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The Importance of Quality in Early Childhood Education
   The quality of early childhood education (ECE) plays a crucial role in shaping children's future academic success, social-emotional well-being, and lifelong opportunities and is not simply a desirable feature but a necessity for children's long-term success. Research has consistently demonstrated that high-quality early years provision significantly benefits children's cognitive, linguistic, and social development, with long-term effects extending into adulthood (Gov.uk, 2023). 
Quality in early childhood education encompasses a range of factors that create an optimal learning environment for young children. One of the most critical aspects is the presence of highly qualified and well-trained educators. The EPPE study found that children in settings where practitioners held higher qualifications, such as Early Years Professional Status (EYPS) or Qualified Teacher Status (QTS), demonstrated stronger cognitive and social skills. For instance, children in these settings performed better in early literacy and numeracy assessments, with effects lasting through Key Stage 1 and beyond (Sylva+ et al., 2004).
Another key component of quality is the nature of interactions between children and educators. The REPEY study identified 'sustained shared thinking' as a hallmark of effective pedagogy, where practitioners actively engage in meaningful conversations to extend children's thinking (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2000 & Purdon, 2014). For example, in a high-quality setting, an educator facilitating water play might ask, "What do you think will happen if we add more water to this container?", prompting the child to explore concepts of volume and displacement. Conversely, in lower-quality settings, passive supervision with minimal interaction fails to stimulate children's curiosity and critical thinking (Kwambaza, 2024).
The physical environment also plays a crucial role in determining quality. The EPPE study found that settings with well-designed learning spaces, access to outdoor environments, and rich play-based resources led to improved creativity and problem-solving skills (Gov.uk, 1997). For example, Forest School programs provide hands-on experiences that enhance resilience and teamwork through activities such as den-building and nature exploration (Plymouth Marjon University, 2023). In contrast, children in overcrowded, resource-limited environments often experience higher levels of disengagement and behavioural issues (Vakili et al., 2024 & Welsh Parliament, 2024).
The significance of high-quality early education extends beyond the preschool years, influencing children's long-term outcomes in education, career opportunities, and mental health (Hobbs and Mutebi, 2021). Research has consistently shown that early childhood experiences shape brain development (NSPCC, 2021). Neuroscientific studies indicate that 90% of brain development occurs before the age of five (Shonkoff and Phillips, 2000), making early years experiences critical in laying the foundation for lifelong learning.
The EPPSE study found that children who attended high-quality preschool settings were more likely to succeed academically in later years and have fewer behavioural problems, stronger conflict resolution skills, and better social adjustment by age 16. In contrast, children who lacked access to high-quality early education were more likely to struggle with emotional regulation, which could lead to difficulties in school and interpersonal relationships.
For example, children tracked through EPPSE were significantly more likely to achieve five or more GCSEs at grades A-C, a key predictor of higher education and career success(Sylva et al., 2014). This aligns with findings from the Abecedarian Project, which demonstrated that children who participated in enriched early learning environments were more likely to graduate from university and secure professional employment (Sparling and Meunier, 2019).
Furthermore, high-quality early education promotes social and emotional well-being. The PATHS (Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies) program, which has been integrated into many early years’ settings in Wales, emphasizes emotional literacy and self-regulation (Paths Education, n.d.). 
Another crucial reason why quality matters is its role in reducing educational inequalities. The EPPE study found that children from disadvantaged backgrounds benefited the most from high-quality preschool education, helping to close the attainment gap between socio-economic groups (Taggart et al., 2015). Welsh initiatives such as Flying Start reflect this research, providing free part-time nursery education in economically deprived areas to ensure all children have access to high-quality early learning experiences (Welsh Government, 2024).
The importance of quality in early childhood education is well-documented through extensive longitudinal research. Studies such as the Perry Preschool Project (Heckman, n.d.)and the HighScope approach (Epstein, Hohmann and High/Scope Educational Research Foundation, 2012 & Besharov et al., 2011) have tracked children from early childhood into adulthood, demonstrating the lasting impact of early education. The Perry Preschool Project, for instance, found that children who attended high-quality preschools were more likely to graduate from high school, own a home, and have stable employment (Wilson and Administrator, 2000). Similarly, the EPPE study found that the benefits of quality early years education persisted into adolescence, influencing academic achievements and career pathways (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2010).
Beyond academic research, government policies and reports further emphasize the importance of quality. The Curriculum for Wales and Foundation Phase place strong emphasis on play-based learning, experiential education, and holistic child development, reflecting findings from EPPE and EPPSE. Additionally, initiatives like the Talk with Me strategy (Welsh Government, 2021) promote language-rich early learning environments, acknowledging research on early literacy development.
Observational data and case studies from high-quality settings also reinforce the importance of early education. For example, settings that implement the HighScope approach, which prioritizes active learning and child-led exploration, report higher levels of independence and critical thinking skills among children (Mueller and File, 2020). Conversely, in low-quality settings with inadequate resources and limited adult engagement, children often exhibit lower motivation and reduced academic progress.
This evidence comes from multiple stakeholders, including governments, researchers, educators, international organizations, and parents.
· Governments and Policymakers – National education frameworks, such as the Curriculum for Wales, emphasize high-quality provision, with regulatory bodies like Estyn monitoring standards (Estyn, 2022).

