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Leadership and management for systems of quality
Part 2- 
To begin, when discussing quality in early years, it is quite a complex idea and can be understood in different ways. Generally, quality refers to how well a setting supports children’s learning, development and overall wellbeing. This includes things like the environment, staff interactions, safeguarding, and and how included and valued children feel within the setting (Campbell Barr et al., n.d.). Quality is often divided into structural and process quality. Structural quality includes things like staff ratios, qualifications and the physical environment, whereas process quality focuses more on the relationships and interactions between staff and children (Slot et al., 2015). It could be argued that while both are important, process quality has a stronger impact on children’s outcomes, as it directly affects their daily experiences (Sluiter, Fukkink and Fekkes, 2025).
The importance of quality in early years settings is widely recognised. Early childhood is a key stage in development, and experiences during this time can have long term effects on a children’s social, emotional and cognitive development (Taggart et al., 2015). High quality provision has been linked to better outcomes in later education, including improved language skills and behaviour (Taggart et al., 2015).
Furthermore, within Wales, quality is strongly emphasised through frameworks such as Curriculum for Wales and inspection requirements from Care Inspectorate Wales (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2024). These highlight the importance of child-centred practice and continuous improvement. In addition, the Self Assessment of Service Statement requires settings to reflect on and evaluate their own practice, showing that quality is not just about meeting standards but improving them over time (Careinspectorate.wales, 2016). However, statutory requirements only set a minimum standard. This means that a setting could meet all legal requirements but still not provide the best possible experiences for children. Because of this, additional methods of quality assurance are important in supporting settings to go beyond the basics and continuously improve (Nih.gov, 2026).
There are a range of methods that can be used to measure and improve quality in early years settings. In this reflection, I will focus on two different approaches:
· Environmental Rating Scales (ECERS)
· Parental and stakeholder questionnaires
These methods are quite different, which makes them useful to compare as they provide different types of information about quality.

Early childhood environmental Rating Scales (ECERS)
Moving on, the early childhood environment rating scale (ECERS) is a structured tool ussed to assess the quality of early years environments. It looks at different areas such as space, routines, activities, interactions and resources, and provides an overall score (Brief and Gardiner, 2021).One key advantage of ECERS is that it provides clear and detailed criteria for what high quality practice should look like. This allows practitioners to identify specific areas for improvement. For example, it may highlight limited resources or weak interactions, which can then be addressed through planning and professional development (Ainur Alpys and Hernández-Torrano, 2025). Additionally, ECERS can also support the completion of the self assessment of service statement, as it provides structured evidence that can be used to reflect on the quality of provision. This can help setings prepare for inspections from Care Inspectorate Wales and demonstrate a commitment to continuous improvement (Care Inspectorate Wales, 2025). Another advantage is that ECERS is research-based and widely recognised, meaning it is considered a reliable tool for measuring quality (Gordon et al., 2013). This makes it more credible compared to informal methods.
However, there are also limitations. ECERS can bee time consuming and requires training to be used effectively, which may not always be practical in busy settings (Schonfeld and O’Brien 2005). It could also be argued that ECERS reflects a more standardised view of quality, which may not fully aline with the flexible and child centred approach promoted within the curriculum for Wales (Inclusive Early Childhood Education, 2016). Additionally, while ECERS provides useful information about the environment and general practice, it does not fully incorporate  children’s individual experiences or feelings. For example, a setting may score highly but some children may not feel fully included or supported (Hayes, 2024).
Parental and Stakeholder Questionnaires
Parental and stakeholder questionnaires are a more informal method of quality assurance, but they can give valuable insights. These can involve gathering feedback from parents, carers and sometimes children about their experiences of the setting. One majar post advantage is that questionnaires provide direct feedback from those who use the service (Sutherland, 2024). Parents can share their views on communication, care and their child’s wellbeing, which may highlight issues not identified throuh formal assessments (Newman et al., 2019). This type of feedback is also important within the self sssessment of service statement, as it supports reflective practice and ensures that the views of families are considered when evaluating quality (Careinspectorate.wales, 2025).
Another benefit is that questionnaires are low cost and easy to implement, making them accessible for most settings. They can also be used regularly to monitor improvements over time (Buckinghamshire.gov.uk, 2019).
However, there are also disadvantages. Responses may not always be reliable, as some parents may not feel comfortable giving honest feedback or may not respond at all (Choi and Pak, 2004). This can lead to incomplete or biased data. In addition, questionnaires often lack depth. When they may identify issues, they do not always explain why the issue exists or how it should be improved. For example, a parent may state that communication is poor but not provide suggestions for improvement.

