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Leadership and Management for systems of quality

Quality is an aspect of early childhood education that cannot be ignored (Beeby, 2013). Brighouse (2012) continues to add that quality is something that is required in every Early Years setting. However, Moss (2016) proposed that quality was not a necessity, but a choice, a choice that continued from taking a specific position, engraved with specific values, beliefs and assumptions. Furthermore, quality is not obvious, quality is a constructed concept full of values, a concept where definitions come together to create a perception of the way we think about Early Years settings (Moss, 2016).
Moss (2016) states that quality is something that every Early Years setting wants to have and be able to offer. However, it is argued that we can only evaluate Early Years education, by first deciding what is perceived as good care and education, judging values, and creating a meaning of quality and this decision then depends on answers and opinions that will inevitably not be universally agreed (Moss, 2016). Mukhopadhyay (2020) and Dahlberg, Moss and Pence (2013) add that quality can be measured by professionals, but it is undefined, as perceptions of what quality education and care is, vary from one person to the next.
According to Tayler (2015), quality in the Early Years is of much interest to professionals involved in educational policy as research shows that a good start in life creates the foundations of learning, health, well-being, and social care. It has further been recognised that children’s early experiences in life decide whether a child’s brain produces a strong or weak foundation for their behaviour, health and learning in the future (Hughes et al., 2017; Center on the Developing child, 2011; Currie, 2009). Quality in Early Years settings is further supported by Tayler (2015) who portrays how everyday experiences for children are fundamental to their mental development, social communications, and their sense of personal identity. This highlights how the Early Years environment has a negative impact on these developmental aspects if the setting in not achieving this high level of quality (Sabol and Pianta, 2012). Similarly, University of Oxford (2012) supports that a high-quality setting creates enhanced childhood outcomes.  In addition, this research into the impact of quality on children has created a driving force for governments to have policies related to young children and how to promote their holistic development and learning in the Early Years education and care settings (Tayler, 2015). However, Hatch (2010) criticises that there is too much focus on the developmental aspects of young children, yet not enough focus of the goal of their learning.
The behaviour of the practitioner’s surrounding children heavily influences the outcomes of those children, therefore highlighting the importance of practitioner’s themselves achieving this level of quality (Tayler, 2015; Cottle and Alexander, 2012). A variety of areas need to be taken into consideration when thinking about quality, these include the practitioners, the environment, and the resources available to the children (Perlman et al., 2016). Quality is measured to determine the level of learning and care that an Early Years setting provides (Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013).
Quality in Early Years settings in Wales is primarily measured by external evaluations that create a report that provides information to the setting and the public (Dallimore, 2019). Quality can be measured using a variety of different tools such as Care Inspectorate Wales (CIW) and Estyn inspections (Estyn, 2021), along with the use of self-evaluated quality assurance schemes such as the Quality of Care report (CIW, 2022). The National Minimum standards (Welsh Government, 2016) provide a basis for quality to be measured against. Various rating systems such as Infant/Toddler Environment Rating Scale (ITERS) or the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) can also be used to measure the quality of Early Years settings (Environment Rating Scale, No date).
In addition, Dallimore (2019) states that through the Early Years Development and Assessment Framework and the Foundation Phase Profile the Welsh Government supports internal evaluation (Welsh Government, 2017). However, even with the support and use of these methods, quality is difficult to measure (Sallis, 2014). Hazelkorn (2013) further supports that there is no agreed way to measure quality, creating difficulty in producing an accurate result for Early Years settings. 
There are many tools that can be used to measure quality in Early Years settings (Dallimore, 2019). The sustained shared thinking and emotional well-being (SSTEW) scale is an example of a quality assurance tool that is used for observing and assessing the levels of quality in practice within Early Years education and care settings (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). According to Waters-Davies and Macdonald (2022) the SSTEW scale describes practice that supports children’s imagination, problem-solving and ability to develop and focus on a task as high-quality. Previously, scales have looked at the quality of activities, resources, environment, and provision. However, the SSTEW scale now also looks at wellbeing, self-regulation, and purposeful thinking that help children through emotional interactions and personal connections, in addition to the angles of quality assessment that were already in place (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015).