· Educational Researchers and Theorists – Influential theorists like Friedrich Froebel, who advocated for play-based learning, and Lev Vygotsky, who highlighted the role of social interaction in cognitive development, have significantly influenced contemporary educational practices, aligning with research on the impact of early teacher-child interactions on later academic achievement (Schmerse, 2020).

· International Organizations – UNICEF recognizes early childhood education as a fundamental human right (Unicef, 2016), and OECD research highlights the economic and social benefits of investing in high-quality early education (OECD, 2025).

· Parents and Communities – Parental engagement is widely acknowledged as a key factor in quality provision. Initiatives such as Tapestry learning journals encourage parents to participate in documenting their child’s progress, strengthening home-school connections (Tapestry, 2023).

Furthermore, the EPPSE study demonstrated that the benefits of quality early education extend into adulthood, influencing career prospects, mental health, and economic stability (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2018 & Sylva et al., 2014a). By age 26, children who had attended high-quality preschool settings were:
· More likely to be in professional careers, such as teaching, healthcare, or engineering.
· Less likely to suffer from mental health issues such as depression and anxiety.
· More likely to have higher lifetime earnings and financial independence.
Furthermore, crime rates were lower among individuals who attended quality preschools, as they developed stronger emotional regulation and problem-solving skills in early childhood. This reinforces the argument that investment in high-quality early years education benefits not only individuals but also society as a whole (García, Heckman and Ziff, 2019).
The Role of the Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS)
   Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) is responsible for regulating and inspecting early years settings to ensure they provide high-quality education and care (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025 & Welsh Government, 2023). To meet CIW standards and demonstrate best practice, settings must engage in rigorous self-assessment, reflection, and continuous improvement. A key tool in this process is the Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS), which enables providers to evaluate their performance across key domains such as leadership, learning environments, staff qualifications, safeguarding policies, and parental engagement (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025b). High-performing settings view the SASS not just as a compliance exercise but as an opportunity for continuous quality improvement. Additionally, frameworks like the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Harms, Clifford and Cryer, 2015) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Well-being (SSTEW) scale (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2023) are widely used to assess and enhance practice, further supporting settings in their journey toward excellence.
For example, a nursery preparing for inspection may use the SASS to document its commitment to staff professional development. If the setting has recently supported practitioners in gaining Level 3 Childcare qualifications or funded Makaton training to support communication, this evidence can be included in the SASS to demonstrate ongoing improvements. Similarly, if the setting has enhanced its outdoor learning provision, such as adding a mud kitchen or nature exploration area, this should be recorded in the SASS with before-and-after photos and examples of how children’s engagement has changed.
One limitation of the SASS is that it relies on self-reporting, which may not always present an objective picture of practice. To counter this, settings should complement their self-assessment with external evaluation frameworks such as ECERS and SSTEW, which provide measurable and research-based criteria for assessing quality.
Using ECERS to Improve Learning Environments
   ECERS is a widely used assessment tool that evaluates the quality of early years environments. Since CIW inspections place significant emphasis on the structure, resources, and accessibility of learning spaces, ECERS provides a valuable framework for improvement.
ECERS consists of six subscales (Environment Rating Scale, n.d.), including:
· Space and Furnishings – Evaluating the quality of indoor and outdoor environments, including the availability of age-appropriate furniture and play areas.
· Language and Literacy – Assessing how well the setting promotes early literacy through books, storytelling, and phonics activities.
· Interaction – Examining the quality of relationships between children and staff, including the level of positive reinforcement and responsiveness to children's needs.
For example, a setting preparing for CIW inspection might use ECERS to assess the quality of its reading area. A high-quality setting would ensure that:
· Books are displayed at child height and are easily accessible.
· A mix of fiction, non-fiction, and multicultural texts is available.
· There is a comfortable and inviting space for children to engage in reading activities.
If the ECERS assessment identifies weaknesses—such as a lack of dual-language books to support Welsh-medium learning—the setting can take corrective action before the CIW inspection, demonstrating proactive quality improvement.
However, while ECERS is effective in evaluating environmental quality, it does not provide deep insight into interactions, critical thinking, or emotional well-being. For example, a setting could score well on ECERS by providing a well-resourced learning space, yet still fail to foster high-quality sustained shared thinking or emotionally supportive relationships (Neitzel et al., 2019). This is where SSTEW plays a crucial role.
Using SSTEW to Enhance Pedagogical Interactions and Emotional Well-being
    The SSTEW scale focuses on higher-order thinking, emotional security, and the quality of practitioner-child interactions (Huang, Siraj and Melhuish, 2024). Given CIW’s emphasis on child-led learning, well-being, and language-rich environments, SSTEW is an essential tool for measuring these aspects of provision.
SSTEW assesses quality in five key areas:
· Building Trust, Confidence, and Independence – Ensuring that practitioners develop warm, trusting relationships with children.
· Supporting and Extending Language and Communication – Measuring the quality of conversations, questioning techniques, and vocabulary expansion.
· Supporting Critical Thinking – Assessing how well practitioners encourage children to explore ideas and problem-solve.
· Emotional Well-being – Evaluating how settings support children's emotional resilience and mental health.
· Assessing Learning and Fostering Self-Regulation – Looking at how practitioners help children develop autonomy, persistence, and concentration (Iram Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
For example, a setting might use SSTEW to assess the quality of sustained shared thinking during a play-based learning session. In a high-quality setting, a practitioner facilitating a water play activity might ask:
"What do you think will happen if we pour this water into the funnel? Why do you think that?"
This type of open-ended questioning encourages children to develop scientific reasoning and problem-solving skills (Norsyazwani Muhamad Dah et al., 2024 & Jirout, 2020). In contrast, a lower-quality setting might simply direct children to pour water without engaging them in discussion, missing an opportunity for cognitive development.
Nevertheless, while SSTEW is highly effective in evaluating interactions and emotional well-being, it does not provide a structured assessment of the physical environment. This means that a setting could excel in pedagogical quality but still fail to provide an adequate learning space, such as a lack of defined areas for quiet play or poor accessibility to materials.
Both ECERS and SSTEW are valuable tools in preparing for a CIW inspection, but they focus on different aspects of quality. The most effective approach is to use both frameworks together, ensuring a balanced focus on structured learning spaces and meaningful, child-led interactions (Hoare, n.d. & Brief and Gardiner, 2021).
	