Comparison of Methods
Moreover, when comparing ECERS and questionnaires, it is clear that they provide different types of information about quality. ECERS is structured and objective, focusing on measurable aspects of the environment and practice, whereas questionnaires are more subjective and focus on personall experiences. ECERS can provide detailed information that can be used to inform action plans and improve practice in line with inspection requirements from care inspectorate Wales. In contrast, questionnaires provide insight into how families feel about the setting, which is equally important but less measurable (Noble and Heale, 2019).
Additionally, It could be argued that using both methods together provides a more holistic understanding of quality. ECERS can identify practical improvements, while questionnaires can highlight emotional and relational aspects of care (Lisle, 2011).
However, it is also important to recognise that quality assurance methods themselves can influence how quality is understood within a setting (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2023). For example, tools such as ECERS may shape practice by encouraging staff to focus on spesific measurable areas, which can sometimes limit more creative or flexible approaches to learning (Schonfeld and O'brien, 2005). This could be seen as conflicting with the child centred and play-based approach promoted within Welsh frameworks, where learning is meant to be responsive to children’s individual interests and needs (Froebel Trust, 2023).
In contrast, questionnaires may encourage a stronger focus on parent satisfaction, which is important, but does not always reflect the full quality of children’s learning experiences (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003). Ther is also the risk that feedback collected may reflect personal opinions rather than professional standards of quality (Collier and Mahoney, 2011).
Due to this, there are a risks that settings may prioritise certain aspects of quality over others, depending on which methods they rely on (Tian and Diamond, 2024). This suggests that practitioners need to use professional judgement alongside these tools, rather than relying on them fully (Education.gov.uk, 2026). It also highlights the importance of reflective practice, where staff critically consider the information gathered and how it applies to their specific context (Schön, 1983).
What Information is Needed to Improve Provision?
To effectively improve provision, settings need a range of information, including (Coulter and Ellins, 2007):
· The quality of the environment
· Staff practice and interactions
· Children’s experiences
· Parent and stakeholder views
Theefore, ECERS provides detailed information about the environment and interactions, which can support improvements in practice  (Setodji, Schaack and Le, 2018).However, it does not fully capture children’s voices or family perspectives. Questionnaires provide insight into parent experiences, but may not provide enough detail to fully understand how to improve practice. Because of this, it is important that settings use multiple methods as part of the self assessment of service statement to ensure a well rounded evaluation of quality (Careinspectorate.wales, 2025).
Nevertheless, both methods have limitations. ECERS does not fully capture children’s feelings, cultural differences or individual needs (Isquith-Dicker et al., 2021). It may also focus more on visible aspects of quality rather than deeper learning experiences. Questionnaires may not provide the accurate or complete information due to low response rates or bias (Andrade, 2020). This highlights that quality is complex and cannot be measured using a single tool.
How do we use the information?
The information gathered from these methods should be used to support reflective practice and continuous improvement, rather than just being collected and left. For example, ECERS results can be used to identify specific areas for development, such as improving interactions or resources, and this can then be turned into action plans. These actions can be recorded and reviewed within the self assessment of service statement to show how the setting is improving over time (GOV.WALES, 2024). This is also important when preparing for inspections, as it shows clear evidence of reflection and change. 
Also, Questionnaire feedback can be used to improve communication with parents and respond to any concerns raised (Eady and Moreau, 2017). For example, if parents feel they are not being kept informed, the setting could introduce newsletters or more regular updates. This supports partnership working, which is a key part of high quality provision and is also expected within Welsh frameworks (Chiappori, Salanié and Weiss, 2017).
As well, It is important that this information is actually used in practice and shared with staff, rather than just collected for no reason. If it is not acted on, then it does not lead to any real improvement. Overall, using this information properly helps settings reflect on what they are doing well and what needs to change, which is what really drives quality forward (Kinsella, 2007).
How do these methods drive quality?
These methods drive quality by encouraging reflection, accountability and continuous improvement. ECERS will provides clear standards and expectations, while questionnaires ensure that the voices of parents and children are heard (Kinsella, 2007). They also support settings in meeting inspection requirements and demonstrating improvement to care inspectorate Wales.
Conclusion
In conclusion, quality in early years is extremely important as it has a long term impact on children’s development and wellbeing. While statutory requirements provide a baseline, they are not sufficient on their own to ensure high quality provision. Additional methods such as ECERS and parental questionnaires provide valuable information that can support continuous improvement. However, both methods have strengths and limitations, which means they are most effective when used together. The self assessment of service statement plays a key role in bringing this information together, allowing settings to reflect on their practice and make informed improvements. Overall, improving quality is an ongoing process that requires the use of multiple tools, critical reflection and a strong focus on the needs and experiences of children.
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