strengthen pedagogical practice, relationships, and reflective quality (Siraj et al., 2015; Early Years Wales, 2020). QfA supports practitioner-led reflection and values-based evaluation, while SSTEW encourages high-quality interactions, emotional well-being, and sustained shared thinking (Melhuish, Siraj & Kingston, 2015).
Section 2 — Quality for All (QfA)
QfA serves as a national framework for quality assurance aimed at enhancing early years settings through external verification, reflective discussions, and systematic self-assessment (Early Years Wales, 2020). However, as the scheme is optional and mainly accessible to Early Years Wales-related settings, access is restricted and some providers choose not to participate (Pugh & Duffy, 2014). The framework guides practitioners through a continuous improvement process emphasising leadership, relationships, teaching, and the learning environment. Edwards (2021) claims that quality lies in practitioner decision-making and curriculum delivery rather than minimal compliance, a view reflected in QfA’s focus on reflective practice. Moreover, positive outcomes for children are closely linked to collaborative thinking and high-quality interactions (Melhuish, Siraj & Kingston, 2015).
Aligned with national objectives for inclusive, child-centred early education, QfA incorporates research viewing quality as dynamic and situational (Moss, 2016; Pascal & Bertram, 2018). Brooker (2019) states frameworks grounded in current research succeed as they adapt to children’s diverse needs. Similarly, the review process supports the Welsh Government’s (2017) commitment to continuous improvement. By providing a structured, reflective framework that enhances leadership, pedagogy, and process quality, QfA strengthens early years environments. Its self-evaluation cycle supports emotional climates and relationships, key indicators of developmental success (Moss, 2016), and aligns with Welsh policy goals for equitable, high-quality services (Welsh Government, 2024).
Campbell-Barr and Leeson (2015) highlight that QfA enhances professional identity, organisational accountability, and service reliability, and helps providers demonstrate quality to authorities and families (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). Additionally, quality improvement systems contribute to knowledgeable, secure services (Urban, Cardini & Romero, 2018), while reflective, values-based frameworks promote long-term sustainability and strengthen organisational culture (Pascal & Bertram, 2018).
According to Page, (2018), despite these advantages, QfA presents challenges. Excessive paperwork and time pressures can hinder implementation, particularly when administrative duties overshadow reflective practice. Without strong leadership, the process risks becoming a compliance exercise that neglects staff wellbeing, children’s perspectives, and relational quality (Page, 2018). Organisations may also face performative pressures if recognition becomes the focus rather than genuine progress (Roberts-Holmes & Moss, 2021). Effective leadership is important; distributed and reflective approaches encourage collaborative learning, whereas top-down strategies may reduce engagement and credibility (Heikka et al., 2021).
Waters and MacDonald (2022) maintain that overemphasis on documentation can foster a culture of compliance, overshadowing meaningful discussions. Likewise, this aligns with wider concerns about performativity in early years QA (Roberts-Holmes & Bradbury, 2016). Without strong pedagogical guidance, QfA risks becoming a technical exercise rather than supporting professional growth, particularly in Wales, where the Curriculum for Wales promotes reflective, inquiry-based practice (Welsh Government, 2022b). Schön (1992) argues practitioners need time, confidence, and leadership support to engage effectively in reflective cycles, and Roberts-Holmes and Moss (2021) warn that prioritising evidence gathering over professional communication can shift quality frameworks from developmental tools to performative exercises.
Section 3 — SSTEW Scale
The SSTEW Scale evaluates the emotional environment and quality of interactions in early years settings (Melhuish, Siraj & Kingston, 2015), including relationships, language support, problem solving, learning extension, and emotional well-being (Sylva et al., 2014). It prioritises “in the moment” instruction, where children and adults build understanding through sustained shared thought. SSTEW improves process quality by giving practitioners insights into emotional sensitivity and interaction depth (Slot, 2018) and is widely used in Wales, particularly in Flying Start.
SSTEW enhances early years environments by fostering strong adult–child relationships, emotional integration, and collaborative thinking (Ang et al., 2025), all of which support children’s development (Thümmler, Engel & Bartz, 2022). Structured observations help practitioners focus on professional growth and improve process quality (Early et al., 2018). Moreover, prioritising emotional responsiveness increases child well-being and engagement, offering enriched conversations, emotional stability, and cognitive challenge. Emotionally safe, relationship-oriented exchanges create secure spaces for exploration and effective learning (Davis & Degotardi, 2014).
SSTEW also elevates professional standards, enhances organisational quality, and promotes accountability. It strengthens service reliability through targeted staff development and consistent practices (Slot, 2018), enabling settings to demonstrate high-quality relational practice to regulators and families, fostering trust and credibility (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2022). Furthermore, prioritising emotional responsiveness positively shapes organisational culture and service effectiveness (Elisabeth, Li & Harrison, 2024). However, the assessment process demands time and skilled evaluators, which can lead to inconsistencies and bias (Slot, 2018).
