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Leadership and Management for Systems of Quality

Quality in early years refers to the standard of care, education, and environment provided to young children, typically from birth to five years old. It encompasses various aspects and ensures that children receive the best possible start in life, laying the foundation for their future well-being and success. Welsh Government (2013) states that the successful development of young children depends on high-quality early years provision. Prior to starting formal school, all children's learning and development can be enhanced with high-quality early childhood education and care (Melhuish et al., 2015). Childcare settings for under-threes should be of the highest quality if they are to benefit children and positively influence the targets set out for their learning and development (Sylva et al. 2005).
Moss and Pence (1994) believe that rather than being an objective, universal fact, quality in early childhood services is a manufactured idea that is subjective in character and dependent on values, beliefs, and interests. In many ways, the definition of quality childcare is subjective, and the beholder might be any individual or group from a variety of stakeholders, such as staff, parents, and children. To identify quality in practice the opinions of practitioners, parents/caregivers, and children in a variety of settings across sectors, as well as a thorough knowledge of research on the development and learning of young children, must all be actively included into settings (Pascal and Bertram, 2018).
To provide the best opportunities and experiences for children and their families in Wales, high-quality early years care and education services go above and beyond basic requirements and are always reflecting on and making improvements (Welsh Government, 2023). Every aspect of a high-quality service can be demonstrated across all the national minimum standards. The National Minimum Standards (NMS) are outlined in a document and are applicable to childminders and day care providers for children under the age of twelve. According to the Regulation of Child Minding and Day Care (Wales) Order 2016 and its accompanying rules, child minders and providers must register in line with the terms of Part 2 of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 (Welsh Government, 2023). These guidelines, which are created in compliance with section 30(3) of the Measure, are intended to help settings and providers adhere to the laws that are pertinent to the services they offer. The standards referring to the kind of care given must be taken into consideration by registered persons.

[bookmark: _Hlk164592766]Every early childhood education, childcare, and play settings should constantly evaluate the level of quality of the services they offer. Continuous improvement is facilitated by reflection on practice and provision. A quality mark will demonstrate to parents and funders that an organisation strives to deliver high quality service where parents and families may feel secure in the learning and play possibilities provided, going beyond the National Minimum Standard necessary for CIW registration (Childcare Wales Learning and Working Mutually, 2016).

Sustained shared thinking (SST) is a concept in early childhood education that emphasises the importance of high-quality interactions between adults and children in promoting cognitive development, problem-solving skills, and language development. It involves engaging in meaningful conversations and collaborative problem-solving activities that encourage children to think critically, explore ideas, and express their thoughts and feelings. SST was a term used in the largest European longitudinal research of pre-school care and education at the time, the Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project. It is referred to as the sharing of thinking due to the sustainable feature of interactions found in pre-school environments that are successful in terms of child outcomes (Siraj-Blatchford. et al, 2002). 
Children’s Services Central (2021) states that sustained shared thinking is when two or more people communicate together to solve a problem, make sense of an idea, assess an activity, develop a story, etc. The thought process needs to progress and develop with input from both sides. It gives everyone involved the chance to reflect more thoroughly and for longer periods of time on their thoughts, ideas, and knowledge. Sustained shared thinking is significant since it has a real foundation in group settings and is a practical pedagogical approach (Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). By providing skilled, open-ended questions when appropriate, children can be engaged in discussion and kept interested. First, practitioners need to consider the problems and tasks that are planned for the children to facilitate long-lasting interactions. Do they encourage interaction and discussion? If not, how can they make this different so that instead of waiting for the correct answers to end conversations, they start them? and secondly, by developing techniques and questions like ‘Tell me more?’ that allow children space for reflection (Koshy et al. 2015). This will present an opportunity for practitioners to acknowledge and promote children's understanding.
The theory of sustained shared thinking is closely related to the theory of Vygotsky, who stated that when a child receives guidance from a practitioner inside their zone of proximal development, or ZPD, their learning can go beyond what they could learn on their own (Shabani, 2010). According to the theory, children learn best when they collaborate with others. New ideas, psychological tools, and abilities become ingrained by children through these kinds of combined activities with more experienced adults and peers.
Everybody contributes, considering and reflecting on the information, ideas, and opinions of the others. Children who have these opportunities are more likely to succeed in school and in life, according to EPPE, practitioners should take into account the importance of creating an environment for children and themselves that includes time, space, and learning opportunities that encourage meaningful and thought-provoking conversations with children (Children’s Services Central, 2021). Even with babies, sharing thought processes is possible, however, the practitioner must rely on the baby's body language and facial expressions rather than words (Brodie, no date).
Practitioners play a crucial role in helping children recognise the advantages of sustained shared thinking as well as in learning how to generate opportunities for it or spot it when it arises naturally. It requires careful instruction and needs to be deliberate, purposeful, and thoughtful in the decisions and actions of the practitioners (Children’s Services Central, 2021).
Implementing sustained shared thinking requires significant time and effort from practitioners, which may be challenging in busy early childhood settings with limited resources and competing demands. Some practitioners find it difficult to put into practice as they do not feel confident, and they are not certain what they are doing. The biggest challenge is time. It will take some time to have a meaningful discussion to focus on what a child is telling a practitioner (Teach Early Years, 2024). 

