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Leadership for Systems of Quality Reflective Paper 
Quality, with regard to the early years, can be considered a relative concept which has been constructed and is subjective in nature because it is based upon individual beliefs, values and interests rather than an objective and universal reality (Pence and Moss, 1994; Dahlberg, et al., 2013).  As such, there is not an individual definition of quality in the early years which is understood by all (Dahlberg, et al., 2013), rather, that any stakeholder to a setting can use their own opinions to define the quality of the provision (Pence and Moss, 1994; Leal, et al., 2018).
Therefore, this supports the policies which have been written for settings to adhere to regarding quality, ensuring that, despite quality being subjective, there is a universally considered baseline of which they should all meet (Tryfaini and Eleni, 2017; Excell, 2016).   
The National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare for children up to the age of 12 years (NMS) is a document written to enable practitioners to meet the minimum standards required of them as registered childcare providers (Welsh Government, 2016).  It is written in accordance with the provisions set out in the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 to assist settings in providing safe, high-quality childcare (Welsh Government, 2016).  However, as stated by Welsh Government (2016), as this document details what the minimum requirements are, to achieve high quality childcare, settings and practitioners should strive to exceed the NMS (Williams, 2016; Leal, et al., 2018). 
Williams (2016) explains that enhancing quality is a process involving improvement and augmentation relating to both the setting and the practitioners within it.  As such there are additional quality methods which settings can implement or follow to exceed the NMS, thus ensuring that the quality of the provision is above statutory requirements (Hyson and Tomlinson, 2014; Siraj, et al., 2019). For this paper the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale – ECERS (ECERS, no date; ERSI, no date b) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing – SSTEW scale (Siraj, et al., 2015) will be focussed on.
ECERS provides a structured approach to improving quality within early years settings, comprising of a set of standardised tools for auditing and improving this provision using self-reflective assessment (ECERS, no date; Harms, et al., 2005). As stated by ECERS (no date), the scale was created due to the outcome of the EPPSE research which indicated a strong correlation between quality early years provision and positive future outcomes for children (Sylva, et al., 2004; Garva, et al., 2018).
It consists of thirty-five items which are made up of six subscales all relating to the environment within the setting (ERSI, no date a). ECERS covers a range of developmental needs which are supported by current research (ERSI, no date b).  Furthermore, it focusses on literacy and numeracy education in relation to how practitioners engage with the children, setting and resources available to them (ERSI, no date b). To apply the ECERS scale, a mandatory three-hour observation is undertaken by a senior practitioner (ERSI, no date b). 
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW Scale) is a tool designed to consider practice, including intentional and pedagogical, to support early years children in developing relationships, emotional self-regulation, and effective communication skills (Siraj, et al., 2015). According to the authors Siraj, et al. (2015), it is designed to be used in conjunction with policies, self-reflective practice, audit, and regulation processes to provide a clearer picture of what high quality childcare and early years education looks like. It is made up of five subscales, each containing graded indicators to allow for a objective analysis to be made through self-assessment processes (Siraj, et al., 2015).  SSTEW Scale focusses on daily practice within the setting (Siraj, et al., 2015).
Firstly, focussing on ECERS, a three-hour observation may not provide substantial evidence to illustrate the setting in either a positive or negative manner (Early, et al., 2018).  For example, the observation may produce a negative ‘snapshot’ if staff are absent or resources are unable at that time (Early, et al., 2018). Thus, producing an improper representation of the setting and the practitioners (Early, et al., 2018; Siraj, et al., 2019).  In turn, the ECERS score will be low which may not reflect a true score for the setting (Early, et al., 2018; Siraj, et al., 2019).
Alternatively, the SSTEW Scale can be conducted throughout the daily routine of the setting (Siraj, et al., 2015; Melhuish, et al., 2015) as opposed to a set observation period. Consequently, this method of quality evaluation may provide a more accurate representation of the quality within the provision (Early, et al., 2018; Tryfaini and Eleni, 2017). Furthermore, a more accurate representation may lead to the application of the SSTEW scale becoming a more accurate tool to use to measure quality provision (Siraj, et al., 2019; Excell, 2016).
Additionally, individual perceptions of quality differ leading to the scale being applied differently (Clifford, et al., 2021; Dahlberg, et al., 2013).  This adds to a skewed representation of the setting (Early, et al., 2018). Additionally, as there is a mathematical formula applied to the results gained from the observation, this can only but provide an estimation of the setting’s quality (Early, et al., 2018; Clifford, et al, 2021).  In turn, despite ECERS providing a tool for quality to be compared against, it may be considered appropriate to use it alongside another quality scale (Siraj, et al., 2019). Alternatively, it may be considered appropriate to change ECERS, adding additional factors relating to children’s development to further enhance the effectiveness of this scale (Early, et al., 2018) and, in turn, the requirements for quality provision.  If this is achieved, environments scored via ECERS will need to meet stricter requirements to meet the highest ratings (Tayler, et al., 2016; Leal, et al., 2018).
