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Leadership and Teamwork for Systems of Quality Part  2
Part A)
In early years education, the concept of quality is both multifaceted and foundational. It encompasses the environments, interactions, relationships and pedagogical practices that shape children’s earliest experiences in care and education settings. Quality in early childhood provision can broadly be understood through two key dimensions: structural quality and process quality (Cambell-Barr and Leeson, 2015). Structural quality refers to tangible factors such as staff qualifications, adult-to-child ratios, physical environment and safety, while process quality relates to the nature of interactions between children and practitioners, the emotional climate and the richness of learning experiences (Moss and Dahlberg, 2007; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2003).
High-quality early years provision is crucial because it lays the foundation for lifelong learning, health and well-being. Research consistently shows that children who attend high-quality early education settings demonstrate improved outcomes in language development, social skills, cognitive abilities and emotional regulation (Sylva et al., 2004; Melhuish, 2011). In Wales, this emphasis on quality is reflected in the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings, which prioritises holistic development and the child’s voice within nurturing, developmentally appropriate environments (Welsh Government, 2022).
Furthermore, evidence from longitudinal studies such as the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) project highlights that quality, not just attendance, makes a significant difference to children’s learning trajectories, particularly for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Therefore, ensuring high-quality provision is not merely a regulatory requirement, but a moral and professional obligation for early years practitioners and leaders (Moss, 2016).
Part B)
Environmental Rating Scales are widely used tools in early years settings to support the assessment and enhancement of quality. They provide a structured, research-based framework for observing and evaluating various elements of provision. Among the most applied in the UK and internationally are the Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS), the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) and the Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale.
ITERS is designed for children aged birth to 30 months and focuses on the quality of care provided to infants and toddlers, assessing areas such as safety, routines, interaction and the learning environment (Harms et al., 2006). ECERS, aimed at children aged two and a half to five years, evaluates similar domains but is adapted to reflect the more complex developmental needs of preschool-aged children (Harms et al., 2015). Both tools generate quantitative scores, supporting settings to identify strengths and areas for improvement.
In contrast, the SSTEW scale emphasises the quality of adult-child interactions, emotional wellbeing and the promotion of sustained shared thinking, a process where adults and children engage in meaningful dialogue to extend learning (Siraj et al., 2015). Unlike ITERS and ECERS, SSTEW captures the process quality of provision, making it a valuable complement to more environment-focused tools.
The Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) and the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) are well-established tools used to evaluate the quality of early years environments. Both scales are grounded in developmental theory and have been widely applied across the UK and globally to support continuous quality improvement. Their structured, observational approach allows practitioners and leaders to assess a setting’s quality through a standardised lens.
ITERS is specifically tailored for children from birth to 30 months, while ECERS is intended for children aged two and a half to five years. Each tool includes a set of subscales covering areas such as space and furnishings, personal care routines, language and literacy, activities, interactions, program structure, staff and family relationships (Harms et al., 2006; 2015). Observers rate items on a scale from one, inadequate, to seven, excellent, allowing for a numerical overview of quality.
One of the main advantages of these tools is that they offer an objective and comprehensive measure of structural quality. They help settings to clearly identify areas that need development, such as ensuring a richer variety of learning materials or creating a more inclusive and welcoming physical space. For leadership, these tools support targeted action planning, staff development and preparation for inspection frameworks such as those used by Care Inspector Wales (CIW) and Estyn in Wales (Welsh Government, 2025).
Additionally, their standardised format makes them useful for benchmarking across different settings or tracking progress over time. They provide clarity in settings where multiple staff may have varying understandings of what high-quality practice looks like, helping to unify goals and expectations.
However, there are also notable limitations. One criticism is that ITERS and ECERS tend to place significant emphasis on the physical environment and routines, which may lead practitioners to focus on surface-level improvements, such as adding more toys or displays, rather than enhancing the depth of adult-child interactions. While they do touch on language and interaction, they often do not capture the subtle and complex nature of emotional exchanges, pedagogical intentions or sustained shared thinking that underpins effective learning experiences (Mathers et al., 2012).
Another challenge is that the scoring system can create a compliance-focused mindset. In aiming for a high numerical score, some practitioners may prioritise what “looks good” over what genuinely meets the needs of the children. Additionally, settings may require external training or support to use these tools effectively and interpret the data meaningfully.
Reflectively, ITERS and ECERS offer valuable insights into the "what" and "where" of provision, highlighting the tangible components of quality. They are particularly effective for identifying environmental gaps, assessing safety and accessibility and ensuring that basic developmental needs are met. However, they tell us less about the "how" and "why" of practice: how staff support emotional development, extend children’s thinking or co-construct learning through responsive interactions.
To drive quality forward, the data from these tools must be paired with professional reflection, team discussion and other complementary methods, such as the SSTEW scale, which better capture the relational and pedagogical aspects of practice.
The Sustained Shared Thinking and Emotional Wellbeing (SSTEW) Scale is a research-based observational tool developed to evaluate the quality of adult-child interactions and emotional support in early years settings (Siraj et al., 2015). Unlike environmental rating scales such as ITERS and ECERS, which focus largely on structural elements, the SSTEW scale is concerned with process quality, that is the interactions, thinking and relationships that underpin children's learning and development.
The SSTEW scale is structured around five subscales: building trust and emotional wellbeing, supporting and extending language and communication, supporting learning and critical thinking, assessing learning and responding to individual needs and supporting social and emotional development. These dimensions closely align with the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings in Wales (2022), which places significant emphasis on supporting children to become ambitious, capable learners and ethically informed citizens through nurturing, responsive relationships.