Sustained shared thinking strengthens the bond between adults and children as they engage in meaningful interactions and shared experiences. It builds trust, rapport, and mutual respect, creating a positive learning environment where children feel safe, supported, and valued. According to Dunhill (2009), effective communication is essential in childhood. This covers both verbal and nonverbal communication, as well as listening to others. This links to Standard 8 of the National Minimum Standards which states the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the ramifications for their position and interactions with children are known to the staff. The care provided and the principles of the setting foster in children a responsive, caring environment that fosters warm relationships, security, self-esteem, independence, and confidence. Children receive encouragement and positive communication, and they are given attention. Eye contact is made, and conversation is typically at the child's level (Welsh Government, 2023).

Early childhood development is very important because it lays the groundwork for behaviour, learning, and health throughout life. Children's brain growth and ability to take in new information are influenced by their experiences at daycare centres and early learning initiatives (Young Academics, 2020). Early learning programmes that provide babies and toddlers with adequate physical, emotional, social, and intellectual care and nurturing can help them form a variety of neural connections that will benefit them throughout their lives. These early learning programmes' caring and stimulating experiences shape their social competence, cognitive abilities, emotional stability, language, and physical skills.
The Baby Effective Early Learning (BEEL) Programme was created specifically to assess, encourage, and foster improvement in quality in settings that involve children under three years old (CREC, 2024). The BEEL quality improvement and assurance programme is accessible, achievable, and rigorous. Participation in the programme is encouraged from early childhood education and care services (ECEC). This programme not only establishes minimum performance standards for all settings and quality criteria, but it also has the ability to equip leaders and practitioners with the skills necessary to conduct systematic self-evaluations, which in turn promotes planned and ongoing quality improvement (ISSUU, 2011). This links to Standard 18 of the National Minimum Standards which states that a well-managed, high-quality service is beneficial to both parents and their children (Wales Government, 2023). The BEEL Programme is a time-efficient approach to quality improvement that includes several features in one package, such as professional and theoretical practitioner training that establishes a common language for the sector, prepares and assesses registration readiness, prepares and supports inspections, and provides accredited quality assurance. It also brings early childhood education settings up to and beyond national minimum standards. 

BEEL is centred on observational techniques established by Professor Ferre Laevers of the University of Leuven in Belgium. Based on his observations of young children being engrossed in their work, he thought that children who are actively interested in their learning are receiving a significant driven, intense, and lasting education (Nursery World, 2012).
A practitioner from the setting attends training in BEEL who can then feedback and train other practitioners. It is a useful technique for carrying out thorough assessments of the entire setting that involves all practitioners. In every setting, childcare training is required. It ensures that practitioners have training that complies with CIW standards and enhances their skills, knowledge, and competence to provide the highest quality of care (Powys, 2024). 
There can be a lot of work involved in collecting, organising, and analysing the information, however practitioners could find it to be highly insightful and beneficial in helping them reflect on their practice, find any gaps, and decide how best to address them. Being reflective makes it easier for to understand actions and motivations. Reflective practice can assist practitioners in identifying primary areas of strength as well as areas for improvement. Practitioners can create new perspectives and a more precise understanding of a settings and individual needs and objectives when they set aside time to reflect on their work and the services they provide (Welsh Government, 2023).
Care Inspectorate Wales (2019), within section 6 (Leadership and Management) assesses how effective is self-evaluation and planning for improvement within settings which includes making changes and having a beneficial impact on children’s care, education, and wellbeing. This would result in improvement in the quality of care, play, and learning for children within a setting.

Quality in early years education and care is multifaceted and dynamic, encompassing a range of interconnected factors that contribute to positive outcomes for children and families. It requires a commitment to continuous improvement, reflective practice, and ongoing collaboration among all stakeholders involved in children's early years experiences. By participating in a quality assurance programme, it benefits individuals, settings, families, and the community by promoting quality, professionalism, accountability, and continuous improvement in early childhood education and care services.
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