This description of SSTEW as a tool to be used with other tools (Siraj, et al., 2015) provides an immediate contrast to ECERS which is described as a stand-alone tool to measure quality (ERSI, no date b).  The benefits of ECERS may be seen more if it is used in conjunction (Early, et al., 2018) with the SSTEW Scale, which will also implement this as it is intended (Siraj, et al., 2015). Therefore, a clearer picture of quality within a setting could be shown (Siraj, et al., 2019).
Conversely, according to Melhuish, et al. (2015), the conception of the SSTEW Scale came from building upon the ECERS Scale.  Therefore, ECERS could be perceived in greater respect to the SSTEW Scale given that it came first and influenced the creation of a further quality measurement scale (Brunsek, et al., 2017).  Moreover, ECERS is an evolving scale as it has recently been revised (ERSI, no date b; Early, et al., 2018) implementing this barrier further (Brunsek, et al., 2017). Despite the benefits of both the SSTEW and ECERS scales, this could force popularity to one over the other.  However, this also increases the impact that implementing both SSTEW and ECERS together could have within a setting (Siraj, et al., 2019).
Despite the SSTEW Scale and ECERS being available to measure quality (Siraj, et al., 2015; ERSI, no date b), it may be questioned how quality can be measured in an accurate way (Howard, et al., 2020). Moreover, the idea of this is a subjective one which creates a greater barrier to this scale (Howard et al., 2020). Consequently, by implementing both SSTEW and ECERS together, this may aid the mitigation of these barriers as suggested by Siraj, et al. (2015).
Furthermore, to implement both scales effectively, they should be undertaken by an individual versed in child development (Hoare, no date). This creates a barrier in that the requirement to be versed in this is also a subjective matter – the time served and older practitioner may consider themselves more qualified than a young practitioner with a degree in early years (Caires, et al., 2012; Campbell-Barr, et al., 2020).  However, early years degrees can provide practitioners with a greater understanding of current social impacts upon child development (Campbell-Barr, et al., 2020; Pen Green, 2022), whilst also imparting theoretical and pedagogical information. As such, practitioners with an early years degree may be considered better qualified to assume the role of the setting evaluation (Caires, et al., 2012) when using tools, such as the SSTEW and ECERS scale, which require self-reflection (ECERS, no date; Siraj, et al., 2015). Consequentially, this could lead to conflict within the group of practitioners, impacting upon the children in the setting (Caires, et al., 2012; Campbell-Barr, et al., 2020).
Funding continues to create barriers within the early years (Baker, et al., 2014; Ball, 2021) which implicates the ability of a setting to send practitioners on training courses (Shonkoff and Fisher, 2013).  Additionally, whilst practitioners are absent bank or supply staff need to be employed to maintain staffing ratios creating another financial pressure (Hazell, 2017; Ball, 2021).   However, both SSTEW and ECERS training is available online (ERSI, no date b; Siraj, et al., 2015) mitigating the financial implications as this is often less costly than in-person training (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2019). Nevertheless, if practitioners complete the training during work hours they will still require cover.  Alternatively, there may be the option to complete the training in their own time, but this creates a debate about overtime hours, adding to funding constraints (Hazell, 2017; Ball, 2021). However, considerations should be made between the costs of the training and the benefits that implementing additional quality measurement tools have to the children (Melhuish and Gardiner, 2019; Hyson and Tomlinson, 2014).
Finally, the National Minimum Standards document is statutory evoking legal implications if not adhered to (Welsh Government, 2016) whereas both the SSTEW scale and ECERS are additional quality indicators which means they are not a statutory and, therefore, legal requirement (Hyson and Tomlinson, 2014; Siraj, et al., 2019). As well as this, the SSTEW and ECERS scales are costly to implement and involve additional training and time to undertake them within the setting.  Therefore, due to these factors, settings may not feel they are a worthwhile addition to the quality control measures already implemented.  As much as the NMS are there to be exceeded (Welsh Government, 2016), with the numerous additional policies and procedures settings and practitioners are required to adhere to legally, these alone may be considered sufficient in exceeding them (Siraj, et al., 2019). Consequently, despite the benefits of applying the SSTEW and ECERS scales, this might over-shadow their implementation (McClusky, et al., 2015).
However, despite all of this, both the ECERS and SSTEW scales continue to provide valuable tools in measuring the environmental provision of a setting (Siraj, et al., 2019) because quality provision is deemed pertinent to the development of children within the early years (Early, et al., 2018).  As explained in research, this leads to positive outcomes further on in life (Sylva, et al., 2004; Garva, et al., 2018) underpinning the pedagogy of the new curriculum for non-maintained settings (Welsh Government, 2022a) where one of the purposes is to create individuals who are fulfilled and valued members of future society (Welsh Government, 2022b).
To conclude, the benefits and the disadvantages of using the additional quality assurance methods SSTEW and ECERS scales can be seen throughout this paper.  However, a careful balance needs to be made as to whether the advantages outweigh the negative aspects.  As stated previously, quality childcare provision is pertinent to development within the early years and further into children’s lives.  Therefore, being able to measure quality, improve it and maintain a high quality provision could be considered of most importance and therefore, outweighing other considerations.
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