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Reflective Paper on Quality in Early Years
Definition
Quality in Early Years refers to providing a safe, nurturing, and stimulating environment that supports the holistic development of young children. This includes well-trained practitioners, child-centred learning, strong relationships, and inclusive practices that promote cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth. High-quality early years education lays the foundation for lifelong learning, well-being, and success.
This aligns with views from key organizations. The UK Department for Education (DfE) highlights the need for safe, nurturing environments and well-trained, responsive practitioners (HM Government, 2021). Similarly, Early Years Wales emphasizes the role of strong relationships and inclusive practices in supporting children’s growth (Early Years Wales (EYW), 2020).
The concept of "Quality in Early Years" is widely supported by various organizations and experts in early childhood education. The American Academy of Paediatrics emphasizes that high-quality early education improves children's physical and cognitive outcomes, enhancing school readiness (Donoghue et al., 2017). The OECD also stresses the importance of structural and process quality in early childhood settings (Early Years Coalition, 2025). These standards are key to ensuring children’s overall development, well-being, and future success (Barnardos, 2016).
In Wales, the Quality Framework for Early Childhood Play, Learning, and Care advocates for a rights-based, integrated approach to early childhood education. It stresses the need for effective environments and reflective practices to support children’s development (Welsh Government (WG), 2023a). Early Years Wales’ Quality for All (QfA) program ensures ambitious standards in childcare, providing children with the best experiences and opportunities (EYW, 2020). These initiatives help ensure that young children in Wales receive a strong start in life, fostering their development and success.
Qualified Practitioners
Qualified and skilled practitioners are crucial in early years education (Nova Scotia Department of Education, 2018; NAEYC, 2024). Well-trained staff who understand child development foster nurturing environments that support children's growth (Miller and Chen, 2021). In the UK, practitioners often participate in ongoing professional development, such as workshops on new educational strategies (HM Government, 2019; CPD UK, 2022; Ofsted, 2023). However, providing consistent training can be challenging due to budget limitations (Baldock, Fitzgerald, and Kay, 2013).
A safe and stimulating environment is essential for young learners (Gonzalez and Lopez, 2013). This includes secure, clean spaces that encourage exploration, in line with the Early Years Foundation Stage and Montessori principles (Learning Journals, no date). For example, a Welsh nursery might offer sensory play areas and outdoor exploration zones to promote play-based learning (WG, 2022). However, ensuring all facilities meet safety standards can be difficult, especially in older buildings (Tickell, 2011).
Relationships and Interactions
Strong relationships between children and caregivers are essential for fostering secure, nurturing environments (Johnson, 2010). Activities promoting teamwork and empathy, such as group storytelling, support social and emotional development (WG, 2022). However, high staff turnover presents challenges in building consistent relationships (McDonald, Thorpe, and Irvine, 2018; Bryant et al., 2023).
Child-Centred Learning
[bookmark: _Int_X3ahc3jd]Child-centred learning tailors activities to children's interests, needs, and developmental stages, as advocated by Piaget and Vygotsky (Cade, 2023; Catalano et al., 2023). A balanced approach, such as the Reggio Emilia method, allows children to explore topics of interest with guidance from educators (Berg, 2025). Finding the right balance between child-led and adult-led activities can be complex and requires careful planning (Fisher and Wood, 2012).
Curriculum and Planning
Effective curriculum planning, such as the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) in the UK, supports all areas of child development (DfE, 2024b). For example, a nursery might integrate Montessori methods to promote independence and critical thinking (Learning Journals, no date). However, meeting the diverse needs of children within these frameworks can be challenging (Care and Learning, 2025; Taylor, 2017).
Parental and Community Engagement
Parental and community involvement is crucial for a child's success, with research showing positive impacts on achievement and well-being (Hattie, 2012; Epstein et al., 2018; EEF, 2021). Early years settings can strengthen learning outcomes by hosting family workshops. However, engaging all parents consistently can be challenging due to differing schedules and commitments (DfE, 2011).
Assessment and Continuous Improvement
Assessment and continuous improvement are essential for tracking progress and enhancing educational practices (Black and Wiliam, 2010). Regular observations and assessments help educators understand children’s development (Tutunaru, 2023; DfE, 2016; Estyn, 2024). For example, a nursery might use feedback from parents and research to refine teaching methods and improve outcomes. However, ensuring assessments are unbiased and accurately reflect each child's abilities can be challenging (Louis and Betteridge, 2020).
Inclusive Practices
Inclusive practices ensure all children, regardless of background, culture, or ability, feel valued and have equal opportunities (UNICEF, no date; Birth to 5 Matters, no date; HM Government, 2010). For example, a UK setting might celebrate cultural diversity and provide support for children with special needs. However, ensuring adequate resources and support for all children can be challenging, particularly in underfunded areas (Bestwick and Schmuecker, 2024).

Compare and Contrast
[bookmark: _Int_TQo9Poc1]Let us compare and contrast the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) and the National Day Nurseries Association Quality First (NDNA Quality First) frameworks (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015; Cwlwm, no date). Both are important methods for ensuring high-quality early years provision, but they approach quality assurance in diverse ways (National Day Nurseries Association [NDNA], no date a; Education Policy Institute, 2018a).