According to Melhuish (2015) the SSTEW scale was produced as a quality assurance scale, that centres on the practitioner’s role and the pedagogy in Early Years settings to support learning and education, this model was supported by research from the Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years (REPEY) project. There are fourteen items on the SSTEW scale, spread between five domains, that are made up of clearly described indicators that portray the levels of quality in practice (Hoare, No Date). Evans (2012) explains how the scale is a form of environment rating scale that is used for the purpose of research, improvement, and self-evaluation as well as audit and regulation. This supports a setting to continue to develop and provide the best possible levels of quality care (Pacey, 2016).
The term ‘sustained shared thinking’ was initially created by Siraj-Blatchford et al. (2002). Research recognises practitioner skills, practitioner to child interactions and the way in which practitioners support a child’s learning and holistic development as the most important factor of high-quality in effective settings (Hanafi, 2015). Effective settings are portrayed as settings that strengthen and improve the developmental outcomes of children (Metz and Bartley, 2012). Fisher (2013) adds that practitioner knowledge and understanding is required if a practitioner is to be successful in supporting a child’s thinking and learning through the means of sustained shared thinking. Practitioners require the skills to be able to ensure that the children feel safe, comfortable, motivated, and stimulated so that the child is ready to learn, develop and think (Ke and Abras, 2013). 
Research into these effective settings delivers the idea that engaging with both the care and education aspects equally equate to quality (Sylva et al. 2004 and Dahlberg, Moss and Pence, 2013). In contrast, OECD (2009) where the emphasis of Early Years settings is solely on one or other aspect children do not show as much development cognitively. This research therefore underlines the importance of sustained shared thinking and emotional wellbeing, highlighting the importance of the SSTEW scale. However, the SSTEW scale is a comparatively new scale to quality assurance methods, therefore further research is required to validate to results that the SSTEW scale provides (Howard et al., 2018).
The SSTEW scale has been tested by a variety of practitioners and academics that are involved in Early Years and is also being used across over a thousand Early Years settings as part of the Study of Early Education and Development (SEED) (Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish, 2015). According to the Department of Education (No Date) the SEED project is a large-scale longitudinal study that uses a variety of methods and involves over five thousand children aged two to seven. Melhuish and Gardiner (2018) portray that the study aims to discover the distribution of quality early childhood education and care within different settings and to find the correlation between the characteristics of a setting and the quality of education and care that it provides. 

Another quality assurance scale that is used to measure quality in the Early Years in the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale (ECERS) (Environment Rating Scale, No Date). The ECERS scale is a further example of an environment rating scale that was created from research results from the Effective Pre-school, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE) project (Waldren, 2017). This scale provides a structured way to improve quality of the Early Years settings and in turn, improve children’s developmental outcomes (Iles, 2019). Brunsek et al. (2017) portrays how the ECERS scale is an international scale that is used assess quality levels in Early Years education and care. The ECERS scale has been used for essential research such as ‘The National Childcare Staffing Study’ (Whitebook, Phillips and Howes, 2014), The Cost, Quality and Child Outcomes Study’ (Child Development Center, 1999), and ‘The Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES) (ICPSR, No Date), highlighting the significance of this scale within Early Years research (Clifforrd, Reszka and Rossbach, 2010).
The ECERS scale was created alongside the Effective Provision of Pre-school Education (EPPE) project to increase the depth of the research and look at aspects that convey the curriculum (Slaughter and Carmichael, 2016). Brunsek et al. (2017) states that the ECERS-E and ECERS-R were both constructed to measure quality, combining process and structural aspects that point to Early Years settings. 
However, research that contributed to the creation of the ECERS scale is dated, and more current research by Brunsek et al. (2017) recognises that tools that measure quality assurance, like ECERS, frequently concentrate mainly on a single aspect within Early Years education and care, therefore resulting in a limited conclusion of the quality of the setting. The main focus of the ECERS scale is the learning environment, it does not look at the ideas and beliefs of children, therefore not recognising what quality looks like to them (Iles, 2019). Furthermore, in accordance with the UNCRC (UNICEF, No Date), article 12 states that all children have the right to a voice and for those views and opinions to be taken seriously.
The ECERS scale focuses on areas including, indoor space, arrangement of the room, and furniture (UNC Child development Institute, No Date). Iles (2019) mentions that although, a subscale includes ‘space for gross motor play’ which investigates an element of the outdoor environment, there is no individual section for this. However, research by Welsh Government (2009), Bilton (2010) Knight (2011), White (2014) and Early Years Alliance (2019) all highlight the importance and benefits of the learning experiences that arise during play in the outdoor environment.