The strong emphasis on interactions may overlook curriculum delivery, environmental quality, leadership culture, and children’s perspectives (Page, 2018). Staff may feel anxious during evaluations, affecting relational practice (Moyles, 2015). Similarly, while effective leadership can use the process for collaborative reflection, ineffective leadership may shift the focus to oversight rather than development (Welsh Government, 2021). Skilled observers are key to maintain reliability (Howard et al., 2020). Waters and MacDonald (2022) found practitioners often felt pressured to perform, misrepresenting genuine interactions. This reinforces the need for leadership to frame SSTEW as a developmental tool rather than a judgment mechanism.
Although both QfA and SSTEW aim to enhance quality, they differ in focus. QfA emphasises organisational and structural quality (Kingston, 2023), while SSTEW prioritises process quality, more closely linked to positive outcomes (Early Years Wales, 2020; OECD, 2021). Emotional climate, interaction richness, and sustained shared thinking are central (Howard et al., 2020; Sylva et al., 2014). Variations in practitioner confidence and expertise influence effectiveness, highlighting the need for supportive leadership. While QfA ensures consistency, SSTEW enhances relational quality and pedagogical depth, together offering a more comprehensive approach than statutory QA alone (Taggart et al., 2015).
Section 4 — Critical Analysis
SSTEW emphasises relational and interactive dimensions of practice, while QfA focuses on organisational and structural quality. Research shows interactive measures such as SSTEW have stronger links to children’s outcomes (Howard et al., 2020), whereas structural evaluations often lack predictive reliability (Gordon et al., 2015). In Wales, SSTEW deepens pedagogical practice, while QfA ensures consistency and adherence to standards, addressing both tangible and intangible quality elements (Kingston, 2023; Early Years Wales, 2020). Practitioners often feel more confident following structural protocols than engaging with relational pedagogy (Pascal, Bertram & Cole Albäck, 2017), similarly supporting Aubrey’s (2016) view that shifting practice from compliance to inquiry requires strong pedagogical leadership.
Setting Level
QfA enhanced my ALN classroom, particularly equitable practices aligned with the ALN Act 2018 and Equality Act 2010. The review highlighted benefits of co-regulated transitions and visual aids for children who thrive in structured environments (Beers, 2018), while identifying areas for improvement such as sensory overload and limited conversational spaces. Reorganising the classroom reduced sensory overload and strengthened peer connections, reinforcing that emotionally supportive environments improve learning (Pascal & Bertram, 2018) and revealing inconsistencies in ALN application, further supporting Hayes’s (2017) argument that meaningful advancement requires observation-based reflection.
SSTEW enhanced relationships by fostering emotional intelligence and responsive teaching. Observations showed co-regulation strategies supported wellbeing (Davis & Degotardi, 2014), while the scale highlighted areas for improvement in sustained shared thinking, prompting more intentional language modelling and extended wait times (Siraj et al., 2015). Staff became more sensitive to wellbeing cues, and planning for emotional environments and communication with families improved, however, some colleagues noted pressure during observations.
Together, QfA and SSTEW enhance educational quality. QfA strengthens procedures and inclusive structures (Campbell Barr & Leeson, 2016), while SSTEW prioritises emotional climate and interaction depth linked to engagement and wellbeing (Siraj et al., 2015), reinforcing relational quality alongside environmental planning, likewise aligning with pedagogical leadership promoting inquiry over compliance (Aubrey, 2016).
Service & Professional Development Levels
At service level, QfA supported changes in policies, safeguarding protocols, and ALN documentation, fostering uniform practices (Cottle & Alexander, 2014). SSTEW emphasised wellbeing, communication, and responsiveness in bilingual interactions (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2020; Welsh Government, 2022b), additionally aligning with Curriculum for Wales goals (Early Years, 2020), and encouraged reflective team discussions, consistent with distributed leadership enhancing ownership and reducing performativity (Heikka et al., 2021).
At professional development level, QfA created structured reflection opportunities, strengthening confidence and collaborative learning (Hadley, 2020; Sims & Pedey, 2021), while SSTEW improved understanding of interactions and wellbeing, with peer observation fostering shared communication and openness (Siraj et al., 2015). Both approaches nurtured a common language and interaction-focused learning, aligning with learning-centred leadership prioritising communication, mentoring, and group reflection (Dalli et al., 2019).
Conclusion
In summary, this assignment has shown that statutory quality assurance provides a important foundation for safety, compliance, and accountability, however, it does not foster the educational depth, relational richness, or reflective practices that characterise outstanding provision, nor substantially enhance staff development or interaction quality (Moss, 2016).
QfA and the SSTEW Scale play complementary roles: QfA supports strategic growth, organised reflection, and a shared vocabulary, whereas SSTEW strengthens emotional wellbeing, sustained collaborative thinking, and professional understanding of relationships (Siraj et al., 2015), together enriching children’s experiences and promoting a more integrated, child-centred environment.
The success of quality assurance depends on staff engagement, professional culture, and effective, collaborative leadership, since top-down approaches may lead to defensiveness and minimal compliance (Heikka et al., 2021). Overall, quality assurance is fundamentally a cultural effort rather than a procedural intervention, with leadership, trust, and meaningful communication enhancing practice and aligning with the Welsh Government’s vision of a self-improving system.