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) scale helps practitioners assess and improve interactions with children, emphasizing thinking, learning, and emotional well-being. It promotes "sustained shared thinking," where adults and children engage in meaningful exchanges, fostering deeper learning in a supportive environment (Featherbe, 2020; MacKenzie, 2016). High-quality interactions enhance both cognitive and emotional development (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015). The scale provides structured guidelines for reflection, encouraging intentional, mindful engagement (MacDonald, Gealy, and Tinney, 2019).
However, using SSTEW can be time-consuming and subjective, requiring careful observation and deep knowledge of child development (Waters and MacDonald, 2020; Grenier, Finch, and Vollans, 2017). Inexperienced staff may struggle with implementation (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2023). While it evaluates practitioner-child interactions, it does not address broader aspects like curriculum quality or physical resources (Featherbe, 2020).
For example, a nursery might use SSTEW to assess how a practitioner engages with a child during play. A rich, thought-provoking dialogue would be rated highly, but limited resources or staffing could reduce its overall effectiveness (Elfer et al., 2018; DfE, 2024a).
National Day Nurseries Association Quality First (NDNA Quality First)
NDNA Quality First is a quality assurance framework for nurseries and early years providers, supporting ambitious standards in leadership, learning, safeguarding, and health and safety (NDNA, no date). It promotes continuous improvement through self-assessment and development, offering external validation that boosts confidence among parents, staff, and regulators (Greenway, 2011; Teaching Expertise, 2011).
The framework ensures a broad evaluation of practice, but its extensive coverage can be overwhelming (Nutbrown, 2012). Implementing and maintaining standards requires significant documentation, planning, and resources, which may be challenging for smaller settings (NDNA, 2021; DfE, 2021). A risk exists that nurseries may prioritize meeting standards over genuine quality improvement, leading to a tick-box approach rather than meaningful change (Quality Counts, no date).
While NDNA Quality First supports structured improvement, it may not fully capture the depth of emotional engagement between staff and children (Osher et al., 2018). A nursery seeking certification might enhance staff training, safety protocols, and curriculum, but without a focus on interpersonal dynamics, these changes may not improve emotional well-being (DfE, 2024; Donaldson, 2025).

Final Thoughts on Comparing SSTEW and NDNA Quality First
SSTEW is focused on the quality of practitioner-child interactions and emotional well-being (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2023; Sutton Trust, 2023). It emphasizes deep, sustained engagement, which is necessary for fostering children’s social and cognitive development. NDNA Quality First, on the other hand, is broader and more systemic, focusing on structural quality across various aspects of the setting, including leadership, safeguarding, and operational procedures (Bendini and Devercelli, 2022; Birth to 5 Matters, 2021b).
While SSTEW focuses specifically on evaluating emotional engagement and shared thinking (Howard et al., 2018; Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2023), it is less comprehensive in assessing the overall environment or structural practices. NDNA Quality First covers a wide range of practices and policies, ensuring that every aspect of the setting meets ambitious standards (DfE, 2023; EEF, 2020). Consequently, it may overlook subtle, personal aspects of practice that SSTEW focuses on, such as the emotional warmth of interactions (The Curiosity Approach, 2021).
SSTEW is easier to implement on a day-to-day basis, as it focuses on practice rather than administrative or structural changes (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015; Waters and MacDonald, 2020). However, it requires highly skilled staff and reflective practitioners (Early Education, 2025). NDNA Quality First can be more time-consuming and resource-intensive to implement, especially for smaller settings. It requires more documentation and planning but offers a comprehensive approach to quality assurance (NDNA, no date a; NHS England, 2017).
SSTEW fosters high-quality individual interactions and emotional connections, but it may not address broader organizational or systemic issues (Siraj, Kingston, and Melhuish, 2015; DfE, 2017b). NDNA Quality First ensures that a setting meets a range of standards, but it may encourage a more compliance-driven approach, potentially neglecting the richness of day-to-day interactions (NDNA, no date a; WG, 2023b).
In practice, a combination of both methods may be ideal. SSTEW could be used to ensure that practitioners are fostering high-quality, emotionally supportive interactions with children, while NDNA Quality First could provide a framework for improving the broader aspects of a setting. However, both tools could benefit from being less focused on ticking boxes and more focused on genuine improvement and the lived experience of children and staff.
Conclusion
 In conclusion, both the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) and the National Day Nurseries Association Quality First (NDNA Quality First) frameworks provide valuable frameworks for enhancing quality in early years education. While SSTEW focuses on the depth of practitioner-child interactions and emotional well-being (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015; Featherbe, 2020), it may not address broader structural aspects of early years settings. On the other hand, NDNA Quality First is recognized for its comprehensive approach, but its emphasis on meeting standards can sometimes lead to a compliance-driven approach, rather than fostering meaningful improvement (NDNA, no date a; Greenway, 2011). Integrating both approaches could ensure a balanced, high-quality environment for children, combining the personal engagement emphasized by SSTEW with the structural improvements of NDNA Quality First. This combination would create a holistic environment that supports children's overall development and well-being, fostering both emotional connections and ambitious standards of practice (Waters and MacDonald, 2020; DfE, 2024).
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