	
	
	

		
	ECERS
	SSTEW

	Focus
	Physical environment, routines, and materials
	Interactions, thinking skills, and emotional well-being

	Strengths
		
	Provides a measurable score, aligns with CIW’s focus on structured learning
	



	Captures high-quality interactions and child-led learning

	Limitations
	Lacks depth in evaluating pedagogy and emotional well-being
		
	Does not assess the physical environment
	




	Best Used For
		
	Improving classroom design, accessibility, and curriculum planning
	



	Enhancing practitioner-child interactions and emotional support



	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	The above raises an important question: can broad quality assessment frameworks like ECERS fully reflect the impact of highly targeted interventions? If one approach emphasizes structural quality while another highlights intensive, individualised support, how can policymakers balance these insights to inform practice?
Additionally, a critical examination of research findings reveals gaps in these frameworks. While ECERS and SSTEW assess aspects of classroom interaction and resource provision, neither alone provides a complete picture of early years quality. ECERS offers a broad assessment of environmental and structural factors, whereas SSTEW focuses more on the quality of interactions and sustained shared thinking. Therefore, a more comprehensive understanding of early childhood education quality requires using both frameworks in tandem. Their combined application allows for a richer evaluation of pedagogical approaches, ensuring that both structural and process quality are considered.
Beyond assessment tools, successful CIW preparation depends on an ongoing commitment to reflective practice and staff development (Wyn, 2023). Best practices include:
· Regular peer observations – Using ECERS and SSTEW criteria to evaluate and refine teaching practices.
· Action planning based on inspection feedback – Implementing targeted improvements in response to previous CIW recommendations (Education and Training Inspectorate, 2021).
· Parental engagement initiatives – Strengthening home-school connections through tools like Tapestry or home-learning bags (Estyn, 2024).
By critically evaluating these frameworks and incorporating best practices, this discussion underscores the need for a more nuanced approach to assessing early childhood education—one that integrates standardized frameworks with insights from longitudinal research and reflective practice.

	
	
	


   In Conclusion the importance of quality in early childhood education cannot be overstated, as it shapes children's cognitive, social, and emotional development with lasting benefits. Landmark studies like EPPE, EPPSE, and REPEY consistently link high-quality early years provision to improved academic achievement, emotional resilience, and social mobility, particularly for disadvantaged children.
Ensuring quality requires a multifaceted approach that includes well-trained practitioners, engaging environments, and strong pedagogical interactions. ECERS refines the physical learning space, while SSTEW enhances interaction quality.
Sustained investment in training, resources, and reflective practice is crucial. By prioritizing quality at every level, we can create an early years sector that nurtures every child’s potential and promotes a more equitable future.
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