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Leadership and Management for systems of quality
This paper will begin by critically reflecting on the benefits of promoting and achieving quality above statutory requirements, and why it is important for young children to have access to good quality provision and care. The second part of the paper will compare and contrast two types of quality assurance tools to show how each one demonstrates good practice.  
What is Quality and why is it important?
According to Dahlberg et al. (2013) individuals seek quality and also offer quality, although it can be taken for granted and is measured by experts. Quality assurance is constructed by a collection of policies, procedures, and systems generated for organisations and settings to ensure they achieve and continue to provide quality (Williams, 2016). 
However, the word quality could have many meanings and the issue is trying to compose a process for everyone to follow could be problematic due to the possibility of multiple perspectives (Moss, 2016). Although, Moss (2016) states using practices shaped by policies in order to produce certain goals or desired effects, and ‘quality’ has been incorporated into the early years sector and used as a tool to measure performance.
The expectation in early childhood education and care (ECEC) settings is to provide quality services with a focus on the child’s development (Welsh Government, 2013). Therefore, it is important to understand how and why young children need access to high quality provisions to ensure settings are providing positive and enduring provisions to support language, communication and cognitive attainment (Welsh Government, 2017). Similarly, Armstrong (2021) published research also stating children who have access to good quality childcare has had positive improvement on language, literacy and emotional skills, and indicates every child should have access to good quality childcare, which links to the Every Child Matters policy. One of the policies main aim is provide each child the same chance to fulfil their potential regardless of background or circumstances to reduces levels of educational failure (DFES, 2003). 
Quality is divided into three domains: structural, process and system (Eadie et al., 2022).
Structural quality examines the learning environment and how the setting can enhance a child’s learning. This may include staff qualifications and development, ratios and practices and learning frameworks to strengthen development. Nutbrown (2012) argues to be able to prove high quality provision the setting must have high qualified practitioners, and suggests unqualified staff are not equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills needed. Jones (2014) argues knowledge is not enough and insists experience is also needed when working with young children. The Nation Minimum Standard (NMS) 13 states children’s needs are fully met by those who look after them to ensure all staff have the appropriate experience, qualifications and are mentally and physically capable of caring for children.
Process quality focuses on the curricula which includes the teaching strategies, children’s experiences and pedagogy used in the setting, and how the educator interacts with the young learners (Eadie et al., 2022). An enabling learning environment is considered as a key factor in children’s learning and development, and plays a large part in the main theorist approaches, such as Montessori, Piaget, Vygotsky and Steiner who helped shape the United Kingdom (UK) early years framework (Hodgman, 2012).
System quality involves the government and regulatory standards to ensure programmes and services are being introduced to help enhance the setting (Eadie et al., 2022). 
Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW)
The Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) developed the term ‘Sustained Shared Thinking’ (SST) during observations and recorded interactions within settings containing good and excellent ratings (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). However, Howard et al. (2020) stated most of the practices advocating SST are poor, and therefore suggests there are discrepancies between research and practice. Following the report, the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing Scale (SSTEW) was designed as a tool to use in settings to support and ensure good practice. The tool can be used to measure quality, to assess and extend learning and language development for children aged two to six (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). 
The quality assurance tool is underpinned by principles, development theories and current thinking in relation to pedagogies promoting educators to engage in responsive and warm interactions with the young children. International evidence implemented high quality interactions had a positive influence on the learners development (Howard et al, 2020). 
The SSTEW scale demonstrates good practice as it also focuses on the emotional well-being of children, and links to the New Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) which states well-being and positive relationships are fundamental. It is crucial for anyone who works with children to promote wellbeing as it is everyone’s responsibility to ensure their welfare and needs are being met, as it may lead to mental health issues (NSPCC, 2024). 
Also, the Social Service and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (Welsh Government, 2014) and Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2021) both stipulate well-being is paramount for children and young adults academically and for healthy development. Both acts aim to improve the social, economic, environmental and cultural to create a better future for Wales.  
The definition of SSTEW within REPEY suggested individuals need to work together and contribute, more so children and adults. As highlighted in Vygotsky’s theory and concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) in relation to children being supported to learn and encourage development. Bruner’s concept has similarities to the ZPD, as Bruner advocated the scaffolding between the adult and child stemmed from strong relationships and communication (Pascal and Bertram, 2018).
Children learn from a process of cognitive construction and can only be effective when the child is motivated and willing to be involved, and the report showed in excellent settings adult and child verbal interactions were more significant in comparison to good settings (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). Due to this finding, REPEY stipulate SSTEW is necessary in early years settings, and it is critical practitioners are able to interact efficiently to support and monitor socio-emotional, linguistic and cognitive development, and have a significant influence on each child’s well-being by fostering secure attachments and positive interactions. This is to ensure the children are fully supported and able to benefit from high quality early education and care provided. 
Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2023) states the SSTEW Scale examines the interactions that occur in settings, whilst considering how responsive the practitioner is to the child’s needs. The SSTEW Scale is used to observe the support in place to ensure the children are receiving quality provisions and strong relationships to achieve their full potential. The tool has five subscales specifically assessing the quality of the environment and pedagogy which can be interlinked with other Quality Ratings Scales to enhance use (Vic Government, 2024). The areas of the 5 subscales have similarities to the Curriculum for Wales four core purposes, as both aims have a shared vision and aspiration to produce learners who can thrive in an increasingly complex world. (Welsh Government, 2022). In addition, the United Nation Convention of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) underpins the four purposes (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, no date).
The SSTEW Scale demonstrates good practice as it is designed to measure quality and focus on the pedagogy within settings with a focus on the practitioner’s role and ability to deliver high quality interactions. However, the tool is designed to be used by a knowledgeable practitioners who understands child development and the importance of appropriate practice (Hoare, 2023). Moreover, all practitioners will need to be consistent across the settings and have a full understanding of the five subscales; building trust confidence and independence, social and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking, assessing learning and language (Vic Government, 2024). With out the correct knowledge or training underqualified or less experienced members of staff may appear as a limitation and have a negative impact on the SSTEW scale.
During ‘The Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years’ (EPEY) project Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) found qualified practitioners were able to challenge the young learners more effectively than those members of staff who were found to be less qualified. The study showed due to the qualified members experiences those individuals engaged more using sustained shared thinking interactions and provided direct teaching oppose to those less qualified. The conclusion from the EPEY report supports Nutbrown (2012) argument stating qualifications are important to provide effective quality provision, whilst supporting the outcomes and development for young learners, which has similarities to Hoare (2023) point regarding importance of knowledgeable practitioners. 
The Environment Rating Scales (ERS-3)
The Environment Rating Scales are a set of standardised tools developed to measure and improve the quality of the provision associated in early years settings (ECERS UK, no date). The revised ERS Scales now consists of 6 subscales and 35 items in comparison to the SSTEW Scale containing 5 subscales and 14 items. The ECER-3 focuses on the learning environment, personal care routines, learning outcome, interaction and program structure in order to make improvements in the provisions for young children (UNC, no date). 
To ensure reliability and validity researchers are using an ERS-3 to measure quality (Early Years Matter, 2020). However, there are many versions of ERS since publication and the ECERS-R has been the most used quality assurance tool used to measure quality in settings globally (Neitzel, et al 2019). In spite of this, due to limitations and concerns from researchers and policymakers stating the tool does not test all of the relevant data . Although the general structure remains the same, the newly revised ECER-3 includes Health Practices, Space for Gross Motor Play and Staff-Child Interactions (Neitzel, et al 2019). 
The new additions strengthen the emphasis on the role of the practitioner and the effectiveness of high quality experiences for children, which is also measured in the quality of care report and Self-Assessment of Service Statement (SASS) by Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW)  (CIW, 2024). The new version ERS-3 demonstrates good practice and a useful tool to use as it is in line with CIW framework, whilst incorporating core aims from the Curriculum for Wales. 
Although SSTEW Scale and ECER-3 have similarities in structure, the SSTEW Scale has been validated as a reliable tool to measure and contribute to young children’s learning and development, and a strong association with emotional well-being (Howard et al., 2020). Comparing the breakdown of both tools and analysing the domains and individual items, the SSTEW Scale has a higher focus on interactions between practitioners and children and between children, and clearly implements key factors in the New Curriculum for Wales. For example, supporting critical thinking, curiosity, problem solving and independence (DfE, 2021). However, both tools underpins the Welsh Government’s Seven Core Aims based on the UNCRC to ensure all children and young people are giving a flying start in life (Article 3) (Welsh Government, 2016). 
The SSTEW Scale and ECR-3 are both provided by accredited providers and in order for childcare settings to achieve certification the setting will need to demonstrate a high level of quality. Both quality assurance tools provide professional training and evidence-based courses for practitioners to ensure settings are confident in using the scoring systems (ERSI, no date) and how to make improvements in their learning environment (Birth to Seven Matters, 2024). The SSTEW Scale training is available to practitioners at all levels and can be used as a self-assessment tool to encourage development and build on skills, which may help towards auditing and inspections. Both tools are considered as well-established scales to use (DfE,2021). Following a scheme designed to support child development and the necessary skills needed to ensure a high quality practice and childcare provision. (Birth to Seven Matters, 2024). 
This paper has demonstrated how high quality provision in childcare settings can have a positive effect for children’s development and why it is important. Also how the learning environment can have an impact, including the abilities and knowledge of practitioners. The SSTEW Scale and ERS-3 quality assurance tools have been both been analysed and similarities have been highlighted. The paper has showcased how both tools can be linked to the New Curriculum for Wales. To summarise, both tools demonstrate good practice with an effective framework, which supports settings and staff members to deliver high quality of care and enabling experiences to achieve positive outcomes for their young learners. 
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