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Part 2
The UNCRC States that every child has the right to an education (UNICEF 2016 Articles 20 and 29), however this does not state that it must be good quality education, but Challender, Mcaleavy and Walker who write for the Education Development Trust (2024a) found that high-quality early years education is important, as it sets the foundation for lifelong learning. These experiences shape the child’s brain and ability to learn, to form good relationships, and to develop resilience to life’s challenges. 
High-quality education relies on access to well-resourced provisions, learning environments, and sufficient funding to support early years development (Uk Parliament 2024). However, with the Welsh Government implementing budget cuts (Welsh Government, 2025), there are growing concerns about the potential impact on early childhood education. Research highlights that reductions in funding can limit access to high-quality resources, staff training, and inclusive provisions, ultimately affecting children's learning outcomes (Pascal & Bertram, 2018). Sibieta (2024) emphasises that continual investment in early years education is crucial for narrowing the attainment gap and ensuring equal opportunities for all children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds so that all children can access good quality education. Without adequate funding, nurseries may struggle to maintain high standards, affecting both the quality of provision and long-term child development.
While high-quality education is often linked to well-funded provisions, it can be argued that in less developed countries where funding and resources are less, practitioners still provide an education where children thrive, despite limited resources and funding. Research suggests that factors such as strong community involvement, culturally relevant teaching methods, and dedicated practitioners play a crucial role in fostering children's learning and well-being (Stevens, Siraj and Kong 2023).According to UNESCO (2021), many low-income countries rely on innovative, low-cost strategies such as play-based learning, storytelling, and outdoor education to support children's development. These approaches, often linked to local traditions and community engagement, contribute to children's emotional and social stability, even in resource limited environments. Similarly, Britto Yoshikawa and Bollerz (2011) highlight that emotional security, responsive caregiving, and strong child and practitioner relationships can mitigate the negative effects of poverty and a poor-quality environment, ensuring children maintain a stable level of well-being.
Good quality education is described as inclusive, equitable, and engaging learning experiences that foster children's holistic development. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2021) defines quality education as one that ensures all learners acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values necessary for lifelong success. In early years settings, this includes well-trained practitioners, a child-centred curriculum, strong parental involvement, and a safe, stimulating environment (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018).
According to Siraj-Blatchford , Kingston and Neilson-Hewett (2019), high-quality early childhood education emphasises play-based learning, positive relationships, and individualised support to enhance cognitive, social, and emotional development. The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF, 2024) highlights evidence-based teaching practices, assessment for learning, and continuous professional development as essential factors in maintaining high standards in education. Furthermore, Whalley (2017) stresses the importance of strong partnerships between practitioners, families, and the wider community in supporting children's learning and well-being. Research completed by Donaldson (2015) emphasises that high-quality education depends on high quality teaching. He argues that teachers are the most significant factor in student success. Investing in teacher quality and autonomy, he believes, is essential for a successful education system, 
Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) study by Siraj-Blatchford (2002) asks the question what high quality education is and, what is good quality education and identified Sustained Shared Thinking (SST hereafter ) as a key factor in high-quality early years settings, emphasising the importance of high-quality practitioner and child interactions for cognitive development. The study also highlighted the significance of balancing child-initiated play with adult-led learning, as well as the impact of highly qualified practitioners and parental engagement on positive child outcomes, OECD (2017) acknowledged the role of SST and the high value of interactions in shaping early learning experiences. However, it can be argued that the approach to one size fits all is limited in its effectiveness. Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2007) challenge the one size fits all model, suggesting that pedagogy is deeply influenced by cultural factors. A factor that is increasingly more common in early year settings in recent years, Children in Wales (2025) claims that an early years setting can have up to 29% of families in poverty. Additionally, Stephen (2012) questions whether practitioner led approaches risk reducing children's autonomy, arguing for more child centred, play based learning, Stephen felt that practitioners scaffolding a child’s learning can hinder the development, play based learning could be much more meaningful for all areas of development.
Early years settings can measure quality by using resources such as Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW Hereafter) written by Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) and Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS-3 Hereafter) written by Cryer, Clifford and Harms (2015). SSTEW is used to support those working with children aged two to six, to achieve their full potential and enjoy the benefits and pleasure of delivering high quality early education and care. Described as a tool to uplift quality in Early Childhood Education and Care, using it to support quality improvement in a setting to enhance children’s learning and development. It can be used by practitioners at all levels, helping them to take a systematic approach to self-assessment so that they can build on what they do well and improve where required (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish 2015).ECERS-3 is a comprehensive assessment tool that measures both environmental provisions and Practitioner and child interactions that affect the broad developmental needs of young children, including cognitive, social-emotional, physical Health and safety. It also assesses activities and that areas are developmentally appropriate for literacy and numeracy development and the spaces available are appropriate, furnishings used are suitable and personal Care routines are in place.
Both resources align with research indicating that high-quality early years environments support children's cognitive and emotional well-being and sets the foundations for lifelong learning and development , Challender, McAleavy and Walker (2024b) who carried out research for Education Development Trust also found through research that high quality education help children develop good relationships, and resilience to life’s challenges. Furthermore, both scales serve as observational tools used for quality improvement and continued professional development, supporting early years practitioners in creating engaging and nurturing learning environments though Gordon et al, (2013) feel that further long-term research is required from birth to get a more accurate picture on the benefits, though this study was completed in 2013. Despite their different focuses, both SSTEW and ECERS-3 contribute to ensuring development in early childhood education, they recognise the critical role of practitioner support in fostering learning and emotional security and the value of Sustained Shared Thinking for quality learning and education, though this research was on a small cohort and further research would show greater results (Purdon 2024).