One of the key advantages of the SSTEW scale is its ability to uncover rich pedagogical information that traditional environmental tools often miss. For example it provides a framework for assessing how practitioners encourage children’s curiosity, model language and engage in shared thinking that helps children develop problem-solving skills and resilience. This is particularly relevant in the Welsh context, where both the Curriculum for Wales and Welsh Government’s Talk with Me (2022) initiative underline the importance of high-quality adult-child interactions to support language development and emotional well-being from birth.
Furthermore, SSTEW supports professional dialogue and reflective practice. By using this tool, practitioners can examine the effectiveness of their communication styles, emotional responses and questioning techniques. This not only supports children’s learning but also enhances staff development through a deeper understanding of pedagogy, which aligns with the Professional Standards for Teaching and Leadership in Wales (2022) that promote continuous reflection and improvement.
However, the SSTEW scale also presents some challenges. Its focus on subtle, nuanced aspects of interaction means it requires skilled observers who can accurately interpret and record what they see. Unlike ECERS or ITERS, which offer clear visual indicators for example, presence of materials and room layout, SSTEW is more subjective and therefore more prone to inconsistency if staff are not well-trained in its application. This could limit its reliability unless used alongside other forms of evidence such as video analysis or peer observations.
In terms of limitations, SSTEW does not assess the physical or structural aspects of a setting in any detail. It offers little insight into resources, safety or routine organisation, elements that remain vital for ensuring baseline quality and compliance with statutory requirements under the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (Wales, 2016).
Reflectively, SSTEW offers vital insight into the “how” and “why” of quality. It helps practitioners to move beyond routine care to engage in meaningful, emotionally attuned and cognitively enriching interactions. Used alongside environmental rating tools like ITERS and ECERS, SSTEW completes the quality assurance picture, providing a balanced view of both the environmental context and the relational processes that promote strong outcomes for children.
When comparing ITERS, ECERS and SSTEW, it becomes evident that while all three are valuable quality assurance tools, they each serve different but complementary purposes. A critical evaluation of their application highlights both overlaps and distinctions in their design, focus and impact on early years practice.
ITERS and ECERS are environmental rating scales that primarily focus on the structural quality of a setting. They provide a systematic method to assess areas such as space, routines, resources and safety. These tools are particularly effective in identifying compliance with minimum standards, making them well suited to use in settings preparing for regulatory inspections under the National Minimum Standards for Regulated Childcare (Wales, 2016). ECERS is developmentally appropriate for older toddlers and preschoolers, whereas ITERS is tailored to the care and learning needs of babies and very young children.
In contrast, the SSTEW scale delves deeper into process quality, offering a more nuanced view of the quality of adult-child interactions, emotional well-being and the promotion of critical thinking. Where ITERS and ECERS might ask “Is the space safe and stimulating?”, SSTEW asks “How do practitioners engage with children to extend their learning?”. This aligns strongly with the Curriculum for Funded Non-Maintained Nursery Settings (2022) and the Curriculum for Wales, both of which prioritise relational pedagogy, language development and emotional literacy.
One of the major advantages of ITERS and ECERS is their clarity and structure. They allow for consistent benchmarking and are accessible to a wide range of staff, especially when supported with training. However, their reliance on observable environmental features may not fully capture intentional pedagogy or the quality of thinking taking place in interactions. This can be limiting, especially in Welsh early years settings where responsive, child-led practice is a core principle.
SSTEW on the other hand excels at highlighting areas such as sustained shared thinking, language modelling and emotional atonement, elements that research shows are central to improving outcomes for children (Siraj et al., 2015; Welsh Government, 2022). However, it is more subjective and requires a deeper level of practitioner knowledge and observer training to apply consistently (Elwick et al., 2017). It is less useful for assessing basic operational quality such as hygiene, accessibility or the physical layout of the room.
When used in combination, these tools offer a more holistic approach to quality assurance. For example, a setting may use ECERS to identify that children lack access to natural materials or books in multiple languages, while SSTEW can highlight whether practitioners are engaging children in meaningful conversations or supporting emotional regulation. This dual insight allows leaders to develop more targeted action plans that address both the environment and the pedagogy.
Ultimately no single tool is sufficient in isolation. ITERS and ECERS provide the “what” and “where”, the physical and procedural elements, while SSTEW provides the “how” and “why”, the interactions and intentions that bring the environment to life. For leaders committed to exceeding statutory requirements and embedding continuous improvement, blending these tools offers a powerful and reflective framework to genuinely enhance children’s learning and development.
In early years education, the pursuit of quality is not a static goal but a dynamic, ongoing commitment to improving children’s experiences, learning outcomes and well-being. This essay has explored the concept of quality through the lens of both structural and process quality, recognising that while regulatory compliance is essential, truly high-quality provision goes beyond the minimum standards to engage with the deeper relational and pedagogical aspects of early learning.
Quality in early years is a multi-dimensional concept that must be measured, understood and enriched through a combination of structural and process-focused tools. The integration of ITERS, ECERS and SSTEW within leadership and teamwork strategies allows settings to move beyond surface-level assessments and towards holistic, child-centred and responsive provision. Through this approach, leaders are not only meeting statutory expectations but are actively shaping inclusive, enriching and emotionally supportive environments where all children can thrive. 
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