Environment rating scales that have been created for Early Years provision for children from birth to age seven to support practice within settings have been conventionally based on the idea of developmentally appropriate practice that was present at the time (Soukakou, 2012). Lehrl and Smidt (2018) states that over time alterations and extensions have been implemented due to results from research expanding our knowledge and understanding of what effective high-quality practice consists of. For example, the ECERS scale was updated and extended to include new ideas regarding the importance of child outcomes (Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford and Taggart, 2011). Hestenes et al. (2019) further states that in the updated ECERS-R scale aspects of the curriculum such as numeracy, literacy, environment, and science were covered. Alongside the scale a further sub-scale about diversity to make certain that practitioners in the Early Years planned for both the individual needs and group needs of children work together in cooperation (Petriwskyj, Thorpe and Tayler, 2014). Together both the ECERS-R and ECERS-E scales offer results of the social, physical, and emotional environment, whilst also measuring curricular and pedagogical practices created to encourage emergent cognitive functioning (Environment Rating Scale, No date and Fleming, 2020).

According to Siraj, Kingston and Melhuish (2015) both the SSTEW and ECERS scales have a similar framework for scoring. Therefore, if the person using the SSTEW scale has had previous training with using the earlier ECERS scale, they should find it easier to use, as the format will be familiar (Sylva et al., 2010). However, qualified trainers will be necessary to provide appropriate courses and training when it comes to the content of the scale (Yarber et al., 2015). This is a barrier to the use of environment rating scales as the level of training, understanding of how the scale should be used, how the assessment should be taken, and how results are constructed can be inconsistent between settings (Gordon et al., 2015). Furthermore, according to Seplocha (2018), there is a risk that the scales could be cheated and as a result will not portray a true reflection of the level of quality the setting provides. Additionally, Iles (2019) supports that research has previously shown inconsistencies between quality assurance scale results and everyday practice, as well as portraying that the length of time spent analysing interactions is not long enough to obtain detailed results.
Similarly, another barrier to both the SSTEW scale and the ECERS scale is that both scales only focus on only five or six domains limiting the results on the level of quality provided by a setting to certain areas (NYC Department of Education, No Date). Neither scale considers wider developmental outcomes such as emotional and social development (Iles, 2019). Welsh Government (2015), Brunsek et al. (2017) and Njenje (2017) all state that more research is required into emotional wellbeing in Early Years as it creates the foundations for personal, emotional, and social stability in later life.  However, Early et al. (2018) argues that a scale that focuses on more areas would not contain enough depth to portray quality in all areas of Early Years settings. Environment rating scales have further been criticised for excluding stakeholders, such as parents and local communities (Dallimore, 2019).
However, although challenges are present, quality assurance scales such as the SSTEW and ECERS scales have proven to be valuable processes of enhancing quality in Early Years settings and improving outcomes for children (Iles, 2019).

This module has opened my eyes to the importance of quality in Early Years settings. I always knew of the concept of quality, but I was unaware of how undefined quality is as it is something I had not previously considered. Everyone knows when something is bad quality, but every individual has their own perception as to what is considered high quality. As a parent I would always want my children to attend a high-quality Early Years setting but I had never given much thought as to what that really meant or consisted of.
As I am not currently in a setting myself, I was unaware of quality assurance scales that are used within practice. This module has expanded my knowledge of the processes of measuring quality within a setting and how that is then used to improve and enhance the level of quality provided. Measuring quality through quality assurance provides settings and practitioners with invaluable information that assists them to constantly strive to provide the highest level of quality care that they can. I can also now recognise how this research is invaluable to enhancing the outcomes for children.
In the future I will endeavour to recognise quality as an important aspect of child development, not only in practice but in my home life as a mother too. I now understand the importance in much more depth and will ensure that I try to implement this is all aspects of my life in the future. We all want to provide the best possible start to children and do our best to provide the best possible care to give them the start in life they require to grow and develop into the best possible version of themselves. This will be at the forefront of my mind moving forward.
To conclude, the importance of quality within Early Years settings is an aspect that cannot be argued. Quality early childhood education and care creates the foundations on which a child develops socially, emotionally, and academically. Quality assurance tools are methods that assist settings to measure the levels of quality they provide. The information provided then supports a setting to improve level of quality provided, furthermore enhancing the outcomes of the children. However, quality assurance scales do have barriers such as a limited focus and inconsistent results. Despite this research has shown that quality assurance scales have proven to be invaluable processes in assisting settings in improving the quality of care and education provided and therefore, improving the outcomes for children.
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