A key difference between the two is that SSTEW specifically focuses on the depth and quality of pedagogical interactions, while ECERS -3 takes a more comprehensive approach, covering both the physical and social environment of early years settings. Research by Kingston and Siraj (2015) suggests that SSTEW provides a more detailed understanding of how practitioner and child interactions influence learning, which may be overlooked in broader scales like ECERS - 3. However, ECERS - 3 offers a more holistic framework, ensuring that key elements such as learning materials and health and safety standards within the setting are also considered, making it a more practical tool for regulatory purposes (Evans 2012). With this in mind it could be viewed that ECERS - 3 provide more Structural Quality assurance and development which “is partly determined by legislation”( Slot 2018), where Palaiologou (2023a) views structural Quality as “everyday leadership and management elements of the early childhood provision” further recognising the “child-adult ratios, staff qualifications, group size, staff stability, working conditions, health and safety” are important for maintaining a good quality care and education in a setting.




Both the SSTEW Scale and ECERS-3 offer significant benefits in assessing and improving early childhood education quality, even though they have different focuses. The SSTEW Scale is highly valued for its emphasis on sustained shared thinking (SST) and emotional well-being, recognising the critical role of high-quality practitioner and child interactions in cognitive and social development (Siraj, Kingson and Melhuish, 2015). Research from Vygotsky highlighted by Pound (2012 p.51) found that strong pedagogical interactions contribute to improved language skills, problem-solving abilities, and emotional regulation, meanwhile, ECERS-3 provides a comprehensive assessment of both process and structural quality, evaluating learning environments, materials and routines, of everyone in the setting. (Clifford et al 2021). This broad scope ensures that essential aspects such as safety, inclusion, accessibility, and setting organisation are systematically monitored, with continual quality improvement efforts (Lee et al 2023). While SSTEW excels in fostering high-quality interactions and reflective pedagogy, ECERS-3 is instrumental in ensuring well-structured, resource-rich learning environments. 
Despite their benefits, both the SSTEW Scale and ECERS-3 face criticism regarding their complexity of use in evaluating early childhood quality education. The SSTEW Scale, while effective in assessing interaction quality and sustained shared thinking, has been criticised for its limited focus on environmental factors, which play a crucial role in early childhood development. The importance of the environment and the surroundings that engage the children in the setting are highlighted by Birth to 5 matters (2021) this is further supported by theorists such as Malaguzzi who valued the importance of the environment so much, he considered the environment to be the third teacher (Biermeier 2015). Additionally, some argue that its emphasis on adult-led interactions may undervalue child-initiated play, a key principle in play-based learning, this is supported by UNICEF (2018) who recognised that child led learning is a catalyst for development and supports children to make sense of the world around them. Research by Whitebread (2012 p.39) supports the notion that self-directed play fosters problem-solving skills and creativity, highlighting a potential gap in the SSTEW framework but his research found that there was a wide opinion that adults were needed to unlock full play potential in the early years
On the other hand, ECERS-3 has been critiqued for its rigid scoring system, which some researchers argue fails to capture the complexity of real-life early years settings (Vermeer et al, 2016). The structured nature of ECERS-3 may not always accommodate diverse and varied setting approaches, particularly in settings that emphasise flexible and child-led learning. Slot (2018) conducted their research outside of the United Kingdom but did find in countries such as China and the United states that rating scales did improve the quality of the settings. 
Additionally, concerns have been raised about whether ECERS-3 sufficiently accounts for cultural and contextual variations, as early years education differs significantly across international settings, Garvis( 2017) suggests that particularly in countries like Sweden the scales would need adapting to take in to consideration the pedagogical approach that Sweden has to education in the early years. Within Wales, no two settings are the same. The complexity of the needs of childcare in Wales was highlighted by Gov.Wales (2024) and it could be argued that quality assessment tools must be adapted to reflect the educational priorities of different communities, which is again an area where ECERS-3 may require further refinement.
While both tools provide valuable insights into early childhood education and opportunities to assess and raise quality, ongoing research suggests that a more integrated approach would be of benefit, one that balances structured environmental assessments with strong interaction quality measures is needed (Palaiologou 2023b). Palaiologou again highlights the need for an assessment tool that takes culture and community into consideration. Combining elements of both the SSTEW Scale and ECERS-3 could provide a more effective framework for evaluating, enhancing and continually raising standards in early years settings. To raise and maintain quality standards Anon(2019) suggests that while using SSTEW and ECERS - 3 is the way to move forward leadership teams can use the scoring tool as a reflection and to build upon scores, have termly focus to move up the rating scale and allow a member of staff to have responsibility for an area on the scale for focussed development. Hoare (ND) who writes for Tower Hamlets recognises that together, these tools contribute to a deep and detailed understanding of early years quality, supporting both practitioner development and child outcomes in the early years and by being exposed to these scales from an early age gives children the best chance at meeting development miles stones further in their education .
Overall, while ECERS - 3 provides a more structured and standardised framework for assessing early childhood environments, SSTEW offers deeper insights into pedagogical interactions and emotional well-being. Both tools can be valuable depending on the context in which they are applied, but they should ideally be used complementarily rather than interchangeably to gain a more comprehensive understanding of quality in early childhood education